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Prologue





Queen Elizabeth I herself was said to have pronounced Christopher Marlowe’s death sentence (‘prosecute it to the full’) at court. A few days later, on 30 May 1593, Marlowe died from a puncture wound above the eye in the nearby home of a genteel widow. He was the greatest playwright that England had ever seen. The Queen’s Coroner attributed the killing to a quarrel over ‘the reckoning’, a bill for food and drink, but many have long suspected that the murderer had ulterior motives. Was Marlowe dispatched in an act of sovereign power, or a tavern brawl? Was he guilty – and if so, of what – or innocent?


The author of a play produced eight years after the murder recalled a conflicted figure:






Marlowe was happy in his buskined muse,


Alas unhappy in his life and end.


Pity it is that wit so ill should dwell,


Wit lent from heaven, but vices sent from hell.








The anonymous playwright was among the few contemporaries to confront the discrepancy between Marlowe’s artistic genius and his odious moral reputation. He decided that Christopher Marlowe was an enigma, a pitiful mixture of brilliance and vice. Other living witnesses lined up on either side of this divide. William Shakespeare, his only serious rival, hailed the erotic poet who penned the magical verse, ‘Who ever loved, that loved not at first sight?’ Ben Jonson praised the inventor of ‘Marlowe’s mighty line’. The poet George Peele called the dead dramatist ‘the Muses’ darling, for thy verse’. Michael Drayton, another fellow poet, proclaimed that Marlowe ‘Had in him those brave translunary things, / That the first Poets had.’


Marlowe’s enemies were just as adamant about his vices. During the months leading up to Marlowe’s death, the pamphleteer Robert Greene publicly predicted that if the ‘famous gracer of tragedians’ did not repent his blasphemies, God would soon strike him down. In the days before Marlowe was murdered, the spy Richard Baines informed Queen Elizabeth’s Privy Council that the playwright was a proselytizing atheist, a counterfeiter, and a consumer of ‘boys and tobacco’. Protestant ministers saw Marlowe’s violent end at the age of twenty-nine as an act of divine vengeance. Marlowe ‘denied God and his son Christ’, declared Thomas Beard, ‘But see what a hook the Lord put in the nostrils of this barking dog.’


After Marlowe’s reputation declined, it was of little public interest whether he was a genius or a sinner. But when Thomas Warton told readers of his History of English Poetry (1782) that Marlowe ranked alongside ‘the most distinguished tragic poets of his age’, the antiquary Joseph Ritson objected at once on moral grounds. ‘I have a great respect for Marlowe as an ingenious poet,’ he replied, ‘but I have a much higher regard for truth and justice.’ This opening salvo set the agenda for two centuries of scholarship and criticism. Marlowe belied the time-honoured opinion that ‘it is impossible for one to become a good poet unless he has previously become a good man.’ Could a bad man become a great writer?


The answer to this question had to be no. The first line of defence was denial. The Victorian Marlowe was an author and a gentleman. Marlowe’s earliest biographer dubbed Baines a ‘pitiful culprit who strove to avert punishment from himself by becoming the accuser of others’. Every contemporary of Marlowe’s who questioned his morals received similar treatment. Greene’s eerily accurate prediction that Marlowe would soon be dead became the ‘crazy death bed wail of a weak and malignant spirit’. The testimony of Thomas Beard and other clerics went by the wayside because Protestant ministers disapproved of playwrights. Another accuser, Marlowe’s roommate and fellow playwright Thomas Kyd, was cast as a mean-spirited hack writer who betrayed his friend to save his own skin.


The second line of defence was displacement. While Victorian scholars denied that Marlowe was guilty as charged, Victorian critics invented a romantic Marlowe whose blasphemies stood for an impulse that was acceptable to modern readers – free thought, anti-philistinism, the quest for transcendence. Marlowe turned into a prototype of the romantic poet who lived for his art, suffered for his excesses, and died young. His immorality, like that of Byron and Shelley, was part of the artist’s unrelenting search for truth.


Marlowe could not become a classic merely on the basis of his intellectual daring; Victorian educators expected great authors to affirm sound moral values. The proof of Marlowe’s struggle to be good came in the form of Dr Faustus. Before the mid-nineteenth century, even his admirers found little to praise in this tragedy, apart from a few individual speeches. By the 1880s it had become one of the greatest plays in the English language. Marlowe’s masterpiece not only had the satisfying contours of a moral tale; it also gave a conservative twist to the reports about his atheism. In telling the story of an educated unbeliever who sold his soul to the devil, Marlowe reconsidered his own excursion into free thought from a mature perspective. As an intellectual, Marlowe identified with his protagonist; as a Christian, he repudiated him. The precise balance of his sympathies remained an open question, and thus supplied a vast quantity of grist for the mills of interpretation. Like every great poet, Marlowe was ambivalent.


This gentrified free-thinker dominated biographies of Marlowe until well into the twentieth century, when he finally outlived his usefulness. New Historicists have recently shown that Marlowe’s writing voiced the aspirations of blasphemers, sodomites, foreigners, unemployed scholars and the mutinous poor in Renaissance England. New archival work has revealed the depth of his father’s poverty and the extent of his own criminal record. We now know that Marlowe was a counterfeiter and landmark figure in the history of atheism and sedition. The mass of evidence assembled in Charles Nicholl’s The Reckoning makes it more likely than ever that the dissident playwright was murdered at the order of the higher-ups. The intriguing question of who Marlowe was remains to be answered.


The Victorian Marlowe was a romantic individualist who freely organized his own life and inscribed his beliefs in his writings. The Elizabethan Marlowe cannot enact this part, for the simple reason that he has left no first-person utterances behind for us to interpret (the sole exception being a cryptic Latin dedication published six months before his death). The facts of his adult life are few, scattered and of doubtful accuracy. Only one of his works was published during his lifetime, and his name appears nowhere on the text. Despite his lengthy criminal record, Marlowe never went to trial, apart from two brief hearings. He was never convicted of anything. All the evidence about his mutinous cast of mind sits at one remove from his own voice. It consists of reported speech transcribed by informants, observations by unfriendly witnesses, and passages drawn from his plays. Sceptics rightly insist that the atheist, sodomite, spy, and insurrectionist exists only in these documents. He is an irretrievably textual being.


Where does a biographer go from there? The familiar assertion that everyone who repeated the charges against Marlowe was an ignoramus or a charlatan begs the question of whether or not their testimony was well founded. Seven of Marlowe’s contemporaries refer in writing to his blasphemies; the number increases to eleven if we include writers who refer to him by pseudonyms. This dossier is unprecedented in its intricacy and scope, its points of contact with literature and politics and its murderous outcome. Within the history of modern unbelief, Marlowe bestrides the moment when English atheism comes out of the closet and acquires a public face. In his Theatre of God’s Judgements, Beard correctly nominated Marlowe as the first Englishman to rival the great blasphemers of antiquity: ‘not inferior to any of the former in Atheism and impiety, and equal to all in manner of punishment’.


During the last seven years of his life, Marlowe was cited for defecting to the Roman Catholic seminary at Rheims, disturbing the peace, counterfeiting, suspicion of murder, felonious assault and public atheism. The constables in his neighbourhood sought protection from the local magistrate because they were afraid of him. One informant accused him of planning to join ‘the enemy’, Catholic Spain, four years after the coming of the Spanish Armada in 1588. Another linked him with a London gang leader who was involved in a plot to assassinate the queen.


If a biographer considers these facts piecemeal, on a case-by-case basis, he or she can usually contrive to extricate Marlowe from his underworld connections. Taken in its entirety, however, over the course of his brief lifetime, the evidence for Marlowe’s involvement with espionage and crime is too substantial to be explained away. The challenge, then, is to make sense of it. The murder of a playwright and poet requires close scrutiny from those who care about his work.


The first question to ask about this evidence is not ‘Did he or didn’t he?’ but rather ‘Why Marlowe?’Why was he selected by history to fill this role? The answers to this question cannot lie in his conscious choices, about which there is little to know; they lie in the parts he was chosen to play. The strong-minded protagonist of traditional literary biography appears on a regular basis in the pages that follow, but always with reference to the world around him. In place of Marlowe’s absent authorial psyche, I describe the culture that created the wayward master lurking in the archives. Although my story unfolds in chronological order, and traces the course of Marlowe’s personal history, it focuses on the institutions – city, church, grammar school, university, secret service and public playhouse – that taught Christopher Marlowe what transgression was.


This approach leads back to the question left dangling by his contemporaries. Why do the twin motifs of ‘wit lent from heaven’ and ‘vices sent from hell’ figure so prominently in Marlowe’s life records? What does his biography reveal about the relationship between literary greatness and social truancy? Godlessness was the unintended consequence of a concerted effort to yoke religion to literacy, and Christianity to the classics. Although Christian humanism possessed enormous marketing power, the grand synthesis between humble piety and pagan learning proved to be a house of cards. The contradictions between self-denial before God and self-empowerment through literacy could be managed, but never resolved.


