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FOREWORD 

In sixteenth-century England political order and the philosophy 

of natural law were strongly identified with each other. In fact, 

almost all political theorists, until Hobbes, argued on the basis of 

2 

natural law. The relationship between these ideas wais reflected in 

literature. Elizabethan dramatists, including Christopher Marlowe, 

collectively produced a wealth of playa whose themes frequently ex

plored the moral realities of political order: when a king should be 

dethroned; whether there is ever justification for rebellion; what 

the moral obligations are of a king to his subjects and what the sub

jects' to the king; what obtains when the order of succession is 

violated; what role the nobility plays in governance; and what the 

morality of ambition is. Because the history of England and Western 

Europe was one of precautious political stability, the answers to such 

questions were sought in the area of natural law, which at the least 

claimed immutability over man-made laws. 

A number of factors were responsible for the upsurge of interest 

in natural law during Marlowe's time, all of them political in one 

form or ainother. The introduction of the Contre-Machiavel« Gentillet's 

George C. Herndl, The High Design: English Renaissance Tragedy 
and Natural Law (Lexington: Univ. Press of Kentucky, 1970), p. 70, 

2 
Ibid., p. 76. Machiavelli is the notable exception. 

iv 



rebuttal to Machiavellian political acience, in 1577 scared the wits 

out of the English and gave two centuries of dramatists a first-class 

devil, Machiavelli'a The Prince was not so much anti-religious and 

anti-natural law as it was a-religious and a-natural law. But by the 

time Gentillet had finished his reflections on Machiavelli's ideas, 

Machiavelli himself had become synonymous with governmental treachery. 

Curiously, a book which had sought to end the chaotic political sit

uation among Italy's city-states had become identified with subterfuge, 

political espionage, regicide, amd the consequent upheaval of oper

ative and legitimate governments. Gentillet's work, in fact, 

strengthened the Elizabethan's conviction that there was a need for 

an ordered society whose highest laws were above the humam frailties 

of kings and counselors. 

Elizabethams had, at the bottom of it all, genuine reason for 

concern. Elizabeth, aged 57 when Tamburlaine was published and 60 

If 
at the publication of Edward II, was long past child bearing age 

and without heir. She was fighting ambitious Essex and the Catholic 

faction, headed by her half-sister Mary, Mary was asserting a 

1577 is the date of the first English translation, by Simon 
Patericke, although the work first was published in Italiain a year 
earlier, Edward Meyer, Machiavelli and the Elizabethan Dreima (New 
York: Burt Franklin, no date), p, 19. 

L 
Publication dates and all subsequent linear references to 

Msirlowe's plays are taken from The Plays of Christopher Marlowe, 
ed, Roma Gill (London: Oxford Univ, Press, 1971). 



primogenitor claim; but the right of any Tudor to the throne was 

flimsy, Waurs in Ireland and the constant threat of Philip of Spain 

increased the fears that, upon her death, Elizabeth would leave 

Englamd without a comfortable succession and thus prey to foreign 

invasion, 

Mary's activities had also made the incipient Anglican Church 

nervous. Natural law having, as it did then, close aissociation with 

religious dogma, it was looked to as a atabilizer. Tillyard states: 

"If the Elizabethans believed in an ideal order animating earthly 

order, they were terrified lest it should be upset, and appalled by 

the visible tokens of disorder that suggested its upsetting. They 

were obsessed by the fesu: of chaos and the fact of mutability; and 

the obsession was powerful in proportion as their faith in the cosmic 

order was strong," Thus one finds a large number of historical-

political plays which deal with those subjects of vital concern to 

Elizabethans: abuse of power, inept leadership, wars, and succession. 

The three plays which will be discussed in this paper, Tan;burlaine 

I and II and Edward II, were chosen because they present interesting 

problems in natural law and politics, and because, in their dia-

\ 

metrically opposed outcomes, they represent a balance in the genre. 

^Irving Ribner, The English History Play in the Age of Shakespeare 
(Princeton: Princeton Univ, Press, 1957), p. loff. 

E. M. W. Tillyard, Kie Elizabethan World Picture (New York: 
Macmillan, 19^'f), p, 13. 
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Before discussing them, however, it is necessary for one to establish 

a background in and a working definition of natural law. 

vii 



CHAPTER I 

NATURAL LAW 

Philosophers of natural law have argued for centuriea that there 

exists a system of laws which transcends the confines of a single 

society to encompass the entire universe. The Ancients called 

2 

natural law "the unwritten law," The general content of the laws 

might variously be described as the dictates of conscience, the Com

mandments, the Golden Rule, or simply doing good things and avoiding 

what is evil, llie Greeks saw the system as paurt of the laws of 
if 

nature, the other half of which was physics, Acqxiinais argued that 

the laws came from God amd were intended to govern man's conduct. 

Later smd present-day adherents to natural law have, for the most 

paurt, abamdoned the idea of a divine source and claim that this 

system is a product of human reaison. Since philosophers of natural 

A general reference for a comparison of natural and positive 
law is Legal Theory by W. Friedraann (London: Stevens and Sons, 1953). 

2 
Jacques Maritain. The Rights of Man and Natural Law, trams. 

Doris C. Anson (New York: Charles Scribner's Sons, 19^3), p. 60, 

^Ibid., p. 59. 

D. J. O'Connor, Acquineis and Natural Law (London: Macmillan, 

1967), p. 58. 

^Ibid., p. 59. 

Charles Grove Haines, Ihe Revival of Natural Law Concepts (New 
York: Russell and Russell, 1965), p. 25. 



law have a hard time deciding among themselves what specifically is 

contained in their system and what its source ultimately is, it may 

be wise to discuss initially what the system is not. 

Natural law's mongoose is positive law, so termed because its 

laws are "posited," that is, legislated. In civilized societies all 

positive laws are written, and there is a sanction (or punishment) 

applicable, should the law be violated. Natural laws are not written 

as a code; neither is there any eaurthly sanction attached to their 

violation. Positive law is man-made by legislatures or heads of 

state. Whether the source of natural law is nature, God, or human 

reason varies with the philosopher, Positivists aire vehement in 

their denial of what they consider an illusory, self-deceptive and 

totally unnecessary ancillary system of law, Danish philosopher Hans 

Kelsen, one of their most notable spokesmen, says that natural law 

"consists for the most part of empty formulais . . . or meaningless 

7 

tautologies" and cites Kant's categorical imperative and phrases 

like "to each his own" as examples of unsolveable problems in seman-

tica which render the whole system void. 

Naturalists, on the other hand, attack positive law as being 

inadequate because, without a government to enact it, positive law 

camnot exist, Positivists au:gue that there are no universal laws; 

naturalists affirm that universal laws do exist and say that the 

7 
'Hans Kelsen, General Theory of Law and State, trans, Anders 

Wedberg (Cambridge: Harvard Univ, Press, 19^5), pp. 9-10. 



fact that a law is not universally embraced does not argue against the 

existence of that law. 

Positivists argue that the state is the supreme lawmaker amd that 

it alone has the authority to create and dissolve laws. The polaric 

differences between these two philosophies is neatly summed up by 

Adler: "I shall call a 'naturalist' in law the man who thinks there 

is something other and more than positive law, a 'positivist' the mam 

who thinks that there is only positive law and that there are no ra-
o 

tional grounds for the criticism of positive law." 

The most accepted definition of natural law is that it is com

posed of rights and prohibitions which are discernible by human reason 

9 
amd which are universally applicable. In this definition, then, aure 

two components: reaaon and universality. Strauss affirms that "Nat

ural right in its classic form is connected with a teleological view 

of the universe. All natural beings have a natural end, a natural 

destiny, which determines what kind of operation is good for them. 

In the csise of man, reason is required for discerning these operations: 

reason determines what is by nature right with ultimate regaurd to man's 

natural end." 

o 
Mortimer Adler, "The Doctrine of Natural Law Philosophy," in 

Natural Law Reader, ed. Brendan F. Brown (New York: Oceana, I96O), 
p, 1. 

Q 

Leo Strauss, Natural Right and History (Chicago: Univ, of 
Chicago Press, 1953), p. 7. 

Ibid, 



RecLson is the sine qua non of natural law because man's natural 

state is one of a reasoning being. Therefore, and somewhat pauradox-

ically in terms of other meanings of the word "nature," man's most 

natural acts are those which are reasoned the most. Reasoning is 

the method of discovering what these natural laws aire, and every 

reasoning being should be able to discern them. Perhaps the most 

familiaur statement of natural law is found in the Declaration of In

dependence, which states: "We hold these truths to be self-evident, 

that all men are created equal; that they are endowed by their 

12 
Creator with certain unalienable rights . . . ." The truths, or 

laws, are self-evident; that is, they are capable of being known 

through reason. Further, they are so universally accepted ais to need 

no authority. And finally, mam's Creator has granted him rights 

which cannot be dissolved by legislated law. One of the principle 

arguments of proponents of natural law is that acknowledgment of a 

higher law protects a society against the abuses of a tyramt. An 

unjust law may then be said to be contrary to reason and nature and, 

therefore, against God's will. 

•̂ •̂ Herndl, p. ̂ 2. 

12 
"A Declaration by the Representativea of the United States of 

America in General Congress Assembled," in The Constitution of the 
United States and the Declaration of Independence, ed. William R. 
Barnes and Samuel Smith (New York: Barnes and Noble, I965), 

Haines, p, 20, 



Natural law in the sixteenth century was prescriptive and descrip

tive. It defined good amd bad, and was therefore prescriptive, and it 

I'f 
could be discovered through reason and was therefore descriptive. 

Sixteenth century philosophy held that "Perversion of rationality not 

only merits God's punishment, but of itself works inner and outer 

ruin," The perversion of reason, then, has the same consequence 

as the breaking of the chain of natural order. Both result in chaos. 

It is eaisy to see, therefore, why such draunatic emphasis is placed on 

rationality, especially relating to heads of state, and why any sign 

of madness or irrational behavior is considered cause for alarm. 

Natural or cosmic order (sometimes called simply the principle 

of Degree ) was amother concept derived from the Ancients. An in-

17 tegral psu:t of natural law, natural order was the belief that God 

had created a universal hierarchy in which every existing specie of 

life occupied a distinct place in relative superiority or inferiority 

18 
to other species. The concept is most succinctly and graphically 

represented as a Great Chain of Being wherein each succeeding link 

stands for a higher order of life. This seala naturae has its origins 

1^ 

Herndl, p. 33. 

Ibid., p. 36. 

