
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


Christopher Marlowe’s 


Edward II:


A Retelling

David Bruce


Copyright 2018 by Bruce D. Bruce

Cover Illustration for Christopher Marlowe’s Edward II: A Retelling

***

A line drawing of King Edward II of England, from Cassell’s History of England, Century Edition, page 365 — published circa 1902.

***

Educate Yourself

Read Like A Wolf Eats

Be Excellent to Each Other

Books Then, Books Now, Books Forever

***

In this retelling, as in all my retellings, I have tried to make the work of literature accessible to modern readers who may lack some of the knowledge about mythology, religion, and history that the literary work’s contemporary audience had. 

Do you know a language other than English? If you do, I give you permission to translate this book, copyright your translation, publish or self-publish it, and keep all the royalties for yourself. (Do give me credit, of course, for the original retelling.)
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The Doing of Good Deeds is Important 

As a free person, you can choose to live your life as a good person or as a bad person. To be a good person, do good deeds. To be a bad person, do bad deeds. If you do good deeds, you will become good. If you do bad deeds, you will become bad. To become the person you want to be, act as if you already are that kind of person. Each of us chooses what kind of person we will become. To become a good person, do the things a good person does. To become a bad person, do the things a bad person does. The opportunity to take action to become the kind of person you want to be is yours.

“I Will Go with You Into the Grave”

In a medieval Christian mystery play, a man asks who will go with him into the grave when he dies and give him support at the Day of Judgment. Time after time, he hears the answer, “I won’t go with you into the grave.” His wife won’t go with him into the grave, his children won’t go with him into the grave, his priest won’t go with him into the grave, his friends won’t go with him into the grave — even his wealth won’t go with him into the grave. Finally, the man’s good deeds say, “I will go with you into the grave,” and the man and his good deeds knock at the door of death, together. Your good deeds will plead for you on the Day of Judgment.

“Do Small Kindnesses for People”

Amy Alkon, aka “The Advice Goddess,” does good deeds, and she used to write an advice column for alternative newspapers. She advises, “Do small kindnesses for people.” For example, she buys and reads a newspaper every day. When she is finished reading it, she will look around wherever she is — often, she is in a café — and often see somebody who is looking for a newspaper. She will then ask, “Sir, would you like my newspaper?” She points out, “You’ve noticed a stranger, you’ve solved their problem, you’ve gone out of your way to do it, and they’re gonna feel very good about that, and I think people will tend to pass on good deeds, do other good deeds, if you do good deeds for them.” She adds that “it does make a difference.”

“Dear”

One of the things that Kurt Vonnegut, Jr., believes firmly is this: “God d*mn it, you’ve got to be kind.” One of the things that cheers him up is buying a morning cup of coffee in New York City, which he describes as mad for money. He says, “You can go into a little café and the waitress calls you ‘dear’ even though she knows the bill will be a small expenditure and the tip tiny. So she is responding to you as a person and feels happy and wants to communicate.”

Show the Haters that They are Wrong

Robert DeMott and Dave Smith became friends in the early 1970s. They had a number of things in common that facilitated their friendship: They were or would become editors, scholars, teachers, and writers, plus both had been told as undergraduates by professors that they “were not smart enough or able enough to amount to much in the ‘real’ world” — predictions that they ignored. Mr. DeMott became a noted John Steinbeck scholar, and Mr. Smith became a noted poet.

“The Touchstone For What Good Deeds Became In My Life”

Donna Delfino Dugay of Harper Woods, Michigan, grew up in California, where her family had a picnic at the beach when she was 11 years old. Her mother fixed each of the children a plate of fried chicken and potato salad, and then, Donna says, “When I looked up from my plate, my mother was fixing one more plate .... She turned away from us and walked over maybe 20 or 30 feet to where there was a man by himself. And he was picking his way through the trashcan. And my mother — I don’t know whether she just put the plate there or whether she touched him gently or whether she said a few words — but I remember him turning to her in a gesture of thankfulness.” Years later, when Donna asked her mother about this good deed, her mother claimed not to remember it; however, Donna says, “But for me, I remember it very well because for me, it was the touchstone for what good deeds became in my life.”