Marlowe embraced the sceptical and libertine ideas that lay embedded in his classical education. His drama and poetry show an unprecedented willingness to take those ideas, especially atheism and sodomy, in earnest – as if the unspeakable crimes for which the only punishment was death and damnation were suitable choices. The criminal element in his story, far from being accidental, was intrinsic to his life and art. At crucial moments – his rumoured journey to the Catholic seminary at Rheims, his arrest for counterfeiting in Flushing, the last weeks of his life – he appears in the vortex of contradictory motives. In the jargon of today’s intelligence agencies, there was tremendous ‘chatter’ around Christopher Marlowe, an array of signals that implicated him in covert operations and high-level conspiracies.


The violence of Marlowe’s unhappy end colours his remarkable story with grim overtones of crime and punishment. The talented young playwright thrilled his audience with stunning representations of epicurean and underclass values; then, just when Marlowe became visible as a figure of opposition, he was silenced. This biography undoes that silencing.



















CHAPTER ONE


Citizen Marlowe





The migrant worker John Marlowe moved to Canterbury in the mid-1550s. He was about twenty years old and came from Ospringe, beside the north Kent port of Faversham. Heading east towards Canterbury on Watling Street, the old Roman road that ran from London to Dover, travellers glimpsed soaring cathedral towers that summoned up the city’s storied past. The Archbishop of Canterbury had led the Church in England since the arrival of St Augustine in AD 597. Generations of medieval pilgrims journeyed there to visit the shrine of St Thomas à Becket, who had been murdered while at his devotions in the cathedral. More recently, the Protestant Reformation had taken a dreadful toll on the ancient stronghold of the Roman Catholic faith. Two decades previously, agents of King Henry VIII sacked Archbishop Becket’s shrine, burnt the saint’s remains and cast his ashes to the winds. Just outside the city walls, much of St Augustine’s Abbey lay in ruins, another victim of the reformers’ iconoclasm and greed.


The restoration of Catholic rule under Henry’s daughter Queen Mary I only aggravated the troubles that beset mid-century Canterbury. If Marlowe had arrived by 1556, he could have joined the crowds that gathered at nearby Wincheap to watch forty-three Protestant martyrs burn at the stake. During the reign of ‘Bloody’ Mary, Canterbury saw more executions for heresy than any place in England, apart from London. John Marlowe came to a city in crisis.


When the crown lawyer and antiquarian William Lambarde visited Canterbury in the 1560s, he encountered a spiritual wasteland. The sight of the ruined monasteries moved the scholar to ‘pity and lament this general decay’: 
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1.1 Distant View of Canterbury. From William Somner, Antiquities of Canterbury, 1703.
















For where wealth is at commandment, how easily are buildings repaired? And where opinion of great holiness is, how soon are cities and towns advanced to great estimation and riches? And therefore, no marvel, if wealth withdrawn, and opinion of holiness removed, the places tumble headlong to ruin and decay.





The crown lawyer appraised the ruined buildings with the cold eye of a Tudor state official. The desecration of the Roman Catholic city, ‘which in horrible crimes contended with Sodom, in unbelief matched Jerusalem, and in folly of superstition exceeded all the Gentiles,’ was an act of divine retribution. ‘By the just judgement of God therefore, Canterbury came suddenly from great wealth, multitude of inhabitants and beautiful buildings, to extreme poverty, nakedness and decay.’


Single men between the ages of twelve and twenty, the time when apprentices were indentured, often took to the roads in search of work. John Marlowe had several reasons to try his luck in Canterbury. It was a church capital and regional centre set amid fertile farmlands. The three to four thousand residents housed within its Roman walls included a large population of artisans and tradesmen who served the needs of the surrounding area. Families bearing the name of Marlowe had settled there during the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries. Even if John Marlowe had no close relations in Canterbury, he could expect to find ‘cousins’ in a position to help him. Finally, though the incoming migrant could not have known this, the influenza epidemic of the late 1550s would decrease the local population by a quarter over a six-year period. This catastrophe made Canterbury a fine place to seek employment. The Great Sweat encouraged looser policies of apprenticeship and admission to the trade guilds. It was easier to find work when local replacements were lacking.


Between 1559 and 1560 John Marlowe apprenticed himself to a member of the shoemakers’ guild. His new master, the ageing and impoverished Gerard Richardson, was a fellow immigrant. John settled in the parish of St George the Martyr on the south-eastern side of the city. This foul-smelling district lay between the cattle market outside St George’s gate and the slaughterhouse within the city walls; it was an apt neighbourhood for the aspirant leatherworker. Carts bearing tubs of blood and offal trundled along St George’s Street. The town gallows stood just beyond the cattle market, on Oaten Hill, from 1575 onwards.
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1.2 View of Canterbury in 1588. From Sir Thomas Wilson, The Particular Description of England with Portraitures of certain of the chiefest cities and towns.








The Romanesque church of St George the Martyr ministered to about two hundred parishioners. Most of John Marlowe’s neighbours were small craftsmen and artisans like himself. His friend Laurence Applegate had a tailor’s shop on High Street next to the Vernicle tavern. The local midwife lived across the street. Thomas Bull, the cathedral organist and choirmaster, trained pupils in his house near the parish church. Another local musician, ‘Sir’ John Heavyside or ‘Heavyside the priest’, had lived at St Augustine’s Abbey before King Henry dissolved it. Sir John was the last of the Canterbury monks.


The fact that three leading figures in the London theatre of the 1580s spent their childhood within a few hundred yards of Canterbury Cathedral is one measure of the opportunities that lay just beyond John Marlowe’s doorstep. Stephen Gosson, the first university graduate who wrote for the public playhouses, was baptized at St George’s six years before the elder Marlowe settled there. His father was an immigrant woodworker. The prominent Elizabethan novelist and playwright John Lyly grew up in the adjacent parish of St Alphege, near the cathedral gates. Besides being a majestic place of worship, the cathedral housed a choir school for boys. Within the cathedral close, the King’s School taught grammar and rhetoric to fifty Scholars, preparing the best of them for the stiff degree course at Oxford and Cambridge.


John Marlowe married in the spring of 1561, just a year after entering his apprenticeship. His bride Katherine Arthur, another recent immigrant, came to Canterbury from the coastal city of Dover. Like her husband, Katherine was the child of menial labourers. Her kinsman William Arthur of Dover, a trader in livestock, had business connections in the parish of St George. At the time of his death in 1558, Arthur owed money to Laurence Applegate’s father and other residents of Canterbury. Katherine’s brother Thomas Arthur would have business interests in the city from 1564. On the face of it, Katherine Arthur strengthened John Marlowe’s fragile ties to his adopted community. Unless they had independent resources, migrants entering provincial cities often failed to establish themselves, and went into a downward spiral within two or three years of their arrival. Although John Marlowe occasionally found himself on the edge of failure, the hallmark of his career, given where he started from, is success. Katherine Marlowe surely played an important part in his story.


William Sweeting, the parish priest at St George the Martyr, joined the couple in matrimony on 22 May. A year later the newlyweds had a daughter named Mary. Father Sweeting baptized their first son Christopher at the parish church on 26 February 1564, just two months before Shakespeare was christened at Stratford-upon-Avon. The bellows of cattle being driven to the butcher’s shambles and the pervasive odour of blood were among the infant’s earliest sensations. In adolescence, he grew accustomed to the sight of condemned men being carted past his home to the gallows on Oaten Hill.




*





Father William Sweeting personified the weakened condition of religious life in mid-century Canterbury. Queen Elizabeth I set out to restore Protestantism upon her accession in 1558. After five years of Roman Catholicism, at a time when existing members of the clergy were ravaged by disease and religious upheaval, suitable candidates for the incoming Protestant ministry proved hard to come by. In a move born of desperation, Matthew Parker, the new Archbishop of Canterbury, hastily ordained a multitude of priests, including the tailor William Sweeting, who were unqualified for their new vocation. The impoverished Reverend Sweeting could barely read and write. Church authorities discovered that he was incapable of preaching even one sermon a year, yet this fact did not deter them from adding a nearby parish church to his ministry.


All told, the English state religion changed three times between 1547 and 1558: from the Anglo-Catholicism of the ageing Henry VIII to radical Protestantism under his short-lived son Edward VI; then to the reactionary Roman Catholicism of his elder daughter Mary I; and again to moderate Protestantism under his younger daughter Elizabeth I. Canterbury felt the full shock of these seismic alternations. Each time a new prince came to the throne, the archbishop, his chaplains, the dean of the cathedral, the eighteen canons and six preachers in the cathedral foundation, the masters at the King’s School and the twelve parish priests all had to adapt or face the consequences. These upheavals demoralized parish life; for the clergy who contrived to continue their ministry throughout all the changes, conformity was a means of survival.


The immigrants’ prospects for long-term residency depended on their capacity to adapt to the customs and way of life of their new community. The conflicts that plagued Canterbury from the 1530s into the 1570s put this process of adaptation under an enormous strain. How could newcomers take their bearings? At the time of John Marlowe’s arrival, Queen Mary I was on the throne and Catholics had a firm grip on the local power structure. Catholic families in the governing élite actively resisted Protestant rule until 1563, when fears of a Catholic invasion from France gave the reformers the upper hand. By the end of the decade, Catholics had seized the initiative once again and removed Protestant leaders from office. The pendulum swung back to the reformers’ side after the notorious massacre of French Protestants on St Bartholomew’s Day 1572, but there was no telling how long they would stay in power. The city remained in a state of tension throughout John Marlowe’s thirties and forties. The immigrant’s safest course during this undeclared civil war was to avoid long-term commitments and go along with whichever faction held power at the time. John Marlowe kept a prudent distance from the ideological struggles that set long-time residents in ruinous conflict with one another.


