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To what extent is Christopher Marlowe's rebellious and controversial lifestyle reflected in his tragedies Doctor Faustus and Edward II?

 Christopher Marlowe’s life is one of mystery and intrigue. The documentation to have survived the past four hundred and thirty years since his death paints a colourful picture of an unorthodox, unconventional, free-thinking man who enjoyed challenging theological and political doctrines. Although many of the claims passed down to us could be considered hearsay, theory, and assumption, these characteristics are present in Marlowe's plays. In this essay, I will explore his life and how this has influenced his writing, as well as the characters and themes portrayed in the plays Doctor Faustus and Edward II. 
Christopher Marlowe was the second of nine children born to John and Katherine and was baptized in Canterbury on 26th February 1564. His date of birth is not documented, but it is believed to have been several days before his baptism. Infant mortality was high at this time due to the outbreak of the plague, and so children were baptised as soon after birth as possible to ensure their entry into heaven should they die.[footnoteRef:2] Marlowe's family was not wealthy, despite his father trading as a shoemaker and becoming a freeman of the city. This entitlement granted a license to trade and sell goods from his home, but it seems John Marlowe was not a competent businessman. Actions were often brought against him for unpaid debts, unfulfilled business obligations, and further allegations of fighting and affray.[footnoteRef:3] Despite this, John Marlowe was a respected craftsman and was elected as both warden and treasurer of the Shoemaker's Company. This position elevated his social status through his official service to the parish and community, which he was required to undertake.  [2:  The Marlowe Society Celebrating Christopher Marlowe, Marlowe’s Birth, <https://www.marlowe-society.org/christopher-marlowe/life/marlowes-birth/> [Accessed 11 October 2024].]  [3:  William Urry, Christopher Marlowe And Canterbury (Faber and Faber, 1988) pp25-28.] 

Marlowe became the eldest child following his sisters' death in 1568 and the only surviving male until his brother Thomas II was born in 1576. Having been influenced by his parent's opinions and beliefs, his outlook on the world around him would have begun to take shape as a child. At the time of Marlowe’s birth, the country had endured three decades of turmoil under three different monarchs. Queen Elizabeth, who reigned throughout Marlowe's life, began to restore the protestant faith, but this came with further fear of the threat of invasion from France, economic downturn and social unrest. By the time he attended Kings School, Canterbury, under scholarship in 1578, he would already have had a heightened awareness of political and religious views.[footnoteRef:4] Marlowe attended Corpus Christi College, Cambridge, in 1580 after obtaining a second scholarship. Here, he received a classical education, studying theology, philosophy and Latin, and he would have been exposed to a diverse range of radical concepts relating to politics and religion. Marlowe spent six years at Corpus Christi, though records suggest he had long periods of unexplained absence. He received the degree of B.A in 1584 and on 31 March 1587, it was acknowledged that he had earned his M.A. However, the university was reluctant to grant this second degree, and Marlowe approached the Queen’s Privy Council to intervene, who provided the following letter dated 9th July 1587.[footnoteRef:5] [4:  Christopher Marlowe And Canterbury, p 42.]  [5:  Christopher Marlowe, Tamburlaine, Parts I and II, Doctor Faustus, A- and B- Texts, The Jew of Malta, Edward II, ed. By David Bevington and Eric Rasmussen, Oxford World’s Classic series (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1998), p vii.] 

Whereas it was reported that Christopher Morley was determined to have gone beyond the seas to Reams and there to remain, their Lordships thought good to certify that he had no such intent, but that in all his actions he had behaved himself orderly and discretely, whereby he had done Her Majesty good service, & deserved to be rewarded for his faithful dealing. Their Lordships' request was that the rumour thereof should be allayed by all possible means, and that he should be furthered in the degree he was to take this next Commencement, because it was not Her Majesty’s pleasure that anyone employed, as he had been, in matters touching the benefit of his country, should be defamed by those that are ignorant in th’affairs he went about.[footnoteRef:6] [6:    Acts of the Privy Council of England Volume 15, 1587-1588, p 141. ed. John Roche Dasent (London, 1897), British History Online< https://www.british-history.ac.uk/acts-privy-council/vol15/> [accessed 11 October 2024].] 

