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There’s a lot of nonsense said about Christopher Marlowe, usually regarding 
his death. For what it’s worth here’s the truth. Well worth remembering as 
hesurely did live one of those “brightly burning flame” existences. 
 
In 1593 Christopher Marlowe was stabbed one inch above his right eye in a 
house in Deptford. As a result we lost a playwright of great talent and much 
promise. He was, posthumously cursed to live forever in Shakespeare’s  
shadow. This seems unfair but of course, even if he lived longer, he still would 
have been in that shadow as are Thomas Kyd, Ben Jonson, Thomas Dekker 
and all others beside. 
 
Two weeks before his death, on May 30th 1593, Queen Elizabeth herself had 
given him a death sentence by saying in regards to the law, “prosecute it to 
the full”. In the end it wasn’t the authorities that caught up with him but rather 
the opposite. He’d been drinking for several hours in a house in Deptford. His 
company. Three Spies. Criminals. Including the notoriously dangerous Robert 
Poley. 
 
The official report went that they had disputed the bill and had a brawl. Some 
brawl. A knife through a skull? What was the bill for? This was a house not a 
Tavern. Could well be a bill for prostitutes. Maybe just food and drink from the 
land lady. Many think this room was in a “safe house” for spies. This is quite 
likely the case. 



 
So who exactly did we lose? All of these Sixteenth century people are 
enigmas to varying degrees. Marlowe though was enigmatic to even those 
that knew him, by all accounts. I think, though, that we can get a sense of him 
through his contradictions. 
 
Shakespeare’s Sonnet 86 is often said to be about Marlowe, as they both vie 
for the same love: 
 
Was it the proud full sail of his great verse,  
Bound for the prize of all too precious you,  
That did my ripe thoughts in my brain inhearse,  
Making their tomb the womb wherein they grew?  
Was it his spirit, by spirits taught to write  
Above a mortal pitch, that struck me dead?  
No, neither he, nor his compeers by night  
Giving him aid, my verse astonished.  
He, nor that affable familiar ghost  
Which nightly gulls him with intelligence,  
As victors of my silence cannot boast; 
 I was not sick of any fear from thence:  
But when your countenance filled up his line,  
Then lacked I matter; that enfeebled mine. 
 
It’s nice to think that Shakespeare could have been humble enough to think 
another Writer’s words better than his own. Both Men were born in 1564 and 
in their Twenties it may be true that Marlowe was the strongest Writer of the 
two (before Shakespeare ascended into the stratosphere). 
 
We can only have conjecture in regard to Shakespeare’s personality. The 
type of Man he was. His beliefs. With Marlowe we do have much more to go 
on in these regards. 
 
Marlowe was a Playwright, Spy, Scholar, Atheist and homosexual (or at least 
bisexual) and he certainly divided the opinion of his contemporaries. If there 
was any common consensus of opinion it may have been that he had ‘Wit 
sent from Heaven, but vice sent from Hell’. 
 
On one side, people like the poet George Peel would call him ‘the muse’s 
darling, for thy verse’. On the other, people such as fellow Spy, Richard 
Baines would call Marlowe ‘A proselytising atheist, a counterfeiter and a 
consumer of boys and tobacco’. 
 
So he was loved and hated. His final warrant for arrest was dispatched on 
grounds of blasphemy and public atheism. An atheistic lecture had been 
found in the wall of Thomas Kyd’s house. Under torture Kyd named Marlowe 
as the Author. To be an atheist in the 1590’s was not uncommon  
amongst certain realms of Cambridge graduates (such as Marlowe was). To 
be open and very public about such beliefs was not, however, legal. Similarly 
to be homosexual in any way was rife in certain circles at Cambridge and no 



doubt in the theatrical and literary world. It too, however, must be covert and 
secret. 
 
So, we can say that Marlowe would not be vilified for this belief or natural 
inclination in today’s England. Yet, this does not entirely “clean up” his 
reputation. We must acknowledge that Marlowe spent time at the Roman 
Catholic seminary in Rheims, just outside Paris. He was arrested for 
disturbing the peace. He was caught counterfeiting in Flush,Holland (A 
wealthy patron getting him off). He was even, briefly, a murder suspect in a 
bar brawl. He was once charged for felonious assault and he made a point of 
provocation. Denouncing Religion. So, his personality? A fire cracker. He was 
no shrinking violet. No quiet, all observing Writer in the corner. A real deal 
Rebel. 
 
