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Christopher Marlowe: His Contributions and Plays’ Characteristics

Introduction

Christopher Marlowe (1564—1593) was a pioneering English playwright and
poet of the Elizabethan era whose works significantly influenced the
development of English drama. Often regarded as the foremost dramatist
before Shakespeare, Marlowe’s plays introduced new themes, poetic styles,
and dramatic techniques that expanded the scope of English theatre. His
contributions include the introduction of blank verse, complex characters
driven by ambition and psychological conflict, and the exploration of
controversial subjects