•^Serndl, p. 71. 
^^Ibid, 

18 
Arthur 0, Lovejoy, Ihe Great Chain of Being: A Study of the 

History of an Idea (Cambridge: Harvard Univ, Press,' 1957), p. 59. 



in Aristotle, who fitted all life into eleven grades with man at the 

top and zoophytes at the bottom. Other ontological ideais on the 

ordering of eairthly amd heavenly beings were fused with Aristotle's 

scale into the chain concept, "composed of an immense, or . , . of 

am infinite, number of links ranging in hierarchical order from 

the meagerest kind of existents, which bairely escape non-existence, 

19 through 'every possible' grade up to the ens perfeetissimurn . . . ." 

Any broken link in this chain of universal order would, of course, 

destroy the universe. There were other waya of showing the concept, 

including mirrors, ladders, dance, amd sometimes objects such as 

21 
multi-level fountains. The overriding idea remained the sairae: 

to eliminate or attempt to alter one part put the whole in jeopairdy. 

One of the major areas of contention for philosophers of 

natural law wats the question of whether God had created every pos

sible form of life. Those who believed He had, put forth the 

principle of Plenitude and argued that the universe would be im-

perfect if there were gaps in Creation. They used the same 

argument to point out the inherent dangers in altering the chain: 

if one form of life were annhiliated or chose to vacate its station, 

-^^Ibid. 

^^Tillyard, pp. 23-28. 

21 
John Webster, The Duchess of Malfi in Eight Famous Elizabethan 

Plays, ed. Esther Cloudman Dunn (New York: Modern Library, 1950), 
I, i, 11-15. 

Lovejoy, pp. 52-5^. 



23 the chain would no longer be whole. Philosophers who opposed pleni-

2k 
tude eaisily argued that it left God no freedom of choice. This 

hypothetical amd quite mootable question may have occupied theologians 

when they were not discoursing on the number of angels a given pinhead 

would hold, but it wais also central to those who sought through what

ever means, including religion, to steady the public's acceptence of 

their government. If the public were to be convinced that the uni

verse would be rent aasunder by one man's usurption of amother'a 

place, no one would dare covet, much less revolt against, the crown. 

Two things were especially amathematic to natural order: revolu

tion was one. Kings were not seen as linear descendents of God, but 

when they were legally on the throne, there was a direct pairallel 

drawn between God as leader of the universe and king as leader of a 

25 

society. The issue was not one of demanding unconditional obedi

ence; the rights of the individual were strongly imbedded at Common 

Law, The fine line of the matter was the moral obligation of 
26 

obedience to legitimate authority. 

The second anathema was aunbition. The attitude of Elizabethams 

is cleairly shown in plays such ais Shakespeare's Richard III and 

Macbeth, plays in which ambition goes hand-in-glove with murder. 

^^Ibid,, p, 67. 

2k 
Ibid, 

^^Tillyard, pp, 27-28, 

26 
Herndl, p. 79. 
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infanticide, regicide, and treason. Obviously, ambition directed at 

the overthrow of an established government was wrong, but theoret-

27 

ically ambition per se was wrong. According to a sixteenth century 

work, Traite de la Sagesse by Pierre Charron, ambition was ruinous: 

"ptj takes away a man's concern for his life; it causes him to 

contemn religion; and it offers violence even to the laws of nature, 
28 

for it causes the murder of parents, children, amd brothers." By 

hoping to improve his position, the ambitious mam threatened to va

cate his inferior link in the Great Chain and move up or eliminate 

the fellow above him. The word "theoretically" is used because man's 

nature amd the exigencies of progress eventually made such a belief 

untenable. The question of the rightness or wrongness of ambition 

in fact became such a thorny issue that it was one of the main 

29 

factors in the demise of the entire philosophy of natural order, 

E|y Webster's time Castruchio in The Duchess of Malfi would argue 

with Duke Ferdinand that "It is fitting a soldier arise to be a 
30 

prince, but not necessary a prince descend to be a captain," 

Before one proceeds with a discussion of Marlowe's use of nat

ural law and cosmic order in the two Tamburlaine playa and in Edward 

II, two caveats must be kept in mind: the Introduction discussed 
27 
Lovejoy, p. 2k2, 

28 
Roy Battenhouse, "Tamburlaine's Passions," in Mairlowe: A 

Collection of Critical Essays, ed. Clifford Leech (Englewood cTiffs 
Prentice Hall, 196^), p. 61. 

Lovejoy, p. 2^3. 

^Webster, I, i, 96-97. 



natural law amd cosmic order in broad terms and in so doing did not do 

justice to these concepts ais philosophies. It must be emphasized, 

however, that when one contemplates finer definitions of natural law, 

one hats ais many definitions ais there aa*e philosophers. And Marlowe, 

like all dramatists, wais addressing his plays to general audiences 

who knew generalities about philosophy. It is to be expected, there

fore, that Marlowe's frame of reference in regard to these ideais is 

less philosophical than it is practical, less esoteric than familiaur. 



CHAPTER II 

TAMBURLAINE ̂  AND n 

The progress of Tamburlaine'a rise from Scythian peasant to 

world conqueror is told in two separate five-act plays which are so 

bound together by interest in the hero's exploits that they are 

usually treated as paurts of one unit. Tamburlaine's military suc

cesses amd, most importamt, the absence of military failure, ais he 

systematically subdues one country after another, constitute the 

essential plot of the plays. As a conqueror he has a code of ethica 

which allows him to overthrow established heads of state, to be am

bitious, to commit atrocities against women, to reduce his conquered 

chiefs to a bestial state, amd to murder one of his sons. For none 

of these episodes is the measure of sympathy for or empathy with him 

noticably diminished. And yet each of these acts constitutes a sig

nificant violation of natural law. How each of these episodes is 

handled and how Maurlowe maintains Tamburlaine's honor is the subject 

of this chapter. 

Overthrow and Rebellion 

During the progress of the ten acts that make up both plays, 

Tamburlaine subdues no less than seven heads of government. His 

first two conquests, those of ftycetes and Cosroe, are more 

For clarification the initial Roman numeral used in citations 
from Tamburlaine will refer to Part I or Paurt II, 

10 



11 

interesting as far as the hero's own character development and Maurlowe'a 

treatment of revolutionaries are concerned; these episodes will be dis

cussed in detail, Tamburlaine's other conquests will be used to illus

trate additional aspects of Marlowe's use of natural law. 

In the opening scene of Tamburlaine Î  it is the king's brother, 

Cosroe, who is the rebel, amd Tamburlaine who shortly becomes his 

ally. Both would seem to be equally guilty of rebellion against le

gitimate authority, but Marlowe eases Cosroe's guilt and virtually 

eradicates Tamburlaine's in three ways. First, he avoids too close am 

association with English politics; Marlowe removea thia scene from 

England, and even from Western Europe, to Persia, Second, he dissolves 

immediately all sympathy for Mycetes, who is so miserable a creature 

that even the gods had abandoned him at his birth. And third, Marlowe 

passes the job of actual rebellion to Cosroe, whose questionable right 

to the throne nonetheless offers the only visible salvation to a 

country on the brink of foreign invasion and civil war. The fact 

that the crown has paissed laterally makes Tamburlaine's eventual 

seizure of it less offensive; the crown is essentially up for grabs, 

with Cosroe having no more legal claim to it than Tamburlaine, 

Because of Mycetes* witlessness the Persians are faced with an 

invasion of heathen Turks and Tartars, The bulwarks of Mycetes' 

shaky government are the Persian nobles, long since tired of propping 

up their ineffectual king, Cosroe shortly loses all patience with 

his brother and tells him that the empire is on the verge of revolt 

because of Mycetes' stupidity. Not only does Persia face invasion, 

but Ceneus reveals that unpadd smd idle soldiers threaten civil waur. 
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Afterward, alone with Menaphon, Cosroe discloses the plan of the 

nobles to crown him emperor of Asia, The plot to overthrow Mycetes 

amd the rationalizations behind that plot are similar to those in 

Edward II, including Cosroe's protestations that hia concern is for 

the protection of the empire: 

But this it is that doth excruciate 

The very substance of my vexed soul: 
To see our neighbours that were wont to quake 
And tremble at the Persian monarch's naune. 
Now sits and laughs our regiment to scorn; 
And that which might resolve me into tears. 
Men from the farthest equinoctial line 
Have swarm'd in troops into the Eastern India, 
Lading their ships with gold amd precious stones. 
And made their spoils from all our provinces, 

1/ I, i, 113-22 

In Edward II Lancaster tells a like tale of piracy and invaaion: 

Look for rebellion, look to be depos'd: 
Thy garrisons are beaten out of France, 
And lame amd poor lie groaning at the gates; 
The wild O'Neill, with swarms of Irish kerns. 
Lives uncontroll'd within the English Pale; 
Unto the walla of York the Scots made road. 

And unresisted drave away rich spoils, II, ii, I6O-66 

However, in spite of the overwhelming circumstances which, if left un

checked, certainly will lead to the dissolution of the Persian erapire, 

the king has simply been charged with stupidity. He has broken no laws; 
2 

neither is there any suggestion that he has tried to be an absolutist. 

p 
There hais always been a qualified justification for overthrow

ing an established king. Because historically England had firat 
formed its society and then found a ruler, the ruler has always been 
considered subject to the laws of the society. If the king were to 
try to govern by divine right or to consider himself an absolute 
monarch, he would be violating natural law, "for he breaks a con
tract arising from the nature of society and binding upon him in 
reason and justice," Herndl, p, 78* 
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There is yet another view as to how Tamburlaine'a revolt is ra

tionalized by Maurlowe: Saturn's son has usurped hia father's throne 

and, by so doing, lends divine sanction to all usurpers, Kocher 

adds: "The same struggle for supremacy is ordained by Nature among 

the elements composing man's body . . . . Therefore the struggle for 

power is the law of man's life and he must obey it by grasping un

scrupulously at the supreme eminence of the throne . . . . Force is 

the nature of God, the constitution of the universe, and the law for 

if 
mankind," The God of Power which governs the characters in the 

play ia reflected not only in Tamburlaine himself, but also in the 

kings amd armies he fights. The play is indeed peopled with would-be 

and erstwhile conquerors. 

Ambition 

Ambition is essentially what the play is about. Tamburlaine 

is a pagan play glorifying power, not in the Machiavellian sense, 

but in the very primitive sense. Haurry Levin states: "Tamburlaine 

, ., , laid down the outline for a new dramatic genre, the tragedy of 

ambition — am ascending line propelled by the momentum of a single 

character, whose human relationships aire incidental to his ulterior 

•'paul H, Kocher, Christopher Maurlowe: A Study of His Thought. 
Learning, amd Character (New York: Russell and Russell, 1962), p. 71, 

If 
Ibid., pp. 71-72, 
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goal, and whose conflicts are literal, overt, and invariably success

ful," Marlowe eschews in this play the star.daurd Christian pro

nouncements which he uses as the foundation for Dr. Faustus, in which 

ambition is seen in its more sinister light and in which the pro

tagonist is duly brought to hell by his blasphemy. On the contraury, 

there is an uplifting quality about Tariburlaine's ambition; Muhood 

says his aspirations suggest heaven. Although Empson, Kocher, Levin, 

and Waith consider Maa*lowe "a Renaissance hero questioning traditional 

morality and reaching out to new possibilities of human endeavour amd 

7 

experience," the play is a troublesome one regaurding ambition, 

paurticularly in view of the playwright's other strongly dogmatic playa, 

Are we to see the titulau? hero ais wanting some essential knowledge of 

right values and being misled into desiring earthly crowns because of 

his ignoramce? Has Marlowe created some sort of overgrown shepherd 

without the sense to realize that knowing and loving his god will 

make him richer and happier tham controlling the compass points? 