The historical drama of Tamburlaine the Great made him rich and famous at 
twenty three. None of this tamed the beast however. He was always being 
accused of everything from planning a defection to Spain, to plotting the 
assassination of the Queen. Rebels are fuelled by anger which, in turn, is 
fuelled by perceived injustices. Marlowe’s anger, I think, stems from the World 
he was born into. 
 
The Canterbury of his youth was a small City on a slow mend after decades of 
conflict and decay. Since the 1530’s when Henry VIII had Beckets shrine 
sacked at the Cathedral to the massive and tragic dissolution of the 
monasteries. Then, through Mary and then Elizabeth, three changes of state 
religion in less than eleven years. 
 
Well, no wonder Marlowe developed an ironic view of belief. He was 
surrounded by conflict rather than any realm of sacred belief. When he was 
eight there was the famous massacre at Paris. Catholics revolted against the 
Protestants and ten thousand people died. 
 
In a sense his path was set early. His plays were to be full of conflict between 
Catholics and Protestants, Muslims and Christians, Jews and Christians and 
Epicureans and Christians. Indeed, he penned a play actually on the 
“Massacre at Paris”. 
 
By the time he reaches Cambridge (quite an achievement for a lower middle 
class boy), this wilful, bright young Man must of felt some comradeship, 
inspiration and validation in the company he found. Fellow atheists and 
accepted homosexuality. They were, after all, well versed in the Classics. 
Marlowe knew well the story of Jupiter and Ganymede. He was schooled in 
Aristotelian dialectic. The logic of Cicero. Socratic debate. He adored, like 
Shakespeare, Ovid. Ovid famously lent itself to atheism. He was influenced by 
Lucretius and Levy. Then he is cast out into a Society of strict Protestantism 
and severe censorship. A Society of hidden Catholic plots and counter plots. 
The England of Edmund Campion. 
 
Even the Cambridge atheists were expected, hypocritically, to go into the 
Clergy. If not that, then an academic career was normal. Marlowe, however, 



becomes a Playwright (as well as a Spy). The stage is set for his tragedy. 
Christopher Marlowe was a Richard Dawkins of his day. He believed in 
rationality above all things spiritual. He said, ‘Many authors of antiquity have 
assuredly written of above 16,000 years ago, where as Adam is proved to 
have lived with in 6,000 years’. He found to have belief as akin to being 
‘afeared of bugbears and hobgoblins’. You just couldn’t say these things in 
Elizabethan England. Except, that of course, he did. 
 
All of this begs the question, why was he a spy? Whose side could he 
possibly of been on? Did he simply thrill in playing one side off against 
another? During his five years at Cambridge he was absent for weeks or 
months at a time, sometimes in Rheims. Maybe he spied for money, 
connection, privilege? Evidence suggests he spied (at least some of the time) 
for Queen Elizabeth and the Privy Council. Maybe he was commanded to spy. 
No choice. Certainly by 1587 and with the astonishing success of 
Tamburlaine the Great, he did not need the money. 
 
If you spy and risk life and limb for causes you don’t, in your heart, believe…. 
Where’s the satisfaction. I believe he found his own salvation and satisfaction 
in his plays. The problem was that he was not as careful and subtle as 
Shakespeare when exploring dangerous themes. In Faustus he attacks the 
fable of Hell. 
 
Marlowe entered the Theatrical scene as an early pioneer of what would 
become the golden age of theatre. You can’t say Marlowe created 
Shakespeare but he certainly paved the way. 
 
In the 1580’s, Theatre was undignified, disreputable and full of Pagans. It was 
not the realm of gentlemen. With in the City walls only University wits could 
perform and only, in dignity, at St. Pauls. Children were permitted to act with 
in the walls too. So we had the curious situation of children acting out very 
sophisticated adult plays. Outside the walls, however, and growing steadily in 
popularity since the 1570’s, were the disreputable Theatres. The Curtain and 
The Theatre in Shoreditch and The Rose on Bank side. 
 
Edmund Tilney’s Queen’s Men toured the provinces to huge success with 
English histories of Protestant sympathy. They were all performed in rhymed 
verse. Then came Thomas Kyd’s Spanish Tragedy, London’s first Theatrical 
super hit. Then, with Edward Alleyn and The Admirals Men came Tamburlaine 
the Great. The rest is history. 
 
We could argue that it’s a pity Marlowe didn’t just keep writing and keep his 
trap shut. What a terrible thing though, to say we should censor ourselves, 
keep quiet, live secret lives. Marlowe had the courage of his convictions at a 
very unsympathetic and dangerous time. He deserves our respect for that. 
 
	
	