The father’s wary detachment gives the first inkling of his son’s ironic, uncommitted stance on questions of religious belief. Children discover their identities through exchanges with the world around them. Families and communities provide the mirror in which they learn to recognize themselves. This process of acculturation depends on the maintenance of customs, values and role models through which the child enters into the social fabric. Christopher Marlowe, the son of immigrants situated on the margins of their community, spent most of his life in a place where elementary structures of religious belief were constantly being discredited.


In adulthood, Christopher Marlowe conceived of religion as a site of conflict rather than an accessible realm of sacred truth. His plays depict the struggles between Muslim and Christian, Christian and Jew, Christian and Epicurean, and Protestant and Catholic. The protagonist of his tragedy King Edward II evokes the physical and mental landscape of Marlowe’s childhood:






Proud Rome, that hatchest such imperial grooms,


With these thy superstitious taperlights,


Wherewith thy anti-Christian churches blaze,


I’ll fire thy crazèd buildings and enforce


The papal towers to kiss the lowly ground …


(i.iv.97–101)








This anti-Catholic tirade is out of character for King Edward II, who ruled England two centuries before the Reformation, but in character for the author, who grew up playing in monastic ruins and listening to the tirades of reforming iconoclasts. A version of the last two lines appears in Marlowe’s Massacre at Paris as well. Was he remembering the Protestants’ attempt to raze the gigantic tower at the west end of St Augustine’s abbey church?


Marlowe drew on childhood memories in his Famous Tragedy of the Rich Jew of Malta. The ‘Two lofty turrets that command the town’ (V.viii.11) of Malta recall the twin towers of St George’s Gate in Canterbury. The Flying Dragon, a ship that sailed in and out of Dover during the 1560s, supplied the name of the vessel that arrives in Malta half-way through Marlowe’s play. When Marlowe imagined the astounding collection of precious stones and metals that the Governor of Malta seizes from the Jew,






Bags of fiery opals, sapphires, amethysts,


Jacinths, hard topaz, grass-green emeralds,


Beauteous rubies, sparkling diamonds …


(i.i.25–27)








he would have remembered the twenty-six cartloads of jewellery that the King’s men had hauled away from Becket’s shrine. The transformation of the Jew’s house into a nunnery recalls and reverses the conversion of St Sepulchre’s nunnery at Canterbury into a private dwelling. The ‘dark entry’ through which the Jew smuggles a pot of poisoned broth into the newly expropriated religious house bears the name of the passage that led from the cathedral cloisters into the area occupied by the King’s School, a site that had formerly housed a monastic order. These points of contact between the imaginary city of Malta and post-Reformation Canterbury indicate that Marlowe perceived a spiritual deficit in his place of origin. Ostensibly a bulwark of the Christian Church, Marlowe’s Malta is rife with hypocrisy and greed.




*





John Marlowe’s master died within weeks of Christopher’s birth, during a severe outbreak of bubonic plague, when every lost man aggravated the labour shortage in the hard-hit parish of St George. This stroke of fortune probably enabled the apprentice to join the Shoemakers’ Guild a few weeks later. On 20 April 1564, just four years after entering into his apprenticeship instead of the statutory seven, ‘John Marlin of Canterbury shoemaker was admitted and sworn to the liberties of the city’. As a freeman, John had the right to open his own shop, sell his wares and enrol apprentices. He could now ‘speak and be heard’ at town meetings. He was entitled to sue for debt in the Borough Court. When his two-month-old son Christopher grew up, he could join his father’s guild upon the payment of a nominal fee. The sons-in-law of freemen also enjoyed automatic access to this small group of privileged tradesmen. John Marlowe’s daughter thereby gained a dowry. The court-appointed executors of Gerard Richardson’s estate entered a plea of trespass against the newly enfranchised citizen in May: did the former apprentice seize his old master’s leather and tools? The suit was settled out of court. By 1565 John Marlowe had set up his own shop.
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1.3 Shoemaker’s shop. From Hans Sachs, Eygentliche Beschreibung aller Stände auff Erden, 1568.








That summer the young shoemaker took a walk in the country with his neighbour Laurence Applegate. On their way to the village of Barham, Applegate offered to ‘open a thing unto you if you will keep it secret’, and Marlowe promised ‘that so he would’. His companion revealed that ‘I have had my pleasure of Goodwife Chapman’s Daughter’ Godelif (‘dear to God’) and went on to tell a bawdy story about his conquest. Goodwife Chapman, he said, owed him 2s, or twenty-four pence. When Applegate tried to collect his money, the mother refused to pay on the grounds that her creditor had ‘occupied … her Daughter four times,’ at sixpence a visit. Although he made Marlowe promise not to tell anyone, Applegate repeated his secret ‘diverse times … and in sundry places’: at his own house, at the Marlowes’ house and at the Vernicle tavern in the presence of various neighbours. Applegate’s dogged determination to milk the story for all it was worth came back to haunt him when Dear-to-God Chapman, who married a man named Robert Hurte in October, sued him for slander that winter. As Applegate’s former confidants came forward to testify against him, the defendant’s evasive replies prompted the exasperated judge to declare, ‘Belike ye have done it indeed!’


As Christopher Marlowe would discover to his peril, considerations of honour and reputation played a crucial part in the making of early modern selves. A bad name was adequate grounds for suspecting, and even convicting, someone of a crime. Laurence Applegate’s ribald assertion that Dear-to-God Chapman’s good name had a cash value of 2s was no laughing matter. In cases of slander the punishment fitted the crime: the Archdeacon’s court sentenced the lecherous tailor to undergo the ritualized defamation of public penance.


Applegate’s companion John Marlowe had secured a narrow foothold at the lower end of the ‘middling’ classes – a category that encompassed everyone who ranked a notch below the gentry, the clergy and the members of the professions, and a cut above day labourers and tenant farmers. Within this middle stratum shoemakers came after yeoman farmers, the mercantile élite (mercers, vintners, grocers), expert craftsmen (goldsmiths, clothiers, saddlers) and skilled manufacturers (brewers, tailors, cordwainers), and before only the most menial craftsmen (tilers, thatchers, miners). Among the lowly artisans who were his peers, John stood out in one crucial respect: he knew how to read and write. After the clerk took Marlowe’s deposition in the case of Hurte alias Chapman vs Applegate, the witness signed his name, ‘jhan Marley’, in a firm and legible hand; it is the first of thirteen documents that bear his signature.


His ability to read is noteworthy but not remarkable. John Marlowe came of age at the historic moment when vast sectors of people who had been excluded from the educational system – small craftsmen, women, servants and apprentices – were learning to read for the first time. In his watershed Injunctions of 1536, King Henry VIII ordered all parents and masters to teach their children and servants the Lord’s Prayer, the Apostle’s Creed and the Ten Commandments. He further instructed them to furnish these texts ‘in writing, or show where printed books containing the same be to be sold, to them that can read or will desire the same’. King Henry believed that this novel practice would bring uniformity of belief to the Church of England. Protestant reformers expected the written word of God to supplant popish images and idolatry. The dissemination of cheap, mass-produced texts, made possible by the spread of printing, enabled the king and his ministers to implement these ideas on a very wide scale. John Marlowe learned to read during the first programme of mass literacy in England, at a time when the outcome of this remarkable experiment was anyone’s guess.


The ability to write, on the other hand, still depended on one’s social class. By the mid-sixteenth century, the vast majority of the gentry, the clergy and members of the professions had learnt to sign their name, rather than make their mark, on court records. Within the middling classes, the proportion of signers ran high among the commercial élite, and diminished as the deponent’s wealth and status decreased. The proportion of shoemakers who could sign was scarcely one in ten. Among the general run of shoemakers, Marlowe oversaw a very small shop (he was not on the tax rolls), and had no need of written records. Educated beyond his station, he belonged to the anomalous ranks of the literate poor. Once again, local history was on John Marlowe’s side. The high mortality rates during his first two decades in Canterbury created new opportunities for artisans to join the ranks of clerks, scribes and minor officials. Marlowe’s ability to write put him in a position to compete for these openings.


Katherine Marlowe bore child after child throughout the first fifteen years of her marriage. She gave birth to her second daughter Margaret in December 1566, and buried her oldest child, the six-year-old Mary, in August 1568. An anonymous second son came at the end of October, only to die in the first week of November. Her third daughter Jane was baptized just ten months later, on 20 August 1569. Her third son Thomas arrived the following July, but survived for just three weeks. She christened her fourth daughter Anne one year later on 14 July 1571, and her fifth daughter Dorothy on 18 October 1573. She bore her fourth son, and last known child, Thomas in the spring of 1576. This Thomas survived through adolescence, then disappeared from view.


The Marlowe family’s straitened circumstances meant that Katherine could not afford a wet nurse, and so breastfed her own children. If she lost a child shortly after birth, she conceived very rapidly, within a year or less. Since breastfeeding is a natural prophylactic, when she produced a healthy child the time between birth and conception lasted longer, a little over two years on the average. The sole exception to this pattern is the first Thomas, who came just eleven months after his healthy sister Jane had beaten the long odds of infant mortality in Elizabethan England.