According to Battenhouse, the Elizabethans would indeed see him ais 

being misled: the ignorance of pursuing worldly things would invar

iably lead to a life of dissatisfaction. Battenhouse declares: 

Haurry Levin, The Overreacher: A Study of Christopher Marlowe 
(Boston: Beacon Press, 196^), p. 56. 

M. M. Mahood, "The Jew of Malta: A Contracted World," in Critics 
on Marlowe: Readings in Literary Criticism, ed, Judith O'Neill (Coral 
Gables: Univ, of Miami Press, 1969), p. kk. 

'Judith O'Neill, "Introduction," in Critics on Marlowe: Readings 
in Literary Criticism, ed. Judith O'Neill (Coral Gables: Univ. of 
Miami Press, 1969), p. 7. 
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"Instead of 'the full and whole fruition of the essence of God' . . . 

Tamburlaine knows only 'The sweet fruition of an earthly crowne.' 

Thia blindness-of-raind we may regard as the c^use of Tamburlaine'a 

Q 

never contented life," 

Admittedly, there are many ways to view the play; but this 

assessment suggests that Marlowe, in following Christian dogma, con

signed Faustus to hell for his ambition, though he simply made Tam

burlaine ill at ease. The full implications of the speech referred 

to in these lines is discussed later, but one point ia worth repeat

ing here. It is not blindness that causes Tamburlaine'a unrest, but 

an ajnbition which he states is inherent in every man. By attempting 

to fit Marlowe's super hero into the traditional mould with its pre

dictable abhorence for material gains, Battenhouse misses the whole 

thrust of Tamburlaine's aurguraent: namely that it is natural amd 

therefore good to reach for the limits of earthly goals. Never to 

be contented is Tamburlaine's essence of humanity and his reason for 

being. 

While it is true that Tamburlaine makes a lot of noise about 

his role as scourge and terror, it would be a mistake to construe 

the numerous references to am assortment of dieties in several 

religions ais evidence that the underlying tone of these plays is 

one of religious moralizing. Religion doea play a superficial pau:t 

o 
Battenhouse, p. 60. 
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in Tamburlaine; but for all of the hero'a blasphemous taunts to the 

gods, nothing ever happens. In Dr^, Faustus even the servants can 

raise the devil, but in Tamburlaine not even the subtlest sign of 

divine interest occurs, 

Rdhrman offers an interesting function for these numerous ref

erences to divinities. He argues that the gods do not play all that 

large a part in Tamburlaine'a life and that "They are not much more 

for him tham terms of reference to meaisure his own greatness with," 

Further, pagan gods and the Chriatian God are jumbled; amd there is 

even a hint that religion is largely a matter of superstition, as in 

the following comments by Meamder on Tamburlaine: 

Some powers divine, or else infernal, mix'd 

Their angry seeds at his conception. 
For he wais never sprung of human race. 
Since with the spirit of his fearful pride. 
He dares so doubtlessly resolve of rule. 

And by profession be ambitious, 1/ II, vi, 9-l'> 

However, it would be equally wrong to disaurm Tamburlaine of all re

ligious meaming, particularly in regard to the hero's epithet of 

Scourge of God, Kocher says: "It bore such a meaning to the Eliza

bethan audience, amd Marlowe may be presumed not to have wished to 

violate it altogether. Moreover the circumstance that Tamburlaine 

first called himself the Scourge of God while promising to free 

Christians from the Turks would invauriably fix the term in a Christian 

atmosphere," 

H, ROhrraan, Marlowe and Shakespeare; A Thematic Exposition 
of Some of Their Plays (Arnhem; Van Loghum Slaterus, 1952), p. 28, 

Kocher, p. 8l. 
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Taunburlaine•a rags-to-riches journey h^s barely begun when he 

first appeaurs in the second scene. Still dressed as a shepherd, he 

hais already captured Zenocrate, her train, and their treasure. Even 

Zenocrate, while aware of his homespun, calls him "lord" (1/ I, ii, 

33), an epithet to which Tamburlaine replies: "I am a lord, for so 

my deeds shall prove,/ And yet a shepherd by my parentage" (1/ I, ii, 

3^-35). These lines are especially interesting on at least two 

levels. First they imply the approval and possibility of rising into 

a higher social caste. Such an advancement would have been seen^ in 

and of itself, as dangerously contraury to cosmic order. Second, the 

lines suggest a strong criticism of hereditary titles. Implicit in 

Tamburlaine's declao'ation of his own ethics is the statement that 

any lord whose deeds are less than noble ia in fact not a lord. Taun

burlaine has in effect negated previously valid criteria, the posited 

documents of kings pronouncing the nobility of individuals, and sub

stituted his own subjective criteria: one is what one does. These 

two lines provide the first clue that Tamburlaine has rewritten the 

rules and foreshadow the at-once simplistic and harshly moral tone 

of his new code of law. The lines are counterpointed in Act II by 

Cosroe's patronizing offer of a regency to his future ally, Tambur

laine, and Ceneus' wrong-headed judgment that all Tamburlaine needs 

is a little glitter: 

He that with shepherds and a little spoil 
Durst, in disdain of wrong and tyranny. 
Defend hia freedom 'gadnst a monarchy. 
What will he do supported by a king, 
Leading a troop of gentlemen amd lords. 
And stuff'd with treasure for his highest thoughts! 

1/ II, i, 5^-59 
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This introductory scene contains numerous hyperbolic epithets and 

boasts which reveal, among other things, Tamburlaine's aissessraent of 

himself and the boundlessness of his ambition, Zenocrate initially 

thinks he is a simple highwayman and offers letters of safe passage 

from the Cham of Scythia, Tamburlaine spurns her letters amd in re

ply indicates he has already claimed title to several provinces: 

"And through my provinces you must expect/ Letters of conduct from my 

mightiness , , ," (1/ I, ii, 23-2^), He speaks of weaning his state 

"Till men and kingdoms help to strengthen it , , ," (1/ I, ii, 30), 

He admits plans to conquer Asia and saya that he 

, . , means to be a terror to the world. 

Measuring the limits of his empery 
Bty eaist and west, as Phoebus doth his course, 

1/ I, ii, 38-^0 

His friend, Techelles, likens him to a lion amd foresees kings kneel

ing at Tsmiburlaine'a feet. Meeting him, Theridaunaa excladms that 

Tamburlaine's looks "menace heaven and dsire the goda , , ." (1/ I, ii, 

157). And, in exhorting Theridamais to join him, Tamburlaine claims 

to have captured the Fates and Fortune's wheel (1/ I, ii, 7^-75): 

"And sooner shall the sun fall from his sphere/ Than Tamburlaine be 

slain or overcome (1/ I, ii, 76-77). He is "charmed" (1/ I, ii, 179). 

Unrelieved, such boasts would ordinarily put off an audience, 

who would feel that these colossal ambitions merely signal the be

ginning of tyranny. However, balancing the braggaû disra is an al

ready strongly established personal code of ethics. First, he ranks 

freedom above slavery. Refusing Zenocrate passage through his ter

ritory, Tamburlaine intimates that her release would bring on her 
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father's armies and Tamburlaine's eventual capture. He not only loves 

his freedom; it is essential to his cause: " . . . they are friends 

that help to wean my state,/ . . . And must maintain ray life exempt 

from servitude (1/ I, ii, 29, 31), Second, responsibility supercedes 

expedience. Instead of dully engaging his 500 foot soldiers to 

Theridamiais• 1000 horse, Tamburlaine asks for a parley during which 

he alone assumes the risk: "Keep all your standings, and not stir 

a foot:/ Myself will bide the danger of the brunt" (1/ I, ii, 150-51). 

By the end of the paurley Tamburlaine has turned the unfavorable odds 

to his advantage and has succeeded in forming a partnership with 

Theridamas, Third, his code places friendship and loyalty above all 

else, even wealth, Agydais, one of the Median lords in Zenocrate's 

entourage, attempts to gain their release by bribing TaLmburlaine with 

their treasure. But he responds that he values Zenocrate ais his wife 

and her lords as his followers more than the treaisure: she ", , , ia 

more worth to Tamburlaine/ Tham the possession of the Persian crown" 

(1/ I, ii, 90-91). Using the same simile, Tamburladne expresses to 

his new ally, Theridaunas, the supreme value he places on his friends: 

These are ray friends, in whom I more rejoice 
Tham doth the King of Persia in hia crown; 

Make much of them, gentle Theridamas, 
And they will never leave thee till the death, 

1/ I, ii, 1^1-^2, lk7'kS 

This code is immensely important as a guide to putting into 

perspective Taunburlaine's subsequent actions. Other facets of his 

code of ethics will be revealed throughout the two parts, but it 

is significamt that it remains consistent: he always assumes his 
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responsibilities; he always strives to free slaves from bondage; he 

always values his friends above potential material gains; and he al

ways elevates Zenocrate above all else. And he demands a like com

mitment from his followers. The problem in putting Tamburlaine's 

ethics into adequate perspective is understanding that his immediate 

goal is conquest. But conquest is pursued only insofar as it does 

not violate these higher laws of conduct. 

After joining with Theridamais, Tamburlaine allies his armies 

with Cosroe, and together they easily defeat Mycetes. Cosroe is 

crowned emperor amd makes his new ally regent of Persia and head of 

his aurmies. Then, as he watches Cosroe depaurt to "ride in triumph 

through Persepolis," Tamburlaine begins to fantasize: 

Is it not brave to be a king, Techelles, 
Usumcasane amd Theridaunas? 
Is it not passing brave to be a king. 