“What is Hateful to Yourself, Do Not to Your Fellow Man”

A cart driver asked Rabbi Akiba to teach him the whole of the Torah all at once. Rabbi Akiba told him that Moses had stayed on the mountaintop 40 days and 40 nights to learn the Torah, but that if he really wanted to learn the basic principle of the Torah, he should learn this: “What is hateful to yourself, do not to your fellow man.” Soon after, the cart driver went on a journey with two other men. They came to a field filled with seed pods, and the two other men took two seed pods each, but the cart driver took none. Then they came to a field filled with cabbages, and the two other men took two cabbages each, but the cart driver took none. They asked the cart driver why he wasn’t taking anything, and he replied, “Thus did Rabbi Akiba teach me: ‘What is hateful to yourself, do not to your fellow man.’”

The Sacred Mantra

A guru had a disciple to whom he revealed a sacred mantra, along with a warning not to reveal the mantra to anyone. The disciple asked, “What will happen if I reveal the sacred mantra?” The guru replied, “Anyone to whom you reveal the sacred mantra will learn about Ultimate Goodness and will become wiser. But you will be excluded from discipleship.” Immediately, the disciple ran to the marketplace and began shouting the sacred mantra to everyone there. The other disciples came to the guru and demanded that the first disciple be excluded from discipleship because he had revealed the sacred mantra. The guru smiled, agreed, and said, “Yes, you are right. He is no longer a disciple. Today, he has become a guru.”
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CAST OF CHARACTERS
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Male Characters

King Edward II of England.

Prince Edward: His son. Later, King Edward III.

Edmund, Earl of Kent: King Edward II’s half-brother. King Edward II and the Earl of Kent call each other “Brother.”

Piers de Gaveston: Later, Earl of Cornwall. Favorite of King Edward II.

Guy, Earl of Warwick. 

Thomas, Earl of Lancaster: Queen Isabella’s uncle. He greatly dislikes Gaveston because he takes King Edward II’s attention away from the Queen. 

The Earl of Pembroke.

The Earl of Arundel: King Edward II’s ally. 

The Earl of Leicester.

The Earl of Berkeley.

Mortimer the elder. In this book he is called Mortimer Senior.

Mortimer the younger: His nephew. In this book he is called Young Mortimer.

Spenser the elder: Later, Earl of Wiltshire and Marquess of Winchester. In this book he is called Spenser Senior.

Spenser the younger: His son. Favorite of King Edward II. Lady Margaret de Clare’s attendant. Later, Earl of Gloucester. In this book he is called Young Spenser.

Baldock: a scholar. Tutor to Lady Margaret. Later, King Edward II’s Chancellor (Secretary).

The Bishop of Coventry.

The Archbishop of Canterbury.

The Bishop of Winchester.

Lord Beaumont: Supporter of King Edward II.

James: One of Pembroke’s men.

Levune: A Frenchman.

Sir John of Hainault: Queen Isabella’s ally.

Rice ap Howell: A Welshman. Today, his Welsh first name is more commonly spelled “Rhys.”

Mayor of Bristol.

Sir William Trussel: A representative of Parliament.

Sir Thomas Gurney.

Sir John Maltravers.

Lightborn: an assassin.

Three Poor Men.

Herald.

Abbot.

A Mower.

Champion.

Female Characters

Queen Isabella of England: Queen to King Edward II. Sister to King Philip IV of France, aka King Philip the Fair. She is known in history as Isabella of France.

Lady Margaret de Clare: Betrothed to Gaveston. Later, married to him.

Minor Characters

Lords, Ladies, Messengers, Soldiers, Attendants, Monks.

NOTES

King Edward II’s life dates are 25 April 1284 – 21 September 1327. 

King Edward II reigned 8 July 1307 – 20 January 1327. He was deposed 20 January 1327.

King Edward III’s life dates are 13 November 1312 – 21 June 1377.

King Edward III reigned 25 January 1327 – 21 June 1377.

One of King Edward III’s sons was Edward the Black Prince.

