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‘Hee that will sweare Jerome [Kyd’s Spanish Tragedy] or [Titus] Andronicus are the best playes, yet,
shall passe unexcepted at, here, as a man, whose Judgement shewes it is constant, and hath stood
still, these five and twentie, or thirtie years…’ (Bartholomew Fair). How far did such crudely violent
tragedies dominate the age?

Bottom: Ready. Name what part I am for, and proceed.
Quince: You. Nick Bottom, are set down for Pyramus.
Bottom: What is Pyramus? A lover, or a tyrant?

(MSND, 1.2)

Bottom, a man who considers himself to be well educated in the workings of the theatre, assumes that the
‘lover’ and the ‘tyrant’ are mutually exclusive parts. What he does not recognise is that the tyrant must, at
moments, perform the lover as well. The two parts of Marlowe’s Tamburlaine provide an exhilarating
portrait of a conquering tyrant. However, among the violence of Tamburlaine’s campaigns, the protagonist
must also deal with his role as lover and father. This essay will accept that Tamburlaine is violent, but will
question its ‘crudeness’. It will consider to what extent the two plays can be thought to instigate an
understanding of Renaissance tragedy and examine how the competing duties of love and tyranny become
a crux of Shakespeare’s version of tragedy.

The speaker of the prologue to Part 1 of Tamburlaine states:

View but his picture in this tragic glass,
And then applaud his fortunes as you please.

The audience are invited to view the action of Tamburlaine in terms of tragedy. The playwright contrasts
his work with the ‘jigging’ and ‘clownage’ which he believes typifies the majority of contemporary theatre
and consciously attempts to instigate an entirely more serious mode of theatre. The register of the prologue,
including the words ‘stately, ‘war’, ‘threatening’, and ‘kingdoms’, appears to be very much the stuff of
tragedy.

Harry Levin reads Marlowe’s prologue as a striking statement of intent:

Clearly this is the confident manifesto of a man who knows what he is doing. He can be no
more than 23 years old; and he has just come down from Cambridge to London; but he
invades the theatre like the conqueror whose conquests he has chosen to dramatize.1

Furthermore, like Levin, Thomas McAlindon sees the arrival of tragedy on the Renaissance stage not in
terms of evolution but as a special moment of creative output:

Remarkably, the Renaissance tradition of tragic polarity does not evolve in gradual fashion.
Rather, it makes an emphatic start in Marlowe’s Tamburlaine, its essential constituents being
deployed there in boldly formalized designs which no Elizabethan audience could fail to
perceive and appreciate.2
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However, other critics question the generic identity of Tamburlaine and are more reluctant to identify it as
prototypal, or even archetypal, tragedy. They point to its broad geographic scope and perpetual violence as
features more easily associated with romance rather than tragedy, and question whether Tamburlaine’s
eventual death is appropriate to a tragic hero.

Violent contexts do appear to pervade Renaissance tragedies. The presence of war in Shakespeare’s
tragedies is widespread: Julius Caesar, Macbeth, Antony and Cleopatra, and Coriolanus all explicitly
involve armed conflict, whilst Titus Andronicus and Othello deal with characters in the aftermath of war,
even the action of Hamlet is set against the threat of violence from Norway. Indeed, Romeo and Juliet is
atypical in the absence of any state or civil conflict from the play. The world of Shakespeare’s tragedies is
a violent one, yet none of his plays match the sheer bewildering scope of Tamburlaine’s geography of
violent conquest.