This document has come to be regarded as evidence of Marlowe's involvement as a secret agent or spy. The service he provided ‘in matters benefitting of his country’ has not been specified and remains a mystery and source of continued speculation. In 1592, Marlowe was imprisoned for being involved in coining while in the Netherlands. Following his arrest, he was sent to the Fleet Prison in London. Despite the seriousness of the charges, Marlowe was released relatively quickly, which could be seen as a further suggestion of his political connections or intelligence work, which may have contributed to his release.
Marlowe moved to London when the public theatre was still in its infancy. His debut play, performed in 1587-88, was Tamburlaine the Great, Part 1, which gained popularity for being so different from anything seen on the stage. It seems Marlowe was intent on making a statement and shaking up the mediocre style of playwriting being produced while having the foresight of the transformation English drama was about to take.
From jigging veins of rhyming mother-wits | And such conceits as clownage keeps in pay | We'll lead you to the stately tent of War | Where you shall hear the Scythian Tamburlaine | Threat'ning the world with high astounding terms | And scourging kingdoms with his conquering sword.[footnoteRef:7] [7:  English Renaissance Drama: A Norton Anthology, ed. By David Bevington and others (New York and London: W.W.Norton, 2002), p190.] 

His choice of words in the opening prologue shows his disdain for the lesser playwrights of the day. ‘From jigging veins of rhyming mother-wits…’ appears to mock the rhymed compositions of uneducated poets and the lack of dramatic tension and psychological complexity within their works.
As the play's editor in the New Mermaids series puts it, the prologue constitutes "Marlowe's expression of his contempt for the popular theatre of the day, with its low comedy, rough metre and rhyme.[footnoteRef:8]  [8:  Erne, Lukas Christian. Biography, Mythography and Criticism: The Life and Works of Christopher Marlowe. In: Modern philology, 2005, vol. 103, p 38.] 

This could be considered Marlowe’s first step into breaking the mold of traditional theatrical fashion. Little is known about what popular theatre was like before Marlowe arrived in London due to the lack of surviving evidence; we can merely assume the style was uninspiring, stemming from Marlowe’s opening lines of Tamburlaine, which invite the audience to an alternative to what had been the norm. His use and adaptation of blank verse stepped away from the traditional rhyming poetic metering, allowing fluidity and powerful expression to be emphasised, thereby changing, even revolutionising, the direction of the theatrical language. Marlowe’s blank verse became known as ‘the mighty line’, a term founded by the playwright Ben Johnson and used in his poem, To The Memory Of My Beloved Master William Shakespeare, And What He Hath Left Us. 
And tell how far thou didst our Lyly outshine | Or sporting Kyd, or Marlowe’s mighty line.[footnoteRef:9] [9:  Jonson, Ben. The Works Of Ben Jonson, vol. 3, (London: Chatto & Windus 1910.) p 287-9.] 

His debut, Tamburlaine the Great Part 1, was shortly followed by Tamburlaine the Great Part 2. Having received popular success, acceptance, and praise for his works, Marlowe may have been encouraged to challenge the norms of playwriting further. 
When Marlowe wrote The Tragical History of the Life and Death of Doctor Faustus between 1589 and 1592, he had already gained a reputation for leading a dangerous and rebellious life, having already had several run-ins with the law. Doctor Faustus can be described as subversive in how he undermines religion and those in authority, alluding to his attitudes towards these subjects. The protagonist, Faustus, characterises a defiant scholar seeking power beyond societal acceptance. 
Marlowe’s play, then, challenges part of the very backbone of Elizabethan culture by interrogating two of its fundamental institutions, the church and the university. Dr. Faustus questions the basis of faith and the purpose of education. As the Elizabethan Everyman, Faustus yearns for what he does not have and all men at some point desire: joy, wealth, fame, and (most of all) immortality. His own advanced learning and intellectual stature are insufficient and unsatisfying; he wants literally to make the world his stage, to transcend his studies and the whole civilization they represent because they are too human, too confining, too limited.[footnoteRef:10] [10:  Renaissance Drama: An Anthology of Plays and Entertainments, ed. By Arthur F. Kinney (Oxford: Blackwell, 1999), p. 157.] 