Lightborn: The name is a translation of Lucifer.

Queen Isabella was French. She was King Philip IV of France’s sole daughter, and she had three brothers who became Kings of France: Charles IV, Philip V, and Louis X. They were of the House of Capet; the House of Valois was a related house. Queen Isabella’s cousin, Philip of Valois, became King Philip VI of France, succeeding Charles IV. Marlowe made a mistake in this play when he identified King Charles IV of France as being of the House of Valois. The word “House” means “Family.”

King Philip IV of France is also known as Philip the Fair.

Killingworth Castle is known today as Kenilworth Castle.

In this culture, a man of higher rank would use words such as “thee” and “thy” to refer to a servant. However, two close friends or a husband and wife could properly use “thee,” “thy,” “thine,” and “thou” to refer to each other.

Words such as “you” and “your” were more formal and respectful.

“Sirrah” was used to refer to a male of lower status, such as a servant, than the speaker. However, a father could properly call a son “Sirrah.”
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Since boyhood, King Edward II and Gaveston had been friends. When Edward II was just a Prince, he asked his father, King Edward I of England, to give the Frenchman Gaveston valuable land in France as a gift. This enraged King Edward I, and he banished Gaveston to Gaveston’s home in Gascony on 26 February 1307.

On 7 July 1307, King Edward I died, and on 25 February 1308, King Edward II had his coronation. Even before that, in August 1307, Edward II recalled his friend Gaveston from exile.

As the play opens, Gaveston is re-reading a letter from Edward II that recalls him from exile.

Quickly, we learn that the relationship between King Edward II and Gaveston is more than platonic.
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CHAPTER 1

— 1.1 —

[Scene 1]
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Gaveston stood on a street in London as he re-read a letter from King Edward II.

He read out loud: “My father is deceased. Come, Gaveston, and share the kingdom with thy dearest friend.”

Gaveston then said, “Ah, words that fill me completely with delight! What greater bliss can happen to Gaveston than to live and be the favorite of a King!

“Sweet Prince, I come! These, these amorous lines of thine might have forced me to have swum from France, and, like Leander, gasped upon the sand, as long as thou would smile, and take me in thine arms.”

Gaveston was using words such as “thou,” “thy,” and “thine” to refer to King Edward II. These pronouns were the kind that intimate friends or married couples would use to refer to each other.

In Greek mythology, Leander was a man who loved the woman Hero. Leander swam across the Hellespont each night to visit her. She lit a lamp each night to guide his way across the narrow sea. One night, the winds blew out Hero’s light, and Leander drowned. When Hero saw her lover’s dead body, she committed suicide. 

The modern name for the Hellespont is the Dardanelles.

Gaveston continued, “The sight of London to my exiled eyes is as Elysium to a newly come soul.”

Elysium is the part of the Land of the Dead that is reserved for people who have led good lives. It is a pleasant place to be.

He continued, “It is like Elysium not because I love the city of London or the men, but because it harbors him I hold so dear — the King, upon whose bosom let me die, and with the world be still at enmity.”

In this culture, “to die” means “to orgasm” as well as “to faint,” in addition to its most common meaning.

Gaveston continued, “What need do the Arctic people have to love starlight, when to them the Sun shines both by day and by night?”

During the summer in the Arctic, the Sun never sets and so the people of the Arctic need no starlight.

Metaphorically, the Sun is King Edward II, who shines on Gaveston. The stars that give starlight are the lordly peers, aka nobles. Because the Sun always shines on Gaveston, he has no need for the stars.

Gaveston continued:

“Farewell, base stooping to the lordly peers — I have no need to bow to them. My knee shall bow to none but to the King.

“As for the multitude of people, who are but sparks, raked up in embers of their poverty, tanti!”

As he said “tanti!,” which means “So much for you!” he made a rude gesture. He had little or no respect for the common people — for them to show even a spark of life, they had to be metaphorically raked like embers that had been covered with ashes in order not to go out at night.

He continued, “I’ll first fan and fawn on the wind, which glances at and glides off my lips, and flies away, before I’ll flatter the nobles.”