This family history is typical of the Marlowes’ era and station in life. Early modern parents saw their children as an asset to be cultivated rather than a cost to be borne. Sons and daughters provided their mothers and fathers with amusement and companionship. Small craftsmen depended on their progeny to assist with household chores from a very early age. Four-year-old girls looked after their younger siblings, gathered food and went on errands for their mothers. Small boys tended flocks of geese. Six-year-olds who did no work were said to be ‘idle’. When children were old enough to marry, their parents arranged alliances that strengthened the family’s position in society. As parents aged, their adult offspring provided a hedge against sickness and infirmity. Like their peers, the Marlowes did their utmost to rear a sizeable family. Since fewer than two out of three children could expect to survive beyond the age of ten, this effort obliged Katherine Marlowe to devote the years when she was fertile to bearing, rearing and burying her sons and daughters.


Christopher Marlowe spent his first year in a cradle by the fire, securely wrapped in swaddling clothes. Newborn infants needed relatively little maintenance apart from feeding, washing and ensuring against the constant risk that their bedclothes would catch fire. As he grew into a toddler, and developed the motor skills to explore his environment, Christopher required an enormous amount of babysitting. There was the ever-present danger of his playing with fire or his father’s sharp tools. By his second year, he could slip out of the house and muck about in the septic sewage ditch that ran down the centre of the road. Marlowe’s neighbour Laurence Applegate let his privy overflow on to the street. At the age of three, Christopher could wander under tumbrils bearing the entrails of slaughtered animals, or run foul of the pigs, horses and cattle that frequented public thoroughfares and strayed into houses. Young children were liable to fall into wells and drown. There was no way to childproof the home of an early modern artisan.


Around the age of four, he took up more organized forms of work and play. These early ventures into social life were sex-specific. Christopher spent many hours watching his father flay, cut and puncture the skins of cattle with sharp instruments. Outside the house, he looked for eels and angled for freshwater fish. For recreation, he learned to use a bow and arrow and wield a staff in hand-to-hand combat with other boys. Upon the death of his sister Mary, the four-year-old Christopher became the eldest child as well as the only son in the family. Mary’s passing reinforced Christopher’s privileged position in the Marlowe household. He had no older sister or younger brother to offset the gender hierarchy in his immediate surroundings; and he had four younger sisters to perform the indispensable woman’s work of cooking, washing and childcare. The oddity of his domestic circumstances was already apparent by the time of his fifth birthday, though the irony did not sink in until he became a full-time student. The fact that Christopher Marlowe grew up in a household full of women, and so was not required for household chores, paved his way to the all-male preserve of the boys’ school.
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1.4 Street scene. From The Roxburghe Ballads.








John Marlowe’s family grew more rapidly than his leather business. He enrolled his first apprentice, a local blacksmith’s son named Richard Umberfield, in 1567–8, spent two or three years training him, and then lost the benefit of his labour when Umberfield fled after fathering a child on their neighbour Joan Hubbard. Marlowe would not enrol another apprentice until Lactantius Presson entered his employ six years later, only to leave within months, complaining that his master had beaten him. On 10 July 1569, the churchwardens of St George cited John Marlowe ‘for that he cometh not to church as he ought to do’. In 1569–70 he borrowed £2 from a local charity that ministered to the needs of indigent citizens; the loan remained unpaid.


The Marlowes’ story resembled that of many migrant families. The arrival of hungry mouths to feed prevented them from accumulating enough resources to withstand hard times. John Marlowe the solitary worker had been welcome at a time when labour was in short supply; Citizen Marlowe’s children threatened to be a drain on the local sources of poor relief. Their father’s periodic bouts of indigence and unpaid bills are readily understandable; what makes John Marlowe unusual is his capacity to stay afloat. In 1570, he joined six other shoemakers in submitting a petition to the Justices of the Peace in quarter sessions; the form of this document indicates that he now filled a minor office in his guild.


Apart from Laurence Applegate, John Marlowe’s closest associates were fellow immigrants. The baker Thomas Plessington, a native of Chester, gained his citizenship by marrying the daughter of a Canterbury saddler. The grocer George Aunsell came to Canterbury from the south Kent village of Mersham. Although Aunsell was known as a ‘drunken knave and whoremaster knave’, his marriage to the well-connected Ann Potman, from the nearby village of Ulcombe, brought a touch of class to Marlowe’s circle of friends. Marlowe’s brother-in-law Thomas Arthur followed his sister Katherine to Canterbury, where he married Ursula Moore, the daughter of the blacksmith Richard Moore. Moore too came from Ulcombe. John Marlowe later married his twelve-year-old daughter Jane to Richard Moore’s brother John, another recent arrival. All John and Katherine Marlowe’s daughters would marry outsiders like themselves. These alliances enabled their immigrant sons-in-law to become freemen, but brought the Marlowe family no closer to the inner circle of long-time Canterbury residents.


As John Marlowe entered his mid-thirties, his disputes with fellow citizens began turning up in the plea books of the Borough Court. On 20 October 1573, Marlowe sued Thomas Ovington in a quarrel over a horse and won damages of 9s 4d. Two days later, he exclaimed: ‘Michael Shawe thou art a thief and so I will prove thee to be.’ Shawe, a basket-maker, sought damages for slander. The following January Marlowe entered a plea for debt against Michael Shawe; in March he went after Robert Shawe. In the mean time, his fellow shoemaker John Osbertson sued him twice for debt. Marlowe sued Leonard Browne in July 1573, and Hugh Jones, the landlord of the Chequers tavern, in September. Later in 1573, Osbertson took him to court once again and Marlowe entered a plea of debt against George Sherrocke. After a five-year hiatus, which may well be the result of missing records, he resurfaces in the plea books in 1578 and thereafter, usually as a plaintiff seeking to recover unpaid debts. Marlowe had joined the handful of litigants who went to the Borough Court on a regular basis.


What prompted him to take this course? Immigrant tradesmen had problems with debt collection and property rights, especially in the early days, when they lacked a firm grasp of the local power structure and did not know who could be counted on to pay their bills. Insiders are always apt to take advantage of newcomers. The Borough Court gave Marlowe the opportunity to defend himself and pursue his claims. The sheer quantity of these transactions, however, suggests that he began to take an interest in property law for its own sake. His frequent appearances at court gave him a rudimentary knowledge of pleas, writs and depositions. The Elizabethan litigation boom was well under way by 1570. Literate tradesmen often found work as freelance law clerks. If they were sufficiently aggressive, they could overcharge their customers and take advantage of their gullible fellow citizens. At the very least, they could protect themselves from sharp operators who practised fraud under cover of the law.


During that same decade, John Marlowe began to do entry-level legal and clerical work. He became assistant churchwarden at St George the Martyr, and then, after the family moved during the mid-1570s, at the centrally located parish church of St Andrew. In 1575 he witnessed the will of a dying neighbour and received a legacy of 6s 8d for his trouble. Three years later a group of Canterbury aldermen employed him as a witness during negotiations about a corporation property called ‘the Timberyard’. He became a professional bondsman, especially for couples seeking wedding licences. Apart from the stormy interlude with Lactantius Presson, he remained without an apprentice during the 1570s. The needy shoemaker had become a litigant-entrepreneur.


John Marlowe set a course that led towards clerical employment in the leather trade, the rapidly growing Kentish legal profession and the lower echelons of the urban bureaucracy. Literate craftsmen had the requisite qualifications for this kind of work. His brother-in-law Thomas Arthur, a surprisingly well-educated man, became a joint bailiff in the Canterbury suburb of Westgate. John Marlowe and his extended family would fill many such positions in the years ahead. Anyone in his position could see that an educated young man stood an excellent chance of finding employment in one of the local churches; about a third of the parishes in Kent still had no rector. John Marlowe had every reason, then, to see to it that his son Christopher received a first-class education in the local schools.



















CHAPTER TWO


Lessons Learned in Childhood





Christopher Marlowe’s formal education began around the age of six in petty school, where he learned to read and write. Like the day-care centres that spring up in modern suburbs, Tudor elementary schools had no permanent buildings. Schoolmasters held classes wherever space became available; itinerant instructors came and went. The prominent educator Richard Mulcaster deplored the lack of competent teachers: ‘because good scholars will not abase themselves to it, it is left to the meanest, and therefore to the worst’. The schools had limited aims. The men who endowed them believed, in the words of a Canterbury benefactor, that boys ‘whose parents are poor, are for the most part brought up in idleness and stealing and so at riper years unfit to serve the commonwealth’. Petty school prepared them ‘to know God and be trained up in labour and made apt members of the commonwealth’. As is always the case in Tudor educational charters, the word ‘poor’ did not include day labourers, much less the truly destitute.


Marlowe most likely had his earliest lessons in the parish of St George the Martyr, where his first teacher might have been Father Sweeting. ‘Every parish hath a minister,’ Mulcaster noted, ‘which can help with writing and reading.’ Since petty school consisted of texts to be memorized, rather than ideas to be grasped, Sweeting’s ignorance posed no problem in this area. Marlowe’s schoolfellows included Sweeting’s son Leonard and William Potter, a butcher’s son from Iron Bar Lane.