In 1589, the period in which Marlowe was writing Doctor Faustus, the Privy Council passed an act ‘prohibiting those who “handle in their plays certain matters of Divinity and of State unfit to be suffered”’, and further proposed that the Archbishop of Canterbury and the Lord Mayor of London review each play through their representatives and instruct the government’s Master of the Revels to “strike out or reform such parts and matters as they shall find unfit and indecent to be handled in plays, both for divinity and state.”[footnoteRef:11] Marlowe found he could evade the censorship controls and stage his ideas and views using theatrical disguise. The protagonist, Faustus, embodies the character of a defiant scholar who makes a pact with the devil to gain ultimate power and knowledge. Faustus dares to question, even challenge, religious authority, which could be said to reflect Marlowe's alleged atheist beliefs. It has been documented, ‘Simon Aldrich reported to Henry Oxinden that Marlowe wrote a great book against the Trinity (or against the Bible) but it could not be printed, and there is Cholmley’s statement that Marlowe had delivered the atheist lecture.’[footnoteRef:12] Allegations were also made by Thomas Kid and Richard Baines, alluding to the atheist beliefs held by Marlowe. ‘1593 an atheistic lecture was found in Kyd’s residence; under torture, Kyd claimed that the seditious papers were Marlowe’s.’[footnoteRef:13] Whereas Baines is reported to have claimed the following statements were made by Marlowe, [11:  Renaissance Drama: An Anthology of Plays and Entertainments, p 161.]  [12:  Christopher Marlowe And Canterbury, p 75.]  [13:  Christopher Marlowe, Tamburlaine, Parts I and II, Doctor Faustus, A- and B- Texts, The Jew of Malta, Edward II, p i.] 

Moses was but a juggler and one Heriots being Sir W. Ralegh’s man can do more than he. That the first beginning of religion was only to keep men in awe. That if there be any god or good religion then it is the Papists’ because the service of God is performed with more ceremonies, as elevation of mass, organs, singing men, shaven crowns, etc. That all Protestants are hypocritical asses. That all they that love not tobacco and boys were fools, Holy Communion would have been much better being administered in a tobacco pipe.[footnoteRef:14] [14:  Urry, Christopher Marlowe And Canterbury, p 76.] 

Marlowe’s Doctor Faustus dares to challenge and question Divine Providence, a reflection of Marlowe’s own ideals. ‘Marlowe’s play, then, challenges part of the very backbone of Elizabethan culture by interrogating two of its fundamental institutions, the church and the university. Dr. Faustus questions the basis of faith and the purpose of education.’[footnoteRef:15]  He questions the concept of predestination and whether God predetermines individuals for salvation or damnation or if they can exercise free will to choose redemption, thereby challenging Calvinism, ‘Calvin’s Institutes, the dominant theological text during Marlowe’s days at Cambridge, argued with the ruthlessness of scholastic logic that an omnipotent and omniscient God would necessarily know the election or damnation of any of His people.’[footnoteRef:16] Faustus is presented with several opportunities to choose God over the devil: (I.i. 71 – 74), ‘Good Angel: Oh, Faustus, lay that damned book aside, And gaze not on it, lest it tempt thy soul, And heap God’s heavy wrath upon thy head! Read, read the Scriptures. That is blasphemy.’[footnoteRef:17] The Good Angel’s frequent entrances throughout the play suggest that Faustus does have free will to repent. Although he chooses to continue to follow the path of sin, Faustus has faith that he will be offered salvation at the end, ”Oh, soul, be changed into little waterdrops, And fall into the ocean, ne’er be found! My God, my God, look not so fierce on me!”[footnoteRef:18] [15:  Renaissance Drama: An Anthology of Plays and Entertainments, p 157.]  [16:  Renaissance Drama: An Anthology of Plays and Entertainments, p 160.]  [17:  Renaissance Drama: An Anthology of Plays and Entertainments, p 165.]  [18:  Renaissance Drama: An Anthology of Plays and Entertainments, p 188.] 

Marlowe’s sexuality has been the subject of speculation, with the suggestion of him being homosexual or bisexual based solely on statements of others. ”The Baines Libel ascribes to him; further, “That St. John the Evangelist was bedfellow to Christ and leaned always in his bosom that he used him as the sinners of Sodom.”[footnoteRef:19] [19:  Renaissance Drama: An Anthology of Plays and Entertainments, p 193.] 