War is certainly the dominant state of the drama of Tamburlaine, the action moves perpetually from
conflict to conflict driven by the protagonist’s ambition to carry on conquering. Violence ceases to be
unusually and jarring when it is the constant mode. As increasing numbers of rival monarchs are
dispatched the tragic impact of each moment is reduced. The frequency of stabbings in the plays seems
akin to the violence that pervades a work such as Malory’s Le Morte d’Arthure where ‘smiting’ happens
with such clockwork regularity that it ceases to feel significant. The pervasiveness of violent deaths in
Tamburlaine has moved some critics to suggest that it represents romance rather than tragedy.3 Bajazeth
and his wife Zabina suffer incredibly violent deaths, both committing suicide by ‘braining’ themselves
against the cage which held Bajazeth captive. However, amidst the violent landscape of the play is there
any room for tragedy in such moments? The answer would appear to be little, as the action moves on with
great pace after such moments of extreme violence; the audience is given little opportunity to dwell on the
violent demise of the Bajazeth’s, nor Calyphas, nor the four virgins. Levin argues that:

Despite the many incidental tragedies, the kingly casualties along the way, the First Part is not
a tragedy, it is a heroic play, or romantic drama.4

It is a criticism that is also often attached to Shakespeare’s Titus Andronicus that plays which seem to be
orgies of violence cannot be taken seriously as tragedies. Indeed, Bloom reads Titus as a necessary step in
Shakespeare’s movement towards his mature tragedies in that its Marlovian violence somehow expurgated
the influence of Marlowe and allowed Shakespeare to develop his own treatment of the genre. So, ought
we view Tamburlaine as part of a 1580’s vogue for the crudely violent? This would seem to be a very
reductive reading that ignores the play’s engagement with tragic ideas and motifs that become key parts of
Shakespeare’s tragic armoury.

A feature of a number of Shakespeare’s tragic protagonists is the problematic discrepancy between
expression through violence and expression through words. The warrior’s anxiety about being able to
speak well appears to have its roots in Tamburlaine. In 1.2 of Part 1, the playwright argues for the
prioritization of action over words:

Tam: Then shall we fight courageously with them.
Or look you I should play the orator?

Tech: No. Cowards and faint-hearted runaways
Look for orations when the foe is near

                                                  
3 Richard Martin, Marlowe’s Tamburlaine and the Language of Romance, PMLA, Vol. 93, 2, 1978,
4 Levin, p.52.



Our swords shall play the orators for us.
(1Tam, 1.2.128-32)

There is an echo of this sentiment in Coriolanus in the protagonist’s reluctance to speak to the plebs of his
heroic deeds, he is anxious about rhetoric and would prefer his actions to stand for themselves.
Furthermore, the scene in Part 2 where Tamburlaine invites his sons to probe his wound is directly
paralleled in Coriolanus when a citizen imagines: “we are to put our tongues in those wounds and speak for
them” (Cor, 2.3.6-7). A desire to allow action and the physical to stand for utterance is common to both
plays. However, Tamburlaine, as well as understanding the significance of action, also proves himself to be
a consummate orator, his pre-battle pep-talks are rich with inspirational poetry, he can be Henry V as well
as Coriolanus.

Nevertheless, in the only soliloquy given to Tamburlaine in Part 1, he does acknowledge the potential
incompatibility of being both warrior and lover. He grapples with problem of the great soldier orator
altering his discourse for the bedroom:

But how unseemly is it for my sex,
My discipline of arms and chivalry,
My nature, and the terror of my name,
To harbour thoughts effeminate and faint.

(1Tam, 5.1.174-7)

Yet, his recognition of the failure of his poetic utterance (“words no virtue can digest” (173)) is
paradoxically undermined by the sensitivity and eloquence with which he explains the anxiety.
Furthermore, in Act 2 of Part 2 Tamburlaine proves his ability as a love poet as he pours out his feelings
for the dying Zenocrate, although the fact that it is not until his wife is on her death bed that such discourse
emerges from him perhaps introduces a pathetic irony to his lines.

The warrior protagonist’s anxieties over speaking appropriately are developed by Shakespeare in the
persons of Macbeth and Coriolanus. Coriolanus’ speech is shown to fail utterly and he embodies a lack of
control over language that Tamburlaine is never beset with:

Like a dull actor now
I have forgot my part and I am out,
Even to a full disgrace.