Petty school coursework revolved around the curriculum decreed by King Henry and reinstated by Queen Elizabeth. The syllabus consisted of The ABC, The ABC and Catechism and A Primer or Book of Private Prayer. It focused on religious instruction rather than practical skills. The broadsheet ABC contained several alphabets and lists of vowels, together with eight crossrows of syllables. Marlowe’s schoolmaster pasted the ABC on a flat board with a handle, like a table-tennis bat, and covered it with a transparent piece of horn, to prevent wear and tear from dirty fingers. The ‘horn book’ concluded with one model sentence of authorized text: ‘In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Ghost. So be it.’ Like every Elizabethan reader, Marlowe began with the Trinity.
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2.1 A schoolroom. From the Small Catechism for Boys, London, 1578.








The Catechism added the Apostle’s Creed, the Lord’s Prayer and the Commandments. Marlowe learned his Catechism through rote memorization and oral recitation. He listened to the schoolmaster read from the book, and regurgitated what he heard. In expounding the Great Commandment to ‘love thy neighbour as thyself ’, Marlowe pledged ‘To honour and obey the king and his ministers. To submit myself to all my governors, teachers, spiritual pastors and masters. To order myself lowly and reverently to all my betters.’ The system precluded any exchange of views within the classroom. The archbishop kept track of ‘scoffers’. Diocesan visitors examined pupils to ensure that they had learned their English catechism by heart. Any parent with ‘children of eight years and upwards’ who could not say the Catechism was liable to a fine of 10s unless the problem lay ‘in the want of capacity of the youth’.
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2.2 A horn book.








King Henry VIII founded petty schools ‘for the better bringing up of youth in the knowledge of their duty towards God, their prince and all other in their degree’. He and Elizabeth viewed the instruction of children in English as a way of fashioning obedient subjects. Before the Reformation, Catholic priests recited the prayers and catechism in Latin, a language that the king’s subjects could not understand; henceforth, children learned to read them in English, the mother tongue of the new national Church. The king confidently proclaimed that it will ‘stir up the ferventness of the mind, if the confused manner of praying be somewhat helped with the fellowship or annexation of understanding’.


Since this ambitious programme fell short of the mark in practice, and spectacularly so in the case of Christopher Marlowe, it merits closer scrutiny.


Protestant reformers underestimated the staying power of Catholic imagery and ritual – the so-called ‘laymen’s textbooks’. In areas that retained a strong Roman Catholic presence, such as Lancashire, the catechist’s words fell on deaf ears. Even under Protestant rule, Canterbury preserved the sensory aura of a Catholic centre of worship. Marlowe spent the better part of his life in close proximity to the splendours of Canterbury Cathedral. The interior and exterior of the building arrested the eye with gorgeous iconographic images. The cathedral staff included twelve senior canons, six minor canons and a splendid organist and choir. Students at the King’s School, where Marlowe held a scholarship for twenty months, said their prayers in Latin. King’s Scholars wore surplices to church services, and were required to attend High Mass at the cathedral on Sundays, saints’ days and festivals. The residual appeal of Catholic liturgy helps explain one of the ‘damnable opinions’ that Richard Baines attributed to Marlowe, who allegedly said: 




That if there be any god or any good Religion, then it is the papists because the service of god is performed with more Ceremonies, as Elevation of the mass, organs, singing men, Shaven Crowns, etc. That all protestants are Hypocritical asses.





The wayward adult professed a radically materialistic view of religion; yet the atheist (‘if there be any god’) had a continuing attachment to the theatrical world of ritual and ceremony.


The reformers overestimated the capacity of words to impose uniform meanings on the impressionable minds of young readers. Contemporaries frequently observed that the young were actually more prone to heresy than their elders were. Although the English Catechism and prayers were meant to instil belief, these foundational texts could also serve as objects of unbelief. Children who read the opening words of the Creed (‘I believe’) with the ‘annexation of understanding’, as the king put it, had the choice of denying what they were meant to affirm. The ones who understood what they were saying could readily see that Christ’s commandment to ‘love thy neighbour as thyself ’ did not entail submission to the king and his ministers or abject deference to all one’s social betters; nor for that matter did any of the Ten Commandments.


Unbelievers fastened on the Trinity of Father, Son and Holy Ghost for two related reasons. To begin with, the Trinity has no explicit basis in the Scriptures, as the first generation of Bible readers soon discovered. Moreover, the Trinity greatly expanded God’s power over laymen, who had not previously been required to subject themselves to Father, Son and Holy Ghost in words that they could understand. By rejecting the Holy Ghost, unbelievers disabled the supernatural agent who gave grace to the saved and withheld it from the damned. By denying that Christ rose from the dead, they discarded the vision of eternal doom inscribed in the Creed, where the Son ‘ascended into heaven … From thence he shall come to judge the quick and the dead.’


The popular theologian Henry Bullinger accused the new unbelievers of mendacity. ‘But maliciously they lie,’ he complained, ‘dissembling that they know not that, which certainly they know. For who knoweth not that Christ … was raised again from the dead?’ When Bullinger says that the nay-sayers ‘know’ Christ was raised from the dead, he means that they have read this in the Creed, and can be held accountable for what they have read. ‘For it is only when everyone can read,’ to borrow the words of a modern anthropologist, ‘that Authority can decree that “ignorance of the law is no excuse”.’ But knowing a text also involves the capacity to interrogate and refute it.


The Tudor programme of popular religious instruction created the agnostic reaction that it was meant to pre-empt. During the mid-1540s Sir John Cheke coined the word ‘Atheists’ to describe people who do not ‘care whether there be a God or no, or whether … he will recompense good Men with good things, and bad Men with what is Evil.’ In 1549 Bishop Latimer notified the young King Edward VI ‘that there be great many in England that say there is no soul, that think it is not eternal … that think there is neither heaven nor hell.’ The earliest English accounts of anti-Trinitarian doctrines, The Fall of the Late Arian (1549) and The Image of God (1550), belong to the same historic moment. Archbishop Cranmer drafted the first statute that distinguishes atheism from the older crime of heresy in 1553.


Early modern unbelievers usually did not dispute the existence of God; they denied God’s capacity to intervene in their lives via the Son and the Holy Ghost. The first wave of unbelievers rejected a fearsome God who used the threat of punishment to discipline unruly subjects. More than a century later, Unitarians preserved the idea of a benevolent God in a universe from which his menacing biblical forebear had largely been dislodged. The former was an act of resistance; the latter, of accommodation. Within the world of post-Reformation Christianity, belief in God was inextricably linked to the fear of God. A deity who could not enforce his commandments – a God without sanctions – might as well not exist. Hence, anyone who rejected the immortality of the soul, the existence of heaven and hell (especially the latter) and the operations of Providence qualified as an atheist. The fear of God was the bedrock of moral order in Marlowe’s England. His contemporaries assumed that anyone who did not dread the hand of divine correction would sin with reckless abandon.


The common synonyms for the new coinage were ‘epicure’ and ‘libertine’. Just as atheism literally means ‘without God’, these words implied a condition of freedom (however delusory) from the discipline of divine law. During Marlowe’s lifetime, atheism, a category unknown to the pre-Reformation world, became the ‘sin of sins’. Shortly after John Marlowe’s arrival in Canterbury, the queen’s tutor Sir Roger Ascham remarked that the word ‘atheist … is no more unknown now to plain Englishmen, than the person was unknown sometime in England’. Another humanist observed that ‘men are nowadays here in England glutted as it were with God’s word, and therefore almost ready to vomit up again that which they have received’: some were ‘turning to curious arts … some Epicures, some Atheists’. As the state church changed back and forth between Protestant and Catholic regimes, the dubious assertion that God upheld princely rule had the unintended consequence of compromising divine authority. In 1572, while the eight-year-old Christopher was conning his ABC and Catechism, George Carleton informed the Queen’s Secretary Sir William Cecil that ‘The realm is divided into three parties, the Papists, the Atheists and the Protestants.’




*





The city streets gave the shoemaker’s son his informal education in religion and politics. A resting point between London and Dover, Canterbury attracted a steady stream of diplomats, soldiers, merchants and messengers going to and from France. As Marlowe entered adolescence, the outbreak of religious warfare in northern Europe drove a growing population of Protestant refugees into the city. Many of the migrants brought bloodcurdling tales of persecution and atrocity. The story that exerted the strongest influence on Marlowe’s life and work was the massacre at Paris.


Early in the morning of Sunday 24 August 1572, a band of assassins led by the Catholic Duke of Guise murdered Admiral Coligny, the leader of the French Protestants, in Paris. Over the course of that St Bartholomew’s Day, the Guise and his accomplices liquidated the Huguenot leadership, while a bloodthirsty Parisian mob set out to exterminate Protestant citizens. They slaughtered three thousand of them during the last week of August. The murderers locked the city gates, but the raft of corpses floating down the Seine soon bore witness to the rampage at Paris. With the encouragement of the Catholic King Charles IX, the carnage spread to a dozen other French cities, where local massacres claimed the lives of another ten thousand Protestants over the first two weeks of September.