And ride in triumph through Persepolis? 1/ II, v, 51-5̂ * 

The reference to the triumphal march, first made by Meander, ia hyp

notically repeated twice by Tamburlaine, As he daydreams about the 

pomp of kingahip, he and his friends also draw heretical conclusions 

on the inverted importance of kinga and gods: 

Usumcasane, To be a king, is half to be a god, 
Theridamas, A god is not so glorious as a king: 

I think the pleasure they enjoy in heaven. 
Cannot compaure with kingly joys in 

earth . . , , 1/ II, v, 56-59 

What Marlowe puts forth in a very short space is the beginning 

of the end of Tamburlaine's paistoral innocence. The sight of Cosroe 

off on his triumphal march with all its attendent pomp dazzles this 
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country rube. Even the conclusions of the relative superiority of 

kings over gods by his compamions are ameliorated by Tarriburlaine's 

boyish exhuberance. The ideas are quite out of tune with Tudor mores: 

Englamd was still parochial in its views on ambition and, of course, 

would look with great disfavor on the presumption that kings have 

more fun than gods. But both of these ideas are reduced to jocular 

good sport for a little while at least, by Tamburlaine, He asks his 

friends whether they would like to be kings and decides first to 

pursue the Persian crown for himself, "'Twill prove a pretty jest 

, . ," (1/ II, V, 90) to overcome newly-crowned Cosroe, 

But the jest is short-lived, and Tamburlaine's aunbition comes 

into full scope following the battle. He tells the furious and dying 

Cosroe that "The thirst of reign amd sweetness of a crown . . . / 

Mov'd me to manage arms against thy state" (1/ II, vii, 12, l6). He 

continues: 

Nature, that frara'd us of four elements 

Warring within our breaists for regiment. 
Doth teach us all to have aspiring minds. 
Our souls, whose faculties can comprehend 
The wondrous aurchitecture of the world. 
And measure every wand'ring planet's course. 
Still climbing after knowledge infinite. 
And always moving as the restless spheres. 
Wills us to weaur ourselves amd never rest 
Until we reach the ripest fruit of all. 
That perfect bliss and sole felicity. 

The sweet fruition of an earthly crown. 1/ II, vii, l8-29 

The significance of these twelve lines would be difficult to over

rate. They represent Tamburlaine's rationalization and explanation 

of what was in the eau:ly l600s an unpopular, if not heretical, system 



22 

of beliefs. Explaining Tamburlaine'a thesis in universal terms, 

Kocher states: "The . . . struggle for supremacy is ordained by 

Nature among the elements composing man's body. And his soul is a 

pure energy ranging the heavens insatiably for the knowledge and com

prehension which are another kind of power. The very spheres them

selves with their eternal motion illustrate a like energy. There

fore the struggle for power is the law of man's life and he must obey 

it by grasping unscrupulously at the supreme eminence of the throne. 

This is a true moral imperative, a higher ethics," First, Tam

burlaine says that it is a natural state for mam to be ambitious. 

Second, he says that man's mind is entirely capable of knowing the 

order of the universe and by nature seeks to know the secrets of 

the universe. Third, he says that the soul of mam wills man to am

bition, even to exhaustion, in pursuit of kingship, "the sweet 

fruition of an earthly crown." Fourth, and in paurody of religion's 

exhortation to pursue heavenly bliss, Taunburlaine claims that the 

crown is the "perfect bliss amd sole felicity." Kocher reraaurks that 

the speech "in thought and in language . . . is a conscious and 

pointed denial of the Christian view that the summum bonum of man 

is the attainment of bliss in heaven." 

The speech generally turns feeling toward Tamburlaine, because 

Rtfhrraam, 

jCocher, j 

^^Ibid. , p. 

p , 6 , 

). 71 . 

76. 
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1^ 

of the "compulsion of the drama," although it is arguable that Tam

burlaine already has the approval of his audience, if only by default, 

"His words and actions aure stronger than his enemies', more noble 

even. Yet the doctrine virtually asserts might as right; the sur

vival of the fittest is seen as natural law; aspiration is the natural 

and admirable thing," 

Other critics, including Battenhouse, find the essence of Machia

vellianism in the speech: "The ceaseless warfaure, climbing and as

piring without rest, and survival only for those who embody physical 

and mental force," The difficulty with subscribing to Battenhouse's 

theory is that, first, one must aissume that Marlowe is writing pure 

17 

Machiavellian political science and not Gentillet's abortive version; 

and, second, that an audience already familiar with Gentillet's bug-

besur, the conniving, murderous, grasping malcontent, would or could 

be able to distinguish the two. Neither the chauracter nor the events 

in the play support seeing Taunburlaine as a Machiavellian villain; 

amd only by removing this speech from context cam any similarities 

with The Prince be seen. The speech, coupled with Tamburlaine'a 

J. B. Steane, Marlowe: A Critical Study (Cambridge: Univ. 
Press, 196^), p, 6^, 

•^^Ibid, 

Battenhouse, p. 5. 

17 
It is possible that Maurlowe is promulgating true Machiavellian 

theory; it is known, for instance, that he was familiar with the orig
inal version of The Prince (Meyer, p, 35). But considering the sure 
emotional reaction to any beliefs remotely associated with Machiavelli, 
it is doubtful that Marlowe would risk being misunderstood in an 
attempt to proselytize an Elizabethan audience. 
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strong ethics, represents, in fact, Maurlowe's idea of natural law, 

minus the confusion of religious overtones. Mam is by nature ambitious. 

And he is ambitious for kingship. 

Atrocities 

The atrocities which are committed by Tamburlaine cam be shown 

in three episodes from Parts I amd II: Tamburlaine's imprisonment of 

Bajazeth and his queen, the murder of the virgins, and the murder of 

his own son, Calyphas, The imprisonment and subsequent suicides of 

Bajazeth and Zabina are included under this heading because the sui

cides aure a direct consequence of the despair brought on by Tambur

laine 's inhumane treatment of them. 

At the beginning of Act III the Turkish king Bajazeth is engaged 

in the seige of Constantinople, which he plans to win by cutting off 

the city water supply. His informers have told him that Tamburlaine 

is picking a fight with the Barbary kings, hoping to divert Bajazeth 

from his seige; Bajazeth sends word that Tamburlaine may not set 

foot in Greece or Africa. 

After listening to Bajazeth's messenger, Tamburlaine delivers 

one of his most forceful speeches, which subtly foreshadows the sub

sequent punishment of the Turkish king. The speech has distinct 

Christiam overtones: Taunburlaine proclaims that he is called "the 

scourge and wrath of god,/ The only feaur and terror of the world 

. . ." (1/ III, iii, '+^-^5). He will, he claims, overcome Bajazeth 

and free the Christians whom the Turkish king has enslaved. There 

follows a graphic description of the cruelty which the slaves have 
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suffered: heavy chains, insufficient food and clothing, severe beat

ings. He calls the slavers "cruel pirates," "that damned train, the 

scum of Africa," and "straggling runagates" (1/ III, iii, 55-57). It 

is a speech designed to evoke horror at the plight of the Christian 

slave amd total revulsion for the Turkish king. The emotional 

charge is intended to be sufficiently strong that the speech will 

prepare for and, in preparing for, excuse the subsequent equally in

humane acts of Tamburlaine. 

Preliminary to the battle Tamburlaine and Bajazeth engage in the 

expected taunts amd bravado. Bajazeth states to his lords: 

He calls me Bajazeth, whom you call lord! 
Note the presumption of this Scythian slave! 
I tell thee, villain, those that lead my horse 
Have to their names titles of dignity; 
And daur'st thou bluntly call me Bajazeth? 

1/ III, iii, 67-71 

Tamburlaine replies: 

And know thou, Turk, that those which lead my horse 
Shall lead thee captive thorough Africa; 
And dar'st thou bluntly call me Tamburlaine? 

1/ III, iii, 72-7^ 

Bajazeth tries here to intimidate Tamburlaine by recalling hia former 

peasant state and by inference suggesting that he has overreached 

himself, Tamburlaine, in turn, puts forth his stamdard counter that 

titles aure useless to the vamquished. But the arguments have been 

made before, and Tamburlaine does not expound further on the horrors 

of the Christian slave. However, he does throw in a reminder that 

he is not barbaric, Zenocrate is "The only pauragon of Tamburlaine" 

(1/ III, iii, 119); he does not keep concubines. But the squabbling 

of the women as the battle progresses, added to these meager 
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reiterations, produces only a weak chain of rhetoric to sustain the 

connection between Bajazeth's crime amd his subsequent punishment. 

After Bajazeth's defeat Tamburlaine has him and his wife, Zabina, 

incarcerated in a wheeled cage like animals. Upon orders from Tam

burlaine Bajazeth is released amd made to serve as his captor's foot

stool. By the beginning of Act V both the Turk md his wife aure in 

total despair of their ever being rescued from Tamburlaine'a impris

onment. Their wills broken, Bajazeth finally admits Tamburlaine'a 

indestructibility: 

Ah fair Zabina, we may curse his power. 

The heavens may frown, the earth for anger quake; 
But such a star hath influence in his sword 
As rules the skies and countermands the gods 
More than Cimmerian Styx or Destiny, 1/ V, i, 229-33 

While her husbamd laments that the greatest power has no control over 

Tamburlaine, Zabina denies that a greater power exists: 

Then is there left no Mahomet, no God, 
No fiend, no fortune, nor no hope of end 

To our infamous, monstrous slaveries? 1/ V, i, 238-^0 

In his despair Bajazeth brains himself against the walls of his cage. 

Upon discovering his body, Zabina follows his suicide with her own, 

Zenocrate'a grief over their deaths is shown in a speech which 

is out of step with Taunburlaine's belief in the rightness of am

bition. She suggests looking at these victims of the lust for con

quest in order to see Taunburladne 's end: 

Those that are proud of fickle empery 

And place their chiefest good in eau"thly pomp. 
Behold the Turk amd his great emperess! 
Ah Tamburlaine my love, sweet Tamburlaine, 
That fights for sceptres and for slippery crowns. 
Behold the Turk amd his great emperess! 1/ V, i, 350-55 
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No member of Tamburlaine's inmost circle of followers has previously 

questioned his goals or his acts. However, Zenocrate's judgment 

that he is too ambitious can be seen from two angles: one is, of 

course, that she is right; not because Tamburlaine's ambition offends 

a higher law, but because his gains are illusory. She speaks of 

"fickle empery" and "slippery crowns," both fleeting gains not worth 

such ignominious defeat. The second is that she is coming onto the 

scene already distraught with the news of the murder of the virgins. 

Still the thrust of her speech is not one of condemnation; it is 

one of fear: 

Pardon my love, 0 pardon his contempt 
Of eaurthly fortune and respect of pity; 
And let not conquest ruthlessly pursu'd 
Be equally against his life incens'd 
In this great Turk and hapless emperess! 
And paurdon me that was not mov'd with ruth 
To see them live so long in misery! 
Ah, what may chance to thee, Zenocrate? 

1/ V, i, 362-69 

The feaur sustains sympathy although the condemnation would not. 

The immediate cause of the tragic despair of the Turk and his 

queen is the defeat of the governor of Damascus, who had allied him

self with Zenocrate's father, the Soldan of Egypt. Tamburlaine's 

seige of Damascus has enraged the Soldan, who rants: 

Merciless villain, peasant ignorant 
Of lawful arms or martial discipline! 
Pilage and murder are his usual trades. 
The slave usurps the glorious name of war. 