Marlowe’s Edward II, written and staged in 1592, openly explores homosexual desire, power, rebellion and social defiance. The tensions surrounding Edward’s passions and the political consequences of this could be considered a reflection of Marlowe’s own engagement in illicit sexual liaisons or his beliefs in sexual freedom; therefore, Marlowe’s sympathetic portrayal of same-sex desire was considered bold and provocative in Elizabethan times. ‘Elizabethan law, renewed from Henrician times with an Act of Parliament in 1563, made sodomy a capital offense in which “diverse evil disposed persons have been the more bold to commit the said most horrible and detestable Vice of Buggery.”’[footnoteRef:20] Edward II explores the relationship between Edward and Piers Gaveston and the subsequent political and social turmoil that this relationship causes. Gaveston is a man of low birth and holds no status. Yet, he succeeds in rising to a position of great power and influence, being the King’s favourite. He is despised by the English nobles, who believe such power should be reserved for those of divine right. Edward II is laden with political plots, betrayal, and the discourses of power, reflecting the political state of England at that time. Although Edward II does not focus on religion as explicitly as Doctor Faustus, it still holds religious undertones by exploring divine right and authority, reflecting Marlowe’s rebellious views against theological beliefs. Edward is portrayed as weak, with his stance towards his kingship shaped by aesthetics and luxury. Even while imprisoned in Killingworth Castle, Edward clings to the lavishness of being King, unwilling to relinquish his crown to Leicester (V.I 58 – 61): “Two Kings in England cannot reign at once. But stay awhile; let me be King till night, That I may gaze upon this glittering crown; So shall my eyes receive their last content.”[footnoteRef:21]  Marlowe often portrayed characters who existed on the margins of society, which Marlowe may have indeed felt himself to be. Edward and Gaveston are considered outsiders: Edward because of his unwillingness to conform to the expectations of the role assigned to him at birth, and Gaveston because of his lower social status and role as the king’s homosexual lover. The play ends with the brutal murder of Edward, his fate for his defiance against political and sexual codes. Arthur Kinney writes: [20:  Renaissance Drama: An Anthology of Plays and Entertainments, p 194.]  [21:  Renaissance Drama: An Anthology of Plays and Entertainments, p 231.] 

Matters of power and love, public and private, the state’s governance and the individual’s basic human needs and hungers, are never divorced in Edward II. Even the act of regicide at the end is also an act of rape; Mortimer is deliberate in instigating an execution that, it turns out, is also an act of sodomy. The playtext provides no details, but those who knew their Holinshed would know what to expect on stage: They came suddenly one night into the chamber where he lay in bed fast asleep, and with heavy featherbeds or a table (as some write) being cast upon him, they kept him down and withal put into his fundament an horn, and through the same they thrust up into his body an hot spit, or (as others have) through the pipe of a trumpet a plumbers instrument of iron made very hot, the which passing up into his entrails, and being rolled to and fro, burned the same, but so as no appearance of any wound or hurt outwardly might be once perceived. His cry did move many within the castle and town of Berkeley to compassion, plainly hearing him utter a wailful noise, as the tormentors were about to murder him, so that diverse being awakened therewith (as they themselves confessed) prayed heartily to God to receive his soul, when they understood by his cry what the matter meant. [footnoteRef:22] [22:  Renaissance Drama: An Anthology of Plays and Entertainments, p 195.] 

Marlowe is known for controversially pushing boundaries regarding subject matter and exploring human desire and power. He uses provocative elements within his plays to challenge societal norms and religious beliefs. His use of intense dramatic theatrical illusion and immoral characters achieved the intended goal of shocking Elizabethan audiences and critics alike. 
Marlowe was unafraid to explore themes of rebellion, subversive desire, and political intrigue, reflecting his own life's controversial aspects. His plays characterise people who challenge authority and suffer the consequences, which mirror his own risk-taking and which ultimately led to his death. Therefore, I conclude that the plays Doctor Faustus and Edward II both reflect Marlowe’s rebellious and controversial life with the same dramatic and aesthetic flair by which he lived.
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