Gaveston believed that he could control and manipulate the common people. By fawning on — that is, flattering — them, he could fan their embers into a fire.

He then asked himself, “But what is this now? Who are these men coming toward me?”

Three poor men walked over to Gaveston.

The poor men answered the question: “We are such men as desire your worship’s service. We want to work for you.”

“What can thou do?” Gaveston asked the first poor man.

“I can ride,” the first poor man answered.

“But I have no horses,” Gaveston said, and then he asked the second poor man, “Who are thou?”

“A traveller,” the second poor man answered.

“Let me see,” Gaveston said. “Thou would do well to wait on me as I eat, and entertain me by telling me lies of the kind travelers tell, and if I like your stories, I’ll hire you.”

He then asked the third poor man, “And who are thou?”

“A soldier who has served in the campaigns against the Scot — Robert Bruce,” the third poor man said.

King Edward I fought many campaigns against the Scots, including Robert Bruce and William Wallace. He was known as the Hammer of the Scots. Many disabled soldiers became beggars after the wars ceased.

Gaveston said, “Why, there are hospitals for such as you. I have no war, and therefore, sir, be gone.”

The kind of “hospital” he meant was a charitable institution for poor and disabled soldiers as well as other poor and ill people.

“Farewell, and perish by a soldier’s hand, you who would reward them with a hospital!” the third poor man said.

Gaveston said quietly to himself, “Yes, yes, these words of his move me as much as if a goose should play the porcupine and shoot her plumes at me, thinking to pierce my breast.”

In this culture, people believed that porcupines could shoot their quills as if they were darts. If a goose were to shoot its feathers at Gaveston, the feathers were unlikely to cause much damage.

Gaveston added quietly to himself, “But yet it is no difficulty to speak fair words to men. I’ll flatter these men, and make them live in hope.”

He then said out loud to the three poor men, “You know that I recently came out of France, and I have not yet seen my lord the King. If all goes well, I’ll give all of you a job.”

“We thank your worship,” the three poor men said.

“I have some business,” Gaveston said. “Leave me to myself.”

“We will wait here about the court,” the three poor men replied. 

Everyone except Gaveston exited.

“Do wait here about the court,” Gaveston said. “These are not men for me. I must have wanton poets who write about lascivious love, pleasant wits, musicians who with the touching of a string may draw the pliable King whichever way I please. Music and poetry are his delight. Therefore, for the King I’ll arrange Italian masques to be performed at night.”

Masques are short entertainments, usually with music and dancing.

He continued, “I’ll also have sweet speeches, comedies, and pleasing shows; and during the day, when he shall walk outside, my pages shall be clad like forest nymphs.”

Pages are young male servants.

Gaveston continued, “My men, like half-man, half-goat, and all-horny satyrs grazing on the lawns, shall with their goat feet dance old-fashioned country dances. Sometimes a lovely boy in the shape of Diana, goddess of virginity and the hunt, with hair that gilds — covers in gold — the water as it glides, bracelets of pearl about his naked arms, and in his playful hands an olive branch, to hide those parts that men delight to see, shall bathe himself in a spring; and there, hard by” — besides the risqué meaning, ‘hard’ means ‘close’ — “another boy costumed like Actaeon, peeping through the grove, shall by the angry goddess be transformed, and running in the likeness of a stag and pulled down by yelping hounds, he shall seem to die.”

While hunting with his hounds, the Theban Actaeon unintentionally saw Diana bathing naked in a pool of water. Diana, a goddess who was fiercely protective of her virginity, turned him into a stag with a human mind, and then his hunting hounds picked up his scent, chased and caught him, and ripped him to pieces. 

The goddess Diana’s Greek name is Artemis.

Gaveston continued, “Such things as these best please his majesty.”

He heard a sound, looked in that direction, and said, “My lord! Here comes the King and the nobles from the Parliament. I’ll stand to the side without being seen and listen to what they say.”

King Edward II, the Earl of Lancaster, Mortimer Senior, Young Mortimer; Edmund, Earl of Kent (Edward II’s half-brother); Guy, the Earl of Warwick; the Earl of Pembroke, other lords, and many attendants entered.