1/ IV, ii, 6^-67 

The lines aure reminiscent of earlier ones spoken by Mycetes in Act 

II, Mycetes has been cowering behind battle lines, clutching his 
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crown and attempting to hide it somewhere, when Tamburlaine comes upon 

him. In a silly effort to exert his position, Mycetes says: 

Away, I am the King! Go, touch me not. 
Thou break'st the law of arms unless thou kneel. 

And cry me 'Mercy, noble King!' 1/ II, iv, 19-21 

The law of arms is joined with this miserable, quaking coward of a 

monarch who has the temerity to call himself "noble" in the presence 

of Tamburlaine. Mycetes hides not only behind the lines, but behind 

the power of his laws, and diminishes them in the process. Both 

Mycetes and the Soldan make evident that maurtial law, military codes, 

and by extention presumably all positive law, are not simply unheeded; 

they are irrelevant. They are invoked only in times of need to prop 

up the soon-to-be-conquered. Such paurt-time laws sure tantamount to 

no laws. 

It is during the seige of Damascus that the most controversial, 

act of atrocity is committed. Tamburlaine hais sent word that on the 

first day of his seige he will fly white banners, signifying a blood

less takeover. The second day the color will change to red, meaming 

that his troops will fight their soldiers. The black banners of the 

third day signal his intent to utterly destroy the city, "Without 

respect of sex, degree, or age . . . " (1/ IV, ii, 62). As the bl^ck 

flags of the third day aure raised, the governor sends forth four 

virgins holding laurel bramches to plead for mercy from Taunburlaine. 

He, with a few words of sincere regret, orders them taken away to 

be slain. 

In attempting to explain what would seem to be a totally un

necessary act of cruelty, Biradbrook suggests that the virgins are 
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purposefully made one-dimensional in order not to turn sympathy away 

from Tamburlaine. They are "innocent white dummies, without sticky 

18 
blood like Duncan's," Kocher discusses the scene in terms of 

Marlowe's religious beliefs, which he tentatively suggests are what 

is retained after lopping off the traditional Christian beliefs 

thought to have been held by am Elizabethan audience: "M-iy not all 

of Taunburlaine's religious ideais be hso'monized by simply aunputating the 

Christiam appendages amd considering him ais the servant of a deity who 

is Power without justice and who punishes disobedience in man merely 

because disobedience is rebellion, regardless of fictions about right 

and wrong? , . .[Supporting this thesis] is the argument that fully 

half the number of Tamburlaine's victims aure not shown by the drama 

19 to be guilty of any vestige of sin or crime." 

If Kocher is ascribing to Taunburlaine the servant the saune 

"Power without justice" characteristic, then the hypothesis contra

dicts an essential element of Tamburlaine's chauracter. Taunburlaine 

has a very strong sense of justice; it is primitive and quite haursh, 

but it does exist. It is Old Testament justice, and Tamburlaine 

exercises it in virtually every act he commits. Bajazeth's punish

ment, the enslavement of the enslaver, is perfect justice. One may 

even argue that the murder of the four virgins is equally just, con

sidering that Taunburlaine feels he has fully warned the governor of 

18 
H. C. Bradbrook, "A Discussion of Tamburlaine," in Critics 

on Marlowe: Readings in Literary Criticism, ed. Judith O'Neill (Coral 
Gables: Univ. of Miami Press, I969), p. 30, 

^^Kocher, p, 8I, 
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Damascus of his intentions. He tells them he has sworn the destruc

tion of Daunascus: 

They know my custom; could they not as well 
Have sent ye out when first my milk-white flags 
Through which sweet mercy threw her gentle beams, 
Reflexing them on your disdainful eyes. 
As now when fury and incensed hate 
Flings slaughtering terror from my coal-black tents. 
And tells for truth, submissions comes too late? 

1/ V, i, 67-73 

The burden of guilt is easily shifted onto the governor himself, 

since it is he who fully knows the implications of the black bamnera. 

It is he who, nonetheless, sends out the women to the hostile caunp, 

incidentally to brave damgers he should have confronted, Taunburlaine 

is not so cowardly when he paurleys with Theridamas in Act I; he alone 

meets his rival: "Keep all your standings, and not atir a foot;/ My

self will bide the danger of the brunt" (1/ I, ii, 150-51). The 

governor's cowardice would not be criminal under positive law; but 

he, the virgins, amd the townspeople may be culpable in another sense. 

Although the individuals themselves may be guiltless of specific 

crimes, to the extent that they are part of or paurticipate in a system 

which is corrupt, they must assume a share of the collective guilt. 

The third atrocity occurs in Paurt II, Tamburlaine has had three 

sons by Zenocrate, two of whom aure learning the martial arts, albeit 

motivated by feaur of their father. The third son, however, shows no 

interest in fighting, an attitude that enrages Tamburlaine, Calyphas 

would just as soon accompamy his mother while his two brothers fight 

the wars. To Tamburlaine he says, "They are enough to conquer all 
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the world,/ And you have won enough for me to keep" (11/ I, iii, 67-68) 

After calling him a bastaurd and a coward, Tamburlaine issues a warning. 

The conquered lands will go to the son whose scars and wounds au-e the 

greatest. If Calyphas wants to weaur a crown too, he must grab it off 

the head of the Turkish deputy and "cleave his pericranion with thy 

sword" (11/ I, iii, 101), 

Calyphas, If any man will hold him, I will strike. 
And cleave him to the channel with my sword. 

Tamburlaine. Hold him, and cleave him too, or I'll 
cleave thee! 11/ I, iii, 102-0^ 

What emerges is the picture of a son who would gladly take what is 

given to him, but one who is too lazy to get something on his own. 

In effect, Calyphas is guilty of the indifference amd the indolence 

of inherited rank, which hais previously been condemned in Mycetes, 

The son has misjudged the father, however, because Tamburlaine makes 

it quite clear that titles are to be eaurned. Parenthetically, it 

should be noted that in passing over Calyphas, the eldest son, to 

distribute the wealth to the younger sons, Tamburlaine violates the 

traditional laws of priraigenious taking and, by extention, the laws 

of natural order, 

Ely the fourth act of Paurt II Tamburlaine has pitched his tents 

for the ensuing battle with the son of Bajazeth, Callapine. On the 

morning of the battle Amyras amd Celebinus, discovering that their 

brother still sleeps, attempt to rouse Calyphas before theijr father 

finds him. However, Calyphas ridicules their feaurs: 

• , , My father needs not me, 
Nor you, in faith, but that you will be thought 
More childish-valorous tham manly-wise, 11/ IV, i, 15-17 
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Calyphas goes off to play cards, Tamburlaine enters shortly with his 

retinue and, discovering Calyphas, stabs him, Calyphas is a "shame 

of nature" (11/ IV, i, 106), and all blame for his raiscreance is laid 

on Jove: 

Tamburlaine, In sending to my issue such a soul, 
Created of the massy dregs of earth. 
The scum and tartaur of the elements. 
Wherein was neither courage, strength or 

wit. 
But folly, sloth, and damned idleness. 
Thou has procur'd a greater enemy 
Than he that darted mountadns at thy head, 

11/ IV, i, 120-26 

To the charges of murder, barbary, amd tyranny, Tamburlaine declares 

it is his duty as the scourge of God to rid the world of the likes 

of Calyphas, The fact that it is his son is immaterial. 

There aure several standard methods of signalling the end of 

the tragic protagonist's rise amd the beginning of his fall, all 

of which involve an element of justice: the tragic hero is brought 

to his knees by someone or something in retribution for his acts, 

I^pically, his life is cut short by a decisive battle, by his falling 

prey to his own villainy, or by the treachery of others. But none 

of these possibilities occurs in Tamburlaine; he simply grows old 

and dies. For a niomber of reasons Christian justice is not the 

issue here. First, no one laurger amd more powerful ever emerges to 

take Tamburlaine's place and prove his frailties or inadequacies. 

In Hamlet Fortinbras appears over the hill just as most of the rest 

of the cast lie dead or dying; in Macbeth it is Malcolm; in Kin^ 
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Le^r Edgar, Kent, and Albany remain to restore order; in Richard III 

Richmond survives. Invariably there is some character left whose 

job it will be to right wrongs and restore governmental order and 

justice. But no such figure appears in Tamburlaine, The closing 

lines, in fact, deny the existence of anyone capable of filling this 

void: 

Meet heaven amd eaurth, and here let all things end. 
For earth hath spent the pride of all her fruit. 
And heaven consum'd his choicest living fire! 
Let eaurth and heaven his timeless death deplore. 
For both their worths will equal hira no more! 

11/ V, iii, 2^9-53 

Second, Taunburlaine's metaunorphosis from lowly shepherd to emperor 

is without the attendent chamge in personality which usually precedes 

such advancement. As such, the change is a superficial one, an 

eaurthly one. He does not commit heinous crimes to achieve his goals 

and thereby insure his ultimate failure. Even Faustus haa "a complete 

antecedent knowledge of the magnitude of the issue he is dealing 

with," Tamburlaine does not voluntaurily become tragic. Third, 

in the separated, scattered instances of the questionable acts which 

are the subject of paurt of this chapter, there is no accumulation of 

sentiment against Tamburlaine. The acts aure not developed or fitted 

together to form a pyramid of weighty evidence supporting Taunburlaine's 

tyranny. The scenes operate independent of one another and suggest 

that each is to be judged on its particulaur circumstances alone. 

Rdhrman, p, 29. 
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Therefore, in evaluating the impact of natural law on Ta-nburlaine, 

one concludes that the hero is meant to be seen as acting within an 

ordered, albeit unique, code of laws. It is a code more closely allied 

to natural law than positive law. His actions, in fact, suggest a 

strong contempt for positive law, because positive law has sustained 

the disasterously ineffective Mycetes amd a host of other flawed 

rulers. 



CHAPTER III 

EDWARD II 

In Edward II one finds more traditional values and more predict

able consequences of violating natural law than were found in Tambur

laine, The play's perspective is different too. AT.ereas !•'jrlowe used 

the perspective in Tamburlaine to create the illusion of a New Order, 

he uses it in Edward II to show the effect of the Old Order, Tambur

laine was in the ascendency; Edward is in the descendency. Both 

plays have the elements of the ambition genre, but rJdward II falls 

more into another category: "The weak king, the untended kingdom, the 

parasite, the discontented peers, aire essential ingredients of the 

Elizabetham play of disorder." 

Edward is very much like King Mycetes: he is a weak and ineffec

tual king; he is obsessed with the trappings of kingship and particu-

laurly with his crown; he is beset with foreign invasions and threats 

of revolts within his array; amd he is surrounded by aspiring nobles. 