As refugees fled north across the Channel and up the Dover Road, they brought a new word into the English language. The French noun massacre originally referred to a slaughterhouse or butcher’s shambles. The word took on its modern meaning of mass murder in the wake of the notorious pogrom at Lyons. After the official executioner there, and then the soldiers, refused to kill Protestant citizens being held in the city jail, Catholic authorities turned the job over to the butchers:
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2.3 A butcher at work. From Hans Sachs, Eygentliche Beschreibung aller Stände auff Erden, 1568.













Those fellows being let into the prisons, went to it with chopping knives and butcher’s axes. Such as they found prostrate at their feet, piteously holding up their hands to heaven crying upon the mercy of God and men, they did for sport cut off their fingers and the top of their hands.





The eight-year-old Christopher Marlowe, living on the edge of the town shambles, could readily grasp the sense of this metaphor. Armed men butchered their prey in a killing field; the carnage reduced human beings to the status of livestock; blood and body parts littered the streets.


The Duke of Guise sent Admiral Coligny’s severed head to Pope Gregory XIII, who was delighted to have it. The Pope and King Philip II of Spain both celebrated the massacre with a solemn Te Deum mass. On the other side of the Channel, English Protestants foresaw that they too would be slaughtered like animals under Catholic rule. The massacre bore out the widespread belief that Catholics and Protestants could never live in peace with one another. Instead, the blood of the martyrs summoned God’s elect to mortal combat with the papal Antichrist. Christians and anti-Christians had joined in a fight to the finish. The struggle continued throughout Marlowe’s life, with England always on the defensive.
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2.4 A butcher’s shambles. From Hugh Alley, ‘A Caveat for the City of London’, 1598.








Marlowe encountered this scenario at an early age, and it stayed with him. In three of his early plays for the public stage, 1 and 2 Tamburlaine and The Jew of Malta, he incorporates a massacre into the final act. These episodes convey the harrowing sensation of living on the verge of a holocaust, at the edge of the killing fields. When the adult Marlowe imagines closure, he thinks of dismemberment, drowning and mass destruction. The Massacre at Paris, the last of Marlowe’s plays to be performed before his death, warned English audiences that militant French Catholics, the Pope and the King of Spain remained committed to a policy of brute extermination.


At the end of the following summer, Queen Elizabeth visited Canterbury while on progress through the county of Kent. The queen used these state processions to put her majesty on display before her subjects. She came to Canterbury attended by her royal entourage, including her principal adviser William Cecil, Lord Burghley, and her favourite Robert Dudley, the Earl of Leicester, and other members of her Privy Council, who brought their own servants and retainers as well. While Elizabeth rode in triumph through Canterbury on Sunday 3 September, Archbishop Parker waited to welcome Her Majesty at the cathedral:




Which I did, with the Bishops of Lincoln and Rochester, and my Suffragan, at the West door: where, after the Grammarian had made his Oration to her upon her horseback, she alighted. We then kneeled down and said the Psalm Deus misereatur in English …





May the Lord have mercy! The queen entered the cathedral ‘going under a canopy, born by four of her Temporal Knights, to her traverse placed by the communion board’. She held court for the next two weeks in the ancient palace of St Augustine, which her father had seized for his personal use upon the dissolution of the monastery. Archbishop Parker celebrated the queen’s fortieth birthday on 7 September with a magnificent feast at his own palace. The common people of Canterbury were invited to watch, at a respectful distance, from the hall.


Wherever the nine-year-old Christopher was on that splendid occasion, the pageantry of the queen’s two-week stay in Canterbury surely caught his attention. Elizabeth conceived of her monarchy as a dramatic spectacle. She told a deputation from Parliament that ‘We Princes are set on stages, in the sight and view of all the world duly observed.’ The queen had a genius for incorporating the rejected symbols of the Catholic faith into her own self-image. Trading on the discarded cult of the Blessed Virgin Mary, Elizabeth would fashion herself into the secular counterpart of the virgin queen. Her remarkable talent for self-deification was on full view during her first visit to the ancient church capital. It was Elizabeth to whom the bishops cried ‘May the Lord have mercy’; Elizabeth who entered the cathedral under the canopy that had formerly sheltered the blessed sacrament; Elizabeth who held court in St Augustine’s Palace, which had been refurbished at Parker’s expense.
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2.5 Eye-witness portrayal of the Massacre of St Bartholomew’s Day by François Dubois, a Huguenot refugee who died in Geneva in 1584. The Duke of Guise can be seen brandishing Coligny’s head in the centre of the picture.








Marlowe shared the queen’s fascination with theatrical constructions of sovereignty. His early masterpiece Tamburlaine the Great considers monarchical self-fashioning from the standpoint of a young playwright at the outset of a stunning career. If sovereigns express themselves in dramatic performances, then dramatists can create kings, and players can perform them to the life. Tamburlaine the Great, the son of a peasant, hears the call to greatness in a moment of pure theatre: ‘And ride in triumph through Persepolis? … Is it not passing brave to be a king, / And ride in triumph through Persepolis?’ (II.v.50, 53–54)




*





After memorizing their ABC and Catechism tradesmen’s sons left school around the age of eight. Marlowe, however, went on to grammar school, where he began the study of Latin. John Marlowe made this crucial decision in the early 1570s, when he was beginning to take on clerical work. Since Christopher did not win his scholarship at the King’s School until the winter of 1578–79, the boy’s whereabouts for the intervening six years are a minor puzzle. He could have entered the lower forms of the King’s School as a Commoner, that is, a fee-paying pupil; but one wonders how his indigent father could have borne this expense for so many years.


When Marlowe was five years old, Archbishop Parker organized a free grammar school for twenty-five pupils adjacent to Eastbridge Hospital, where Canterbury pilgrims had lodged before the Reformation. The school covered four of the six years that went into a grammar-school education. Unlike their counterparts at the King’s School, the masters at Eastbridge taught singing. Since candidates for the Parker scholarship that sent Marlowe to Cambridge had to read music at sight, Christopher doubtless acquired this facility in the schoolhouse across the street from Eastbridge Hospital.


Wherever he went, Marlowe encountered the same two entry-level texts: William Lyly’s Short Introduction of Grammar and A Catechism or First Instruction of Christian Religion by Alexander Nowell, Dean of St Paul’s Cathedral. The crown assigned these books for political reasons. Henry VIII and Elizabeth I ordered teachers to use Lyly’s Short Introduction, the ‘Royal Grammar’, because they wanted to nip Roman Catholic learning in the bud. Marlowe’s pre-Reformation counterparts began with medieval grammars that prepared them for the study of Catholic philosophy and canon law. Lyly based his new grammar on Roman usage from the classical period. It prepared Marlowe and his schoolfellows to think like Ovid and Cicero rather than St Thomas Aquinas. Marlowe belonged to the first generation that received this classical education on a widespread basis.


On Sundays and holidays, Nowell’s Catechism drilled in the key concepts of Calvinist theology – bondage of the will, predestination, election and reprobation. These lessons taught Marlowe what the state Church expected of its educated élite: in a word, obedience. John Gresshop, the headmaster of the King’s School, owned eleven copies of Nowell’s Catechism, nine in English and two in Thomas Norton’s Latin translation. It was the only book that Gresshop stocked in quantity, so that his pupils could study it on their own. In one format or another (English, Latin, Latin and English, Latin and Greek), Nowell’s Catechism went through a remarkable run of thirteen printings between 1570 and 1580. If a boy aspired to move ahead in the school system, there was no escaping it.


Marlowe absorbed the content of his textbooks through copying them out by hand. ‘There was no shorter way to learn much,’ explained the Spanish educator Juan Luis Vives, ‘than to write fair and swift.’ Educators mapped the pedagogical distinction between liberal and mechanical arts on to the class distinction between gentleman and artisans. School was for thinkers, the shop was for handicraftsmen. But handwriting was a manual art. Elizabethan students did not just inscribe words and sentences. They mixed their ink, plucked their quills, sharpened their penknives, slit and sharpened their quills and laboriously worked their points across the surface of the parchment so as to avoid blots and blemishes. While learning to write, Marlowe accommodated his posture to the penhold and transformed his hand into a detached instrument moving along the grooves of an exterior model. The drawn-out, compulsory routines of transcription and regurgitation dissolved the antithesis between physical and mental labour. The pupil’s hands gathered in (the literal sense of ‘apprehend’) textual matter and inscribed it in the storehouse of memory. Under interrogation, he retrieved what he had recorded there and reproduced it in oral recitation. When the sons of gentlemen bridled at this newfangled discipline (Prince Hamlet held it ‘A baseness to write fair’), they created places for the sons of peasants.
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2.6 The Penhold. From John de Beau Chesne and John Baildon, A Book Containing Diverse Sorts of Hands, 1602.