Shakespeare introduces the theatrical metaphor to compare Coriolanus to an actor, struggling for his lines,
left humiliated on the stage. The image emphasizes Coriolanus’ failure as a tragic protagonist through his
lacking as an actor. This metatheatrical moment highlights the discrepancy between Coriolanus’ words and
his ‘self’, which he finds so difficult to reconcile, by foregrounding the separation of dramatic construct
and actor. Whilst Tamburlaine cherishes the opportunity to perform his self, the inability to play a role is
Coriolanus’ tragic failing. Macbeth likewise, throughout his play, demonstrates an anxiety about the
theatrical role he is expected to play, he asks the witches in Act 1 why they are dressing him in “borrowed
robes”, and is seen to be an individual struggling to come to terms with himself. The anxiety that Marlowe
introduces concerning the ability of the soldier to expresses themselves satisfactorily in poetic idiom is
subsumed by Shakespeare to be an integral part of a protagonist’s tragic fall.

A potential difference between violence in Shakespeare’s tragedies and Tamburlaine is that Shakespeare
allows war to exist in the background rather than being the primary force in developing the plot of his
plays. This enables him to create tragedies that are more spatially and temporally focussed. Furthermore,



the audience are shown warrior protagonists outside their milieu of the battlefield heightening the tragic
potential in the incompatibility of the martial and domestic spheres. Through domestic relationships such
as Coriolanus and Volumnia, Macbeth and Lady Macbeth, and Othello and Desdemona, a deeper
psychological portrait of the tragic protagonist might be constructed. Additionally, violence, which is the
accepted currency of the battlefield, gains a more jarring effect when it occurs in the domestic space.
Episodes such as the murder of Duncan in Macbeth or the strangling of Desdemona in Othello gain a
heightened tragic significance from the unnatural juxtaposition of violence and the home.

The violent deaths that pepper Tamburlaine resist tragic significance through their battlefield context and
the haste with which they are left behind. Furthermore, the protagonist’s own death seems to fit uneasily
into the genre of tragedy. He is not stabbed in a fit of revenge like Titus, he is not granted suicide like
Othello, nor is he killed as he lived in violent conflict like Coriolanus. Instead he, like his wife, is
consumed by illness, apparently brought on by his sacrilegious burning of the Koran. Yet there is still a
palpable sense of tragedy in his demise, his death is delineated from the others in the play (with the
exception of Zenocrate) precisely because it is not violent. Tamburlaine’s final line in the play
acknowledges, finally, his mortality:

For Tamburlaine, the scourge of God, must die.
(2Tam, 5.1.245)

Throughout the play Tamburlaine has figured himself as existing above the mortal plain (he is often
likened to Hercules) but in his final moment recognises that he cannot conquer the human condition, he
cannot defeat death. There is a tragic irony in Tamburlaine’s incongruous demise and as such the ending is
anything but ‘crudely violent’. Judith Weil suggests that:

Although Tamburlaine never falls from greatness, like a de casibus hero, he creates horrible
sensations and he dies – two facts which might have made his career sufficiently tragic for a
Renaissance audience.5

It is telling that in violent plays where tragedy has been resisted, the conclusion should see the
prioritization of tragedy over violence.

Renaissance tragedy enjoys an inseparable relationship with violence, it is difficult to conceive how
tragedy might operate without it. However, this relationship changes and develops as further tragedies are
written and performed. McAlindon is wrong to assume that tragedy explodes onto the Renaissance stage
with its essential conventions already formalized in the shape of Tamburlaine. The plays do not erupt in
isolation as they incorporate elements of romance alongside tragedy. This is certainly true in their treatment
if violence. In Tamburlaine violence is the predominant mode and is spread over a vast geographical scale,
yet, its management might not be considered crude. Amidst the conquering and stabbing, the protagonist is
aware of the competing responsibilities of warrior and lover, and, cleverly, the play reaches its tragic
climax in a moment that eschews violence. Marlowe thus introduces ideas and conflicts that Shakespeare
adopts in his tragedies, but the major shift from Tamburlaine to the likes of Othello, Macbeth, and
Coriolanus is to move martial violence into the background and develop a focussed domestic or political
space in which the warrior protagonist is a problematic figure and violence, being abnormal, can assume
greater tragic significance.
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