But whereas in Tamburlaine these problems serve only to prepare for 

the necessity of Marlowe's invincible superman, in Edward II these 

problems constitute the grist, Edward II also contains much more in

timate portraits of its characters, am intimacy that makes it dif

ficult to draw the facile lines delineating good amd bad. The lines 

aure esisy in Taunburlaine: the hero's single-mindedness and consist

ency, in conformation with or perhaps because of his shallow 

Steane, p. 223, 
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characterization, are everywhere present. In Edward II the chau-acters 

are more human, complete with their vascillations and confusions amd, 

in the case of Isabella, with their honest questions of what consti

tutes doing good and avoiding evil. 

Edward II explores some of the saune questions involving natural 

law and cosmic order, plus a few more, that Ta-.burlaine did: homo

sexuality, pride, the overthrow of an established government, ambition, 

and murder. 

Before proceeding with a discussion of the play in light of these 

points, it will be useful initially to discuss the role of a relative

ly minor character in the play, Edmund Earl of Kent, the king's 

brother. It is Kent who, like his namesake in King Lear, represents 

the voice of reaison and moderation. He is a reference point, and his 

2 

is the most important judgment on Edward's cause. As Kent's judg

ments are altered and his allegiance changed during the course of the 

play, so must the audience be swayed. Kent is in a sense the weakened 

voice of natural law. He argues less what is legally right than what 

is compassionate and morally right. Unfortunately for his brother, 

Kent leaurns his lessons slowly and appears a little naive in the 
process. 

Homosexuality 

A homosexual relationship, such as Edward had with Gaveston and 

later with Spencer, would have been considered an unnatural affection 

2 
Levin, p. 93. 
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subject to disapproval within the Church and within the largely 

church-dominated system of natural law.^ But it is not the cut-^nd-

dried fact that Edward is a homosexual that is the only concern; it 

is Edwaurd's congruent inability to assume the responsibilities of his 

reign. His homosexuality, it is believed, will evaporate. Seeking 

to calm his son, Mortimer Senior says: 

The mightiest kings have had their minions: 

Great Alexander lov'd Hephaestion; 
The conquering Hercules for Hylas wept; 
And for Patroclus stern Achilles droop'd; 
And not kings only, but the wisest men: 
The Romam Tully lov'd Octavius; 
Great Socrates, wild Alcibiades. 
Then let his grace, whose youth is flexible. 
And promiseth as much as we cam wish. 
Freely enjoy that vain light-headed earl. 
For riper years will wean him from such toys. 

I, iv, 390-^00 

The son replies that Edward's "wamton humour" (I, iv, 4oi) does not 

bother him; but Edward's abandonment of the realm smd Gaveston's pre

tentions do. Gaveston's political weight with Edward is indeed enor-

k 

mous. The issue of his sexual preferences is further complicated 

by his wife, Isabella, who tries without success to understand her 

husband's love for Gaveston amd his repulsion of her. Gaveston's 

petty jealousies take their toll, and she eventually joins Mortimer's 

camp. 

The complicated relationships between Gaveston and Edward, Ed-

vard and Isabella, amd Isabella and Mortimer produce what Levin calls 

^Levin, p. 93. 

if 
The Plays of Christopher Marlowe, ed, Leo Kirschbaum (Cleveland: 

World Publishing Company, 1962), p, 80, 
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"the unnatural quadrangle,"^ Of the scene in which the quoen is forced 

to ask for Gaveston's recall. Levin observes: 

The queen's rhetorical abilities are put to an 
even severer test when Edward forces her to plead 
for the repeal of her rival's banishT.ent. The 
usual plea is reversed, and persuasion gives way 
to dissuasion, when she dissuades Mortimer and he 
dissuades the barons from standing by their resolve. 
He complies out of love for her, while she has com
plied out of love for her husband; and Gaveston, 
the object of her husband's love, completes the 
unnatural quadrangle of compliance by virtually 
driving her into Mortimer's arms. Meanwhile 
Edward, reconciled with her, ironically accepts 
the situation as 'a second mariage'. 6 

Edward's homosexuality acts as a catalyst throughout the play, unob

trusive in and of itself, but dangerous in the repercussions it causes. 

At the beginning of the play Gaveston, the king's companion and 

lover, has received word that Edward has succeeded to the throne amd 

wishes Gaveston to return from exile to England, "'And share the king

dom with thy dearest friend'" (I, i, 2). Gaveston can hardly contain 

his delight: 

What greater bliss can hap to Gaveston 
Than live and be the favourite of a king? 

Farewell base stooping to the lordly peers; 
My knee shall bow to none but to the king. 

I, i, ^-5, 18-19 

Steane draws an interesting parallel to Tamburlaine's "sweet fruition" 

speech by saying that here Gaveston "beaurs some pathetic relationship 

'̂ Levin, p. 98. 

^Ibid.. pp, 97-98. 



39 

7 
to the Scourge of God." Although the ordinary man could not hope for 

crowns, he could gain advancement in this more practical mamner. In

deed, in this particular instance, the king's companion is offered a 

share of the kingdom. 

Aside from the obvious overtones of ambition shown in this desire 

to be a king's favorite, Gaveston counters the long-held church dogma 

that a man's greatest happiness is found in contemplating his god. By 

considering his greatest joy to be in being Edward's minion and by 

limiting his humility to the king, Gaveston exhibits am eaurthly vanity 

for his position. Here too one may draw paurallels to Taunburlaine's 

speech. Like Tamburlaine, Gaveston's summum bonum is not heavenly 

bliss. It is arguable that this affrontery to Christian values is 

less excusable in Gaveston than in Tamburlaine because of Gaveston's 

o 
miserably limited amd sycophantic ambitions. 

Upon receiving word of Gaveston's recall, the nobles become in

censed and threaten to withdraw crucial military supjxjrt from Edward. 

Lancaster goes further when he says that he will sell off his lands 

to pay his surmies privately in order to insure that the king's 

friend does not remain in the country. The quarrel over the compan

ion is an old one, dating back to the reign of Edward's father. The 

audience is not privy to the original cause of Gaveston's banishment. 

7 
'Steane, p. 217. 

Q 

Churchill noted that there "wais a temper which would submit to 
the rule of a king, but would not tolerate the pretensions of his 
personal cronies." Winston Churchill, A History of the English Speak
ing Peoples (New York: Dodd, Mead amd Company, 195^), I, 312. 
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but it is eaurly made awaure that both the king and his nobles are at 

loggerheads over the recall. It is important to note, however, that 

Gaveston is simply charged with being "base and obscure" (I, i, 100). 

Nowhere is there mention made of his having broken the laws of the 

state. Presumably Edward I extracted his deathbed oath from Mortimer 

and the others to uphold the exile on the subjective grounds that 

Gaveston was a bad influence on his son. It is this oath to the dead 

king which precipitates the present confrontation. In order to keep 

this commoner from intimacy with the new king and in order to uphold 

their promise to the old king, the nobles threaten to leave England 

defenseless, while the king, in his turn, threatens to have them ex

ecuted. 

Why Gaveston was banished is not expounded upon further here; 

amd indeed the crime, if there was one, is not the point of the scene. 

The real culprits aure Edward and his nobles, whose main voice is 

Mortimer. In recalling his lover Edward is guilty of deliberately 

provoking some of the most powerful men in his government. More im

portant and certainly more irritating to Mortimer is Edward's attempt 

by fait accompli to elevate Gaveston to the high commands of his 

court, a position reserved for the nobility. Gaveston is an inter

loper; he is the sparrow among eagles. In raising Gaveston so far 

above his station, Edwaurd hais violated the Great Chain of Being, 

Pride 

The nobles have also committed a very serious offense: in Kent's 

words they have dared to "brave the king unto his face" (I, i, 115). 
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This action, too, violates the natural order of society. On the sur

face, the challenges to order by both sides aure not yet complicated 

by the ambitions of either Gaveston or Mortiraor. Gaveston says he 

is honestly fond of Edward; and Mortimer, though he is head-strong, 

shows no specific designs on the crown, '^at is shown is a potentially 

explosive situation in which both sides have lost their perspective on 

the duties of kingship and the corresponding duties of allegiamce. 

Only weak-voiced and powerless Kent seems to understand the real is

sues. Although it is undoubtedly treaisonous to turn one's armies on 

one of the king's coxirt, ais Lancaister threatens, it is not this ob

vious crime that offends Kent: it is the pride of the nobles that 

galls hira. Kent cites a similsur incident during which two nobles 

dared to argue in front of Edwaurd's father, who quashed the aurgament 

and reconciled the men with an imperious look. In reciting the scene, 

Kent is also innocently pointing up one of Edward's major failings as 

a king: he camnot control his squabbling underlings. All he cam do 

is enter into the fracais and thus become the coequal of the fractious 

eaurls. 

With the departure of the nobles, Edward lavishes titles on his 

friend. Gaveston becomes Lord High Chamberlain, Chief Secretary to 

the state and the king. Earl of Cornwall, and ruler of the Isle of 

Man (I, i, 153-55). Gaveston demurs, amd again Kent's mild appeals 

to reaison sure heard: "Brother, the least of these may well suffice/ 

For one of greater birth than Gaveston" (I, i, 157-58). But Edward 

is resolved. Not only does he insist on these titles, but he says 
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that if any question of propriety is raised he will bestow -nore. 

Worse, he offers Gaveston free access to the treasury amd the royal 

seal, by which the man cam "Save or condemn, and in our name command/ 

Whatso thy mind affects or fancy likes" (I, i, I68-69). With these 

lines Edward has proffered the power of the crown. Gaveston wisely 

and diplomatically refuses the power; he keeps, however, his newly 

gained titles. 

Edward's grants to Gaveston of titles, influence, and power, 

are not restricted to the court; he also attacks the Church, in the 

person of the Bishop of Coventry, who, it is revealed, was the chief 

instigator in the exile of Gaveston. To his friend Edward awards 

the Bishop's title, his personal estate, and the revenues from wr.at 

were probably extensive land holdings. The offense to the Church, 

the elevation to peerage of Edwaurd's lover, the fact that Gaveston 

hais jockied them out of their positions of influence in the court, 

and his delight in their subservience infuriate the nobles. Mortimer 

speaks of hanging him "Who, swoln with sunbitious pride,/ Will be the 

ruin of the realm amd us" (I, i, 31-32). 

As Gaveston's contempt for the nobles increases, so does 

Mortimer's frustration. His righteous indignation at the threat to 

Englamd is quickly superceded by his anger at being ridiculed. Not 

content with intimidating the entire court, Gaveston raids the king's 

treaisury to buy gold and jeweled clothes in which he struts about, 

mocking Mortimer amd his followers. Mortimer complains: 
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Whiles other walk below, the king and he 
From out a window laugh at such as we. 
And flout our train, and jest at our attire. 