Whoever he was, Marlowe’s new schoolmaster relied on the same techniques of rote memorization and repetition that Christopher had encountered in elementary school; but the sheer quantity of the material that now confronted him was of a different magnitude. Users of Lyly’s grammar had to internalize page after page of Latin verb forms and syntactical constructions with no overarching system to guide them through the maze. When the eleven-year-old student of grammar finally did begin to read literary texts, he was actively discouraged from thinking about what they meant. A standard school text of Terence’s comedies published in 1574 advises teachers never to consider the work as a whole. ‘For we do not present Terence to this end, that thence youth may learn to write comedies, but rather for seeking there the true and native nature and form of Latin speech.’ Terence’s moral philosophy (to say nothing of his dramaturgy) was irrelevant. The morality that ‘should be used in our schools’, the author explained, is ‘a discipline for governing boys by teaching, admonishing, rebuking, punishing and on all occasions’.


The grammar-school curriculum encouraged the most coercive styles of teaching. Boys who balked at these mind-numbing routines were usually in for a beating. The Elizabethan schoolmaster Richard Brinsley was one of many who complained about ‘that extreme severity whereby all things are done in very many schools, and the whole government maintained only by continual and terrible whipping’. The course had less to do with learning Latin than with learning obedience, especially in the lower forms. Like wild colts, boys had to be ‘broken and bridled while they were young’. Mulcaster reckoned that the most important criterion for advancement in Elizabethan grammar schools was a generalized attitude of deference to authority that suited the needs of Renaissance princes. ‘The fittest subject for learning in a monarchy’, he wrote, is the child ‘which in his tender age shows himself obedient to school orders.’


To grasp the full impact of this regimen, consider the adolescence that Marlowe was deprived of. His peers had plenty of free time between the age of eight, when they left petty school, and their teens, when they were bound over as apprentices. Even apprentices were at leisure during the late afternoon, Sundays and holidays. Classes at the King’s School ran from six or seven in the morning until seven in the evening, six days a week, with Sundays and holidays devoted to religious instruction. The pace at the schoolhouse across the street from Eastbridge Hospital was doubtless more relaxed, particularly for boys who just wanted a smattering of Latin. Aspiring scholars like Marlowe had no choice but to put in very long hours; there was no other way to keep up with the boys who toiled in the cathedral close. Before they entered the upper forms, around the age of twelve, Gresshop’s pupils had to know Latin grammar in its entirety, ‘so that no noun or verb may be found anywhere, which they do not know how to inflect in every detail’.


No wonder masters warned their pupils to avoid ‘needless’ contacts with ‘apprentices and idle boys’. The idle boys had fun! While Marlowe conjugated irregular verbs, his old playfellows gathered at the Vernicle, where they whiled away the hours drinking ale, talking, playing at cards, dice and shove-groat, or just ‘being merry’. In the afternoon, apprentices displayed their prowess at football, skittles, archery, swordplay, hurling the sledge and wielding cudgels. Teenagers spent evenings and Sundays cruising the streets – ‘walking from place to place for pleasure’, as one apprentice put it – or drinking and gambling in alehouses. They went to cockfights on Shrove Tuesday and ran around the maypole with girls like Dear-to-God Chapman. They danced in barns, frequented fairs and wakes and amused themselves with jest books and ballads. Grammar schools made it difficult, if not impossible, for their students to enter this world of free and easy recreation. Learning Latin was the labour-intensive alternative to indigenous youth culture.


Language lessons translated literary forms into class distinctions. Educators drilled in the importance of avoiding vulgar words. Thomas Norton’s line-by-line translation of the Catechism into English fashioned subjects who were both Christians and humanists, so that ‘youth might at once with one labour learn the truth of religion and the pureness of the Latin tongue together’. Nowell’s Latin in fact emphasizes the difference between vernacular and classical formulations of the same idea. Medieval Latin incorporated the English word order; classical Latin dissolved it. Marlowe’s introductory work on prose translation emphasized style at the expense of piety. It implied that the Holy Scriptures were inferior to the work of classical Roman authors.


The humanists’ attitude towards the style of the Scriptures sheds light on another of Marlowe’s so-called blasphemies. Baines quoted Marlowe as saying ‘that all the new testament is filthily written’. The remark sounds shocking out of context, but Marlowe was merely applying the criterion of ‘pure’ speech to the text of the gospels. He had been taught to think this way since the age of ten. When Marlowe went on to say that Christ’s apostles ‘were fishermen and base fellows neither of wit nor worth’, he weighed them on the scales of humanist ideology and found them wanting. The irony of these ‘damnable’ opinions is that the apostles were supposed to be base fellows. That was why Jesus chose them for his ministry; they spread the Word to all who had ears to hear in language that anyone could understand.




*





Where Latin lessons made aspiring scholars obey instructions that they could scarcely understand, Nowell’s Catechism taught them the meaning of obedience in explicitly religious terms. Nowell’s God was much more authoritarian than His counterpart in the ABC and Catechism. Christopher now discovered that God made the Ten Commandments ‘not only for outward works, but also and chiefly for the affections of the heart’. Thoughts and intentions were no less culpable than behaviour. When Marlowe reached the Tenth Commandment, which directly forbids unlawful desires (‘Thou shalt not covet’), he discovered that this prohibition encompassed the most fleeting and involuntary impulses: ‘all corrupt thoughts, although our consent be not added to them, do proceed of our corrupted nature.’ In short, obedience lay beyond the capacities of sinful man. Yet God ‘accepteth none other sacrifice but obedience’.


True obedience depended on faith, the gift of God. In expounding the opening words of the Creed, ‘I believe’, Christopher learned to distinguish between the ‘true and lively faith’ of believers that have obtained pardon through Christ and the ‘general’ or ‘dead’ faith that merely ‘believeth those things to be true that are contained in the Scriptures’. True believers, the Catechism explained, ‘were predestined to this so great felicity, before the foundations of the world were laid, whereof they have a witness within them in their soul, the spirit of Christ.’ In teaching his pupils how to discover that spirit within themselves, Nowell returned to the core idea of obedience. When Christ willed his own crucifixion, he became, as Paul says, ‘obedient unto the death, even the death of the cross’. The Catechism inserted the boys into this narrative so that they could ‘more easily obey and yield to the spirit’: ‘He was crucified and we are crucified with him,’ they declared. ‘He rose from death and we also are risen with him.’


But were they? Nothing could secure forgiveness but a true and lively faith that one had already been forgiven. Even self-abasement, the sole remedy available to sinful humanity, could only produce despair ‘unless God bring comfort’. Comfort, when it came, brought a sense of ecstasy, a ‘running of the spirit’, that assured the fortunate few of their place among the elect. Nowell’s pupils were ill prepared to experience this surge of assurance. By this point, these ten-year-old boys had rehearsed over a hundred pages of esoteric Calvinist theology. Much of what they were saying must have been incomprehensible. It was Sunday. They had been at this for hours and were dying to go outside and play. When they declared that the Holy Ghost had assured them of their place among the elect, how many of them simulated a sensation that never occurred? Having been taught that many were called but few were chosen, the boys were prepared to remain unvisited by the Holy Ghost; that was part of God’s plan. Those who did not experience a running of the spirit would naturally feel dissociated from the words they were saying. That too was part of God’s plan.


Nowell assured Christopher that duplicity was perfectly acceptable: ‘Many by hypocrisy and counterfeiting of godliness do join themselves to this fellowship, which are nothing less than true members of the Church.’ The Catechism refers here to the visible Church of England rather than the invisible Church of Christ. Like every post-Apostolic institution, the visible Church was peopled by the ungodly as well as the godly. Nevertheless, ‘we count all that whole company to be the Church of God, seeing that Christ also promiseth that himself will be present with two or three that be gathered together in his name.’ In the Calvinist theology of the Catechism, only two or three of Marlowe’s schoolfellows were presumed to speak from the heart, and God alone knew who they were. The Catechism did require the others to retain a ‘general’ or ‘dead’ faith in the God who had doomed them to everlasting torment. Since the only God the reprobate could ever know was a God of wrath, they had a strong incentive not to believe in Him. But even if they took that path, the allembracing criterion of outward submission made it easy for atheists to carry on as hypocrites within the Church of England.


Nowell’s Catechism supplied the text for a performance that enabled Marlowe to move ahead in the system, regardless of whether or not he believed what he was saying. While Christopher was committing Nowell’s Catechism to memory in 1574, no less an authority than John Whitgift, the vice-chancellor of Cambridge University and future Archbishop of Canterbury, acknowledged that the Church was ‘full of hypocrites, papists, atheists and other wicked persons’ – that is, ‘drunkards, dissemblers, whoremongers, etc.’ Whitgift showed no misgivings about this state of affairs; it was just the way things were in the corrupt, post-apostolic Church.


Under Elizabeth I, external conformity became the master principle of church discipline. The queen took a firm Calvinist line on questions of doctrine, but imposed control over her Church through legally enforceable types of ritual observance – many of them anathema to Protestant reformers. While Elizabeth outlawed variant forms of religious practice, she maintained a tolerant stance on the question of belief. The essayist and statesman Francis Bacon applauded her compromise position: not ‘liking to make windows into men’s hearts and secret thoughts,’ he wrote, the queen ‘tempered her law so, as it restraineth only manifest disobedience, in impugning and impeaching advisedly and maliciously her majesty’s supreme power’.