The Earl of Lancaster, Mortimer Senior, Young Mortimer, and the Earl of Warwick were all opposed to Gaveston returning to England. They had been discussing this with King Edward II.

“Lancaster!” King Edward II said.

“My lord,” the Earl of Lancaster answered.

Unseen and unheard, Gaveston said quietly to himself, “I abhor that Earl of Lancaster.”

The Earl of Lancaster also abhorred Gaveston.

“Will you not grant me this?” King Edward II asked. 

He said quietly to himself, “In spite of them, I’ll have what I want, and these two Mortimers, who cross and obstruct me thus, shall know I am displeased.”

“If you love us, my lord, hate Gaveston,” Mortimer Senior said.

Gaveston said quietly to himself, “That villain Mortimer! I’ll be his death.”

Young Mortimer, whose uncle was Mortimer Senior, said, “My uncle here, and this Earl of Lancaster, and I myself swore to your father, King Edward I, at his death, that Gaveston should never return into the realm.

“And know, my lord, that before I will break my oath this sword of mine, which should fight off your foes, shall sleep within the scabbard at thy need, and underneath thy banners let march who will, for Young Mortimer will hang up his armor.”

Young Mortimer was saying that he would refuse to fight for King Edward II if England were invaded — unless Gaveston remained banished from England. In saying that, he switched from the respectful word “your” to the less respectful word “thy.”

Gaveston said quietly to himself, “Mort dieu!”

“Mort dieu!” means “By God’s death!”

“Well, Young Mortimer, I’ll make thee regret these words,” King Edward II said. “Is it fitting for thee to contradict thy King?

“Do thou frown at your King, aspiring, ambitious Lancaster? The sword shall plane the furrows of thy brows and make them completely flat, and hew these knees of yours that now are grown so stiff and make them bend so that you can kneel before me.

“I will have Gaveston, and you shall know what danger it is to stand against your King.”

“Well done, Ned!” Gaveston said quietly to himself.

“Ned” is a nickname for “Edward.” Gaveston was close enough to Edward II to refer to him by a nickname.

“My lord, why do you thus incense your peers, who by their nature and their high birth and social status would love and honor you, except for that base and obscure lowly born Gaveston?” the Earl of Lancaster said. “I have four Earldoms besides the Earldom of Lancaster: I have the Earldoms of Derby, Salisbury, Lincoln, and Leicester.

“These four Earldoms I will sell to give my soldiers pay, before Gaveston shall stay within the realm. Therefore, if he has returned to England, expel him immediately.”

The Earl of Lancaster was threatening to rebel (“give my soldiers pay”) if Gaveston were not exiled again.

The Earl of Kent, who was King Edward II’s half-brother, said, “Barons and Earls, your pride has made me mute and speechless. But now I’ll speak, and to the irrefutable point, I hope. I remember, in the days of my father, Lord Percy of the North, being highly angry, insulted and challenged Mowbray in the presence of the King. For this act, had not his highness loved him well, he should have lost his head; but with a single look from his King the undaunted spirit of Percy was pacified, and Mowbray and he were reconciled. Yet you dare oppose the King to his face.”

He then said to King Edward II, “Brother, revenge it, and let the heads of these men preach upon poles for the trespass of their tongues.”

Traitors to the King were often drawn, hanged, and quartered. They were drawn on a wagon to the place of execution, hanged, and then cut into four quarters. After all this, their heads were cut off and placed on the tops of poles to be displayed in public as a warning to others who might think about becoming a traitor.

“Oh, our heads!” the Earl of Warwick exclaimed.

“Yes, yours,” King Edward II said, “and therefore I would wish you to consent to Gaveston’s returning to England.”

The Earl of Warwick said quietly to Young Mortimer, “Bridle your anger, gentle Mortimer.”

Young Mortimer replied, “I cannot, and I will not. I must speak.”

He said to King Edward II, to whom he was distantly related, “Cousin, our hands I hope shall defend our heads, and strike off the head of that man — Gaveston — who makes you threaten us.”
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