Uncle, 'tis this that makes me ixpntient. I, iv, '•15-18 

Upon hearing that Coventry has been seized, Canterbury is asked 

whether he will take arms against Edward. After remarking that "God 

himself is up in arms/ When violence is offer'd to the Church" (I, ii, 

^0-^1), Canterbury goes on to admit that the seizure of this bishop

ric threatens his own well-being. Canterbury is, after all, con

cerned with his own revenues and properties. 

In this first act, then, each faction is attempting to assert 

its authority and the rightness of its cause over the other. How

ever, a state of neaur chaos in England is the result of these power 

plays. On one side are Mortimer and Canterbury, representing the 

nobility amd the Church, joined presumably by the armies smd the 

common people, represented by the mutinous soldiers. On the other 

side stand only the king and Gaveston. In the entire country no one 

remains untouched by the controversy. Like York's garden, England 

again 

Is full of weeds, her fairest flowers chok'd up. 
Her fruit-trees all unpruned, her hedges ruin'd. 
Her knots disorder'd amd her wholesome herbs 
Swarming with caterpillars . . . . 9 

Revolution 

Unable to suffer more of Gaveston, the nobles and Canterbury 

agree to coerce Edwaurd into banishing his lover again. Lancaster 

9 
^William Shakespeaure, King Richaurd the Third in The Complete 

Works of Shakespeare, ed. Hardin Craig (Chicago: Scott, Foresr.an 
and Company, I96I), III, iv, H-^7. 
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argues that "What we confirm the King will frustrate" (II, iv, 72); 

and Mortimer replies that such action by Edward will give them legal 

right to revolt. Mortimer's conclusion brings up an important prob

lem in natural and positive law. Two legal systems which only par

tially overlap can create situations in which a man is simultaneously 

guilty and innocent for the same act. Under positive law Mortimer 

would indeed be able to cut his allegiance if Edward opposed the 

Church. Canterbury, as head of the Church in England, has the power 

through excommunication to repeal obligations of loyalty to the king 

(I, iv, 6I-62). However, since Mortimer is confident beforehand that 

Edward will oppose hira and that his own action can lead nowhere ex

cept to civil war, then the morality of his action would be subject 

to serious question under natural law. In the face of opposing the 

Church, however, Edward recants and agrees to sign the proclaunation 

exiling Gaveston. 

The scene contains several lines that suggest aberrations amd 

excesses of nature. Upon seeing Edward and Gaveston together, 

Pembroke says, "Can kingly lions fawn on creeping amts?" (I, iv, 

15). Gaveston is called "Phaeton" (I, iv, I6) by Warwick, in an 

allusion to the near disasterous attempt by that mythological figure 

to drive the sun's chariot. Edwaurd rails that, before Gaveston is 

banished, "This isle shall fleet upon the ocean/ And wander to the 

unfrequented Inde" (I, iv, '•9-50). 

Such metaphors and images which suggest an inverted order of 

nature aure common devices to signal the advent of political or 
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social disaster; they are considered omens. Metaphors involving oce

anic aberrations are, of course, particularly apt in English liter

ature. Here Edward uses the idea of England, the ship, breaking 

loose from its moorings and floating rudderless out to the reaches 

of the known world. Edward, as king of England, would be the abdica

ting captain of this metaphorical ship, i:>i.-.ard u^es -inot:.',r image of 

sea abnormality earlier at the point of Gaveston's initial recall: 

I have my wish, in that I joy thy sight; 

And sooner shall the sea o'erwhelra my land 
Than bear the ship that shall transport thee hence, 

I, i, 150-52 

Wilson sees in these lines the traditional image of water overflowing 

its banks and the "symbol of chaos, an inversion of nature which is 

a token of evil in human nature; now the image is from Edward himself 

and marks the absence of all sense of kingly duty and moral scruple 

10 II 
, . • . 

The disruption of cosmic order suggested in the foregoing ref

erences is echoed in Edwaurd's parcelling out of his empire to those 

who he feels have, by exiling his lover, stripped him of all of his 

power. Commenting on the number of times Edward shells out high 

offices to his friends, Leo Kirschbaum notes that it "is as though 

it is impossible for Edward to rule by himself." But in this 

second round of bestowing offices, Edwaurd goes further, saying: 

•^^F. P. Wilson, "Edward 11^: Ironies of Kingship," in Critics 
on Marlowe: Readings in Literary Criticism, ed, Judith O'Neill (Coral 
Gables: Univ, of Miami Press, I969), p. 63. 

Kirschbaum, p, 78, 
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Make several kingdoms of this monarchy 
And share it equally amongst you all — 
So I may have some nook or corner left 
To frolic with my deaurest Gaveston, I, iv, 70-73 

Here he is not talking of sharing the kingdom; he is for the moment 

toying with abdicating. This great realm is to him "a poor thing: 

let it float away, be divided up, let the noblos have the treasury: 

12 
one nook in which to play with Gaveston would be worth more," 

Whatever tempered restraints natural order put on ascending the Great 

Chain, it put even stiffer penalties on descending it. One need only 

recall the consequences of Lear's decision to divide up his kingdom 

smd the colossal reverberations which his seemingly trivial and very 

personal action caused in nature. But Edward does not abdicate; his 

anger at Canterbury and Mortimer strengthens his will, and he vows 

to "reign to be reveng'd of them" (I, iv. 111). 

Isabella, charged with conspiring with Mortimer to exile Gaves

ton, is forced to plead with the nobles for Gaveston's return. Mort

imer persuades his followers that since the king's lover has enough 

gold to buy support abroad, all their positions are in jeopardy. 

However, recalled and then miurdered, Gaveston would no longer be a 

threat. 

Gaveston is, of course, not the main disturbance to Edward's 

reign; Edward's own shortcomings are the real issue. Hesuring of 

Gaveston's repeal, Edward, in his gratitude, again parcels out im

portant posts. His overwhelming preoccupation with his friend makes 

12 
Steane, p. 226. 
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him totally incapable of discharging his obligations as king. He wants 

more than help with his government; he wants to be free of it. His 

only desire to hang on to his crown is to retain the authority to pun

ish Mortimer and his men. Mortimer warns that the King of France has 

landed at Normandy and th-it such an invasion warrants Kdwird's immed-

iate attention. But Edward is preoccupied with the r»*turning Gives-

ton and dismisses Mortimer's alarm: The invasion is "A trifle; we'll 

expell him when we please" (II, ii, 10). At no point does Edward 

evidence any interest in the welfare of his empire; neither does he 

show any ability to rule or to delegate power wisely. The nobles, 

in short, have sufficient moral justification to oust him from the 

throne. 

The beaur baiting comes to a head in the second scene of Act II. 

Mortimer's uncle has been captured, and Mortimer aurgues that Edwaurd 

is legally responsible for his ransom. When Edwaurd refuses, the 

nobles recite the full horrors of the state of England: the treasury 

is empty; Irish and Scottish renegades roam freely within England's 

boundaries; Danes command the seas; diplomacy is at a stamdstill; the 

peers have abandoned his court; the people sing songs about his over

throw smd curse his misrule. Faced with such a recounting of his 

brother's failure, Kent denounces Edward: 

My lord, I see your love to Gaveston 
Will be the ruin of the realm and you. 
For now the wrathful nobles threaten wars; 
And therefore, brother, banish him for ever. 

II, ii, 207-10 

When Edwaurd refuses, Kent joins Mortimer. 
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With the revolt an actuality, Edward still cannot deal with his 

responsibilities. The queen's brother, the King of France, has seized 

Normandy because Edward has defaulted in payments. Still totally ab

sorbed with the fate of his lover, Edwau-d waves away the threat as 

inconsequential. He will send Isabella and his young son to mend his 

fences. Isabella, yet faithful to Edward, remarks as she leaves on 

the "Unnatural wars, where subjects brave their king . . . " (Ill, ii, 

86), 

Ambition 

Although there have been hints throughout the play that Mortimer's 

concern has not been entirely for the state of the empire, his actual 

overt declcuration of ambition comes fairly late. Even ais late as Act 

IV, scene iv, Mortimer's actions are still largely based on what he 

considers the good of the country. He states: 

And for the open wrongs and injuries 
Edwaurd hath done to us, his queen and land, 
V/e come in surras to wreck it with the sword. 
That England's Queen in peace may repossess 
Her dignities and honours; amd withal 
We may remove these flatterers from the King, 
That havocs Englamd's wealth and treasury, 

IV, iv, 21-27 

Virtually all the chau-acters (Kent being the notable exception) 

have indulged their petty self-interest, as has Mortimer. But with 

Edwaurd's ultimate defeat, Mortimer becomes the complete Kachiavel. 

•"Fear'd aun I more than lov'd', amd one of the maxims attributed to 

Machiavelli was that 'it is better for a Prince to be fesired than 

loved'. Another maixim wsis that 'A man is happy so long as Fortune 

agreeth unto his nature amd humour', and it is Mortimer and Mortimer 
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alone who calls upon Fortune, At the height of his power he boasts 

that he makes Fortune's wheel turn as he pleases, and quotes from Ovid 

the line Major sum quam cui possit fortuna nocere," ^ The Machia

vellian traits in Mortimer's ambition are significant because they 

direct that his ambition is to be interpreted as a negative force, 

rather than a constructive one. To accomplish his ends, the draunatic 

Machiavel operates within a predictable framework; he is power-mad, 

deceitful, unscrupulous, and murderous. Further evidence of Mortimer's 

evil intentions is found in his hireling, Li£;htborn, whose very name 

suggests Lucifer. In contracting with Lightborn to murder the king, 

Mortimer has made a syrabolic pact with the devil. 

Murder 

There are two murders of moment in the play: Gaveston's and 

Edwaurd's. Gaveston's murder takes place eaurly in Act III amd is told 

to Edward by the Eaurl of Arundel. The king wishes to see his friend 

before Gaveston dies and has sent Arundel to bargain with the warring 

earls, who have captured Gaveston and are going to execute him. Ar

undel's integrity is not questioned by the nobles; in fact, they 

acknowledge his honor amd his nobility. They simply do not trust 

the king. After some discussion Pembroke offers to accompany Arundel 

and pledges his word for the return of Gaveston. However, Pembroke's 

men are ambushed by Warwick, who retakes Gaveston and beheads him, 

•nie circumstamces surrounding Gaveston's murder mark am 

^F, P. Wilson, "The Massacre at Paris and Edward H," in 
Marlowe: A Collection of Critical Essays, ed, Clifford Leech (Engle
wood Cliffs: Prentice Hall, 19Sk), p, 133, 

TEXAS TECH LIBRARY 
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important turning point in the play. Prior to this act the nobles 

have maintained at least the semblance of honor. But with the 

treacherous ambush and capture of Gaveston, they have broken oaths 

made among themselves. Gaveston himself discitims Warwick's action: 

"0 treacherous Warwick, thus to wrong thy friendl" (III, i, 1). Pem

broke's man, James, also cries against the foul play: "Your lord

ship doth dishonour to yourself,/ And wrong our lord, your honour

able friend" (III, i, 8-9). Warwick's counter, that his action is 

in his "country's cause" (III, i, 10), rings hollow, because he has 

by his action gone against the contract to which he subscribed: 

namely to allow the king a reunion with Gaveston. By breaking his 

contract, Wsurwick is in essence setting his judgments against those 

of his peers and, thereby, creating his own law. One sees in that 

microcosm of social order the laws of England being suborned: natural 

as well as civil law. 