Bacon’s fine aphorism epitomized the limited aims of conformist Church policy. Queen Elizabeth, Archbishop Parker and Lord Burghley sought outward compliance with the state church, rather than inner assent to its doctrinal content. While Bacon endorsed this ‘don’t ask, don’t tell’ approach, he recognized that it had a downside. In his essay ‘Of Atheism’, Bacon concludes that ‘the great atheists, indeed are hypocrites; which are ever handling holy things, but without feeling; so as they must needs be cauterized in the end.’ The tacit acceptance of hypocrites, commonly known as ‘close’ or ‘inward’ atheists, explains why unbelievers rarely came out of the closet. Despite the widespread perception that atheists were a major public menace, hardly anyone was accused of openly attacking religion. There was biblical precedent for this compromise. ‘The fool hath said in his heart, there is no God’ (Psalms 13:1), but the fool kept his mouth shut in public. Christopher Marlowe was the great exception that proved this rule. Closet atheists were part of the social order; open atheists cried out for swift and violent retribution.



















CHAPTER THREE


Speaking like a Roman





Marlowe began attending classes at the King’s School around the age of fourteen. The school took up a range of old monastic buildings in the north-western corner of the cathedral grounds. The monks who formerly lived there had distributed alms to the poor, and the area continued to be called the Almonry. Archbishop Parker converted the monks’ chapel into classrooms in 1573. The old domestic buildings housed the Master, the Second Master and the boarders who lodged with them.


The school provided scholarships for ‘fifty poor boys, both destitute of the help of friends and endowed with minds apt for learning’, in the words of its founding statutes. When the statutes were drawn up in 1541, several commissioners objected to this provision, ‘and would have none admitted but sons, or younger brethren, of gentlemen’. Before the Reformation, cathedral schools were an avenue of social mobility for poor boys. Cardinal Wolsey, who became the second richest man in England while in the service of King Henry VIII, was the son of a butcher. After the Reformation, however, the interests of the Church of England merged with those of the hierarchical nation state. The dissenting commissioners told Archbishop Cranmer that ‘it was meet [fitting] for the ploughman’s son to go to plough, and the artificer’s son to apply the trade of his parent’s vocation,’ while ‘gentleman’s children are meet to have the knowledge of government and rule in the commonwealth.’


The Archbishop conceded ‘much of your meaning herein as needful in a commonwealth’, but he also maintained that ‘poor men’s children are many times endowed with more singular gifts of nature, which are also the gifts of God … and also commonly more apt to apply their study.’ By way of conclusion, Archbishop Cranmer (himself the son of an obscure squire) predicted that ‘the poor man’s son by painstaking will for the most part be learned, when the gentleman’s son will not take the pain to get it … if the gentleman’s son be apt to learning, let him be admitted; if not apt, let the poor man’s child that is apt enter his room.’ Cranmer’s intuition proved correct in the early days, when many middle-and upper-class fathers remained unconvinced that mastering Lyly’s grammar would enhance their sons’ career prospects, or that Calvinist theology would stay the course in England. Mulcaster’s Positions Concerning the Training Up of Children (1581) ruefully confirmed the archbishop’s prediction. While Mulcaster believed ‘that learning was wont to be proper to nobility’, he had to admit ‘that through their negligence it is left for a prey to the meaner sort’. Poor scholars pursued their studies with ‘pains and diligence’, while the rich, by and large, did not.


Boys could compete for scholarships at the King’s School any time between their ninth and fifteenth birthdays. Fee-paying Commoners who supplemented the Master’s income attended the school along with the Scholars. The scholarships were tenable for up to five years, but any boy who turned out to be slow-witted or ‘repugnant to learning’ was to be ‘expelled and sent elsewhere that he may not like a drone devour the honey of the bees’. The Commoners competed for the places vacated by the dropouts, so that the total number of Scholars remained at the statutory level of fifty. The statutes obliged John Gresshop, Marlowe’s headmaster, to devote a lot of his time to the business of admission, promotion and expulsion: ‘every week he ought to visit the whole flock, once, twice, or three times, and diligently test the abilities of the scholars and ascertain their progress in learning.’ Scholars who did well had three chances a year to prove that they were ready for the next form; the drones were subject to expulsion at any time; the Commoners could take up vacant scholarships at the beginning of any term.


Other headmasters supply firsthand accounts of this gruelling process. The Master, the Scholars and the Commoners were cheek by jowl in overcrowded classrooms. The Commoners competed with one another, and with the weaker Scholars, for the handful of available scholarships. One Master urged his students on by ‘provoking them, every way, day by day, to excel one another … by striving who can find most errors in each other’s exercises and the like.’ ‘You shall see them come on apace,’ another remarks, ‘and an earnest strife to be wrought amongst them.’ Small wonder that these exercises provoked ‘good wits to strife and emulation’, for the stakes ran high in this game. Mulcaster approvingly noted that the sons of farmers and artisans frequently had to leave school because their fathers could not keep paying the fees, or needed their sons at the workplace. There were too many contenders for too few places. The Master, the ‘first chooser of the finest, and the first clipper of the refuse’, had to decide among the boys who stuck it out. Mulcaster’s ‘finest’ included the poet Edmund Spenser and the playwright Thomas Kyd.
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3.1 Grammar school lessons.








To succeed in this contest, the artisan’s son had to be physically present in the classroom, and put himself forward with dispatch, before his father’s assets ran dry. If we insert Christopher Marlowe into this scenario, he would have become a Commoner at the King’s School by the age of fourteen. When John Elmley lost his scholarship after the autumn term of 1578, Gresshop awarded it to Christopher Marlowe. He was just six weeks shy of his fifteenth birthday, the cut-off point for incoming Scholars.


How did John Marlowe manage to pay his son’s school fees while Christopher was a Commoner? The answer could well lie in the settlement of headmaster Gresshop’s estate two years later. John Marlowe told the probate court that he provided footwear and board for two boys who were Commoners entrusted to the Master’s care; since Gresshop had never paid for these goods and services, the court awarded John Marlowe 16s from the headmaster’s estate. The butcher William Potter’s transactions with Gresshop were similar to Marlowe’s. Potter supplied the Master with meat, and his son William won a scholarship at the King’s School; after Gresshop’s death, the butcher recovered 24s for unpaid bills from Gresshop’s estate. While Master Gresshop was alive, he had not needed to pay these bills, presumably because the goods and services helped procure places at school for the two tradesmen’s sons. Even if the shoemaker and the butcher lacked ready money, they could barter their stock-in-trade in exchange for school fees.


Although Christopher Marlowe won a scholarship, he could lose it at any time. Academic achievement did not suffice in this environment. Despite the highly competitive atmosphere, the scholar had to suppress any sense of his own superiority. ‘If he have any excellent towardness by nature,’ Mulcaster explained, ‘whereby he passeth the residue in learning, it will show itself so orderly, and with such modesty, as it shall soon appear to have no loftiness of mind, no aspiring ambition, no odious comparisons joined withal.’ The aspiring scholar had to maintain a high level of deportment. Gresshop’s pupils were required to observe ‘due decorum both with their body and their mouth’. Desiderius Erasmus’s enormously influential treatise On Good Manners for Boys provided schoolmasters with exacting criteria for assessing bodily decorum, organ by organ:




It is boorish to wipe one’s nose on one’s cap or clothing; to do so on one’s sleeve or forearm is for fishmongers, and it is not much better to wipe it with one’s hand, if you then smear the discharge on your clothing. The polite way is to catch the matter from the nose in a handkerchief, and this should be done by turning away slightly if decent people are present.





The school statutes further codified the process of segregating the Scholars from their boorish contemporaries:




When leave to play is given they shall play and sport together, lest, wandering about here and there, they incur some loss of character, and wanting to do other things their minds gradually become estranged from learning. And they shall not practice any games which are not of a gentlemanly appearance and free of all lowness.





As if this were not enough, the final injunction stipulates that even ‘in play, they shall never use any language but Latin or Greek.’


In return for this heavy load of work and renunciation, Marlowe received his first taste of preferment. King’s Scholars received an annual stipend of £4; entire families got by on less than that. The Scholars dined on beef and mutton, peas, prunes and bread, and drank beer with their meals. The holiday season ushered in a period of festive recreation. On Christmas, New Year’s Day, Twelfth Night and Easter, they feasted on plum pudding. The King’s School had a tradition of Christmas plays; these merry occasions gave Marlowe his first chance to take part in a dramatic production. He prepared Dido, Queen of Carthage (1584–85?), evidently his earliest play, for a company of child actors. While he probably wrote Dido in his early twenties, the play harks back to his grammar-school days.


Dido’s lover Aeneas was the moral hero of grammar-school ideology. Dutiful Aeneas excels at obedience, subordinating all his desires to the paternal will of Jupiter, the father of the gods. Dido, Queen of Carthage – feminine, bountiful, loving and exotic – embodies everything that the hero has to give up. Aeneas wants to stay in Carthage with Dido, but Jupiter orders him to set sail for Italy. The story readily lent itself to an allegory of education: Aeneas inspires the scholar to persevere in his own quest for manly discipline. Marlowe’s Dido turns this ideology upside down. Jupiter becomes a cynical pederast; Aeneas is a hollow man and a heartless prig; Dido, the victim, bears witness to the fraudulence of Roman piety. Whenever Marlowe first conceived of it, Dido falls within the festive tradition of inversion and misrule. It affords a precious glimpse of the desires that grammar school tried to repress.
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