Near the end of Act IV it becomes evident that Edward is out-

mamned, and with that turn of fortune, Kent recants his allegiance 

to Mortimer. Kent returns to his original argument that the nobles 

are warring with a legitimate king: 

Rain showers of vengeance on ray cursed head. 
Thou God, to whom in justice it belongs 

To punish this unnatural revolt. IV, v, I6-I8 

Mortimer has given voice to the other side: "But Madam, right makes 

room/ Where weapons wamt . . . " (IV, ii, 50-51). And in scene iv 

Mortimer tells Isabella that they fight for young Edwaurd's cause 

"by sufferance of heaven" (IV, iv, 17). Isabella herself says 
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in great piety: 

Successful battles gives the God of kings 
To them that fight in right and feaur his wrath; 
Since then successfully we have prevail'd. 

Thanks be heaven's great architect, amd you. IV, v, 28-31 

The argument is as old as war: God insures military victory to the 

morally just and the religiously pious. Coming as it does after Kent's 

condemnation of their cause and his switch of allegiamce, this speech 

by the queen points up the total misunderstanding by Mortimer's fac

tion of the rightness of their cause. 

The superficial concern in Mortimer's camp for adherence to law 

and social order continues, notwithstanding the growing suspicions 

of their motives, notably by Kent and Edwaurd's son. Kent asks the 

queen how Edwaurd will be handled upon his capture and is told by 

Mortimer: 

My lord of Kent, what needs these questions? 
'Tis not in her controlment, nor in ours. 
But as the realm and parliament shall please. 
So shall your brother be disposed of. IV, v, '•3-̂ 6 

But the realm and paurliament aure not consulted. Edward is seized 

within the walls of a monastery, a traditional place of inviolable 

samction, by authority of a warrant issued by Isabella at Mortimer's 

urging. 

With the progression toward Edward's inevitable execution, 

Marlowe intensifies his references to unnatural behavior smd events. 

Isabella is "that unnatural queen" (V, i, 17) for having jailed her 

husbamd, Mortimer's messengers au:*e "Inhuman creatures, nurs'd with 

tiger's milk" (V, i, 71). The reversal of natural order is noted 
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by Kent: "0 miserable is that commonweal/ 'Where lords keep courts and 

kings are lock'd in prison!" (V, iii, 63-6'*), Edward remarks on his 

own unnatural state: he is king and he is not king: 

But what are kings, when regiment is gone. 
But perfect shadows in a sunshine day? 
My nobles rule, I bear the name of king; 
I wear the crown; but am controll'd by them. 

Here, take my crown, the life of Edward too: 
Two kings in England cannot reign at once, 

V, i, 26-29, 57-58 

To sustain awhile longer his kingship, Edward vainly pleads for 

nature to forget its laws of physics: 

Continue ever, thou celestial sun. 
Let never silent night possess this clime; 
Stand still, you watches of the element. 
All times and seasons, rest you at a stay. 
That Edward may be still fair England's king, 

V, i, 6'+-68 

Time is for Marlowe the ultimate, immutable fact of the universe. He 

knows that positive laws change; and in anticipating particulaurly the 

chamges with regard to ambition which natural law experienced, one 

may assume he considered aspects of that system mutable as well. But 

time does not chamge. 

The workings of time aure important aspects of several of his 

plays, including Tamburlaine and Edward II, Edward wishes to con

trol time in the last hours of his life; he wants the sun, "the 

watches of the element,/ All times and seasons," to come to a stand

still, to prolong his life as much as to prolong his kingship, con

cepts which to Edward are synonymous. Tamburlaine is an old mam at 

the end of the play, amd his mortality startles him: "Shall sickness 
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prove me now to be a man,/ That h-ive been term'd the terror of the 

world?" (11/ V, iii, k3,-kk). He rails against the gods and dares a 

fearful Death to take him. On his deathbed he dom-̂ nds a map to see 

what remains unconquered: "And shall I die, and this unconq'uered?" 

(11/ V, iii, 150). Faustus begins where Tamburlaine leaves off: 

"Yet art thou still but Fnustus, and a man" (I, i, 23). And it ends 

as Edwaurd II ends: "£1!'^ ̂ i^ last great soliloquy Faustus's mind 

dwells on the evil of those books which put all nature's treasure at 

his command, the ruin that time has wrought, amd the saving grace of 

Christ's blood. For in order to possess the things of time Faustus 

has put himself at the mercy of time, and as the terrible clock strikes 

he can only plead that time may stop in the realm of time itself . . 

Much of the last act of Edwaurd II is consumed with his desperate 

attempt to keep the last vestiges of his kingship in tact. It is a 

curious and, at times, poignant chamge of heart in a man who has 

tried earlier to divest himself of his responsibilities and his power 

to both Gaveston smd these same nobles. 

Ostensibly for the protection of her son's succession to the 

throne, Isabella surrenders control over Edward's fate to Mortirer, 

whose Machiavellian intrigues become increasingly sinister. Matrevis 

and Gurney sure hired to replace Edward's gentler jailer with in

structions from Mortimer to "Seek all the means thou canst to r.ake 

I'f 
Arthur Mizener, "The Dualism in Dr Faustus," in Critics on 

Marlowe: Readings in Literary Criticism, ed. Judith O'Neill (Coral 
Gables: Univ. of Miami Press, 1969), p. 117. 
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hira droop,/ And neither give him kind word nor good look" (V, ii, 5't-

55). Because Kent is rumored to be working on the king's escape, 

Mortimer devises a plan to change Edwau-d's lodging every night. But 

such fears do not explain away the excessive cruelty which he chaurges 

his two henchmen to commit: 

And by the way, to make him fret the more. 
Speak curstly to him; and in any case 
Let no msm comfort him, if he chance to weep. 

But amplify his grief with bitter words. V, ii, 62-65 

Edward himself complains of the inhumane treatment he receives. He 

is kept in the rankest of dungeons where he can hardly breathe for 

the stench and where he is given not enough food and water. 

Mortimer ultimately strips away all pretense of acting in any 

behalf but his own. Reducing his situation to its lowest common de

nominator, he says, "The king must die, or Mortimer goes down" (V, 

iv, 1). To commit the execution of Edward, he hais hired a profes

sional murderer, Lightborn, a full-blown Machiavellian villain, who 

recites a litany of assorted methods of undetectible murders. He 

commits his hideous murder of Edward and is in turn murdered by 

Matrevis and Gurney, 

For a short time it appears that Mortimer has achieved his goal 

of controlling the throne, occupied now by young Edward III. Mortimer 

boasts, 

, , , . , I s tand as J o v e ' s huge t r e e . 
And o t h e r s aure but shrubs compsured to me; 
All t remble a t ray name, amd I feaur none; 
L e t ' s see who dare impeach me for h i s dea th , 

V, v i , l l - l ' * 
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The only one left who does dare is Edward III, the boy-king, who, in 

the company of other lords, sends Mortimer to his own death, Isabella 

is named as a conspirator and sentenced to tlio tower with this warn

ing: "If you be guilty, though I be your son,/ Think not to find me 

slack or pitiful" (V, vi, 81-82), 

These harsh lines from Isabella's son herald the restoration 

of order and the return thereby to a lawful society. Englamd has 

been without an adequate system of law. The Church, who should have 

been a strong voice for natural law to ward off Mortimer, acts only 

in its own interest; ais do Edwaurd, Mortimer, and Gaveston. Such 

self-interest is the ultimate sign of the dissolution of law. 



AFPERWORD 

One of the best signposts for interpreting a character is an 

evaluation of the circumstances of his death. For ex iraple, when 

Gaveston is captured, Mortimer refrains from stabbing hira because 

he would dishonor his soldier's sword. Hanging, on the other hand, 

was reserved for criminals. It does not matter much to Gaveston, 

who remarks, 

• •••'• Then I perceive 
That heading is one, and hanging is the other. 
And death is all. II, v, 29-31 

And he eventually is beheaded. However, here the general circum

stances are more important that the actual manner: he is ambushed 

and killed unceremoniously in a field trench. 

Tamburlaine dies an honorable death, surrounded by his loyal 

friends, followers, and his children. He has committed acts of 

extreme violence, acts which in other circumstances would have 

bramded him fiendish. And he has been consumed with ambition: he 

is to the end looking for new lands to conquer. But he comes to 

terms with his mortality, dies, and is properly eulogized. 

Edward, on the other hand, inhabits a stinking dungeon, is 

murdered by a professional murderer who plunges a red-hot spit 

into his intestines, smd dies not really understanding his crimes. 

He thinks he knows why the earls hate him. He laments: 

0 Gaveston, it is for thee that I am wrong'd! 
For me, both thou and both the Spencers died; 
And for your sakes, a thousand wrongs I'll take. 

V, iii, '•l-'f3 
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He tells the Bishop to ask young Edward to rule better. But pUheti-

cally he adds, "Yet how have I transj^ress'd,/ Unless it be with too 

much clemency?" (V, i, 122-23). 

What is so startling in viewing these plays in conjunction is 

the fact that they are such diametric opposites. Tr.mburlaine's speech 

in which he extolls the rightness and n ituralness of ambition is en

tirely contrary to the pervasive evil of Mortimer's speeches on his 

own designs. Not only is Mortimer's ambition wrong, but Edwau-d's 

lack of ambition is wrong, too. Tamburlaine's world is a magnificent 

one; Edward's is "one of belittlement, where dignity is undermined, 

nobility turned to pettiness, and man made abject, thwarted and 

humiliated." Tamburlaine kills and is excused; Mortimer murders 

and is dsunned. 

Reconciling two such endings is not eaisy. For one thing, too 

little is known of the playwright himself to be able to state con

clusively that he believed positive law inadequate to deal with in

eptitude smd abuse of power. Equally little is known of his views 

on natural law; natural law in Tamburlaine is strong, but in Edwaurd 

II it is weaUc, However, because Edward II ends with a return to the 

paurliaunentary process and Taunburlaine concludes without a judgment 

on his exercise of natural law, one may fairly conclude that to 

Marlowe law — positive or natural — is preferable to suiarchy. 

Steane, p. 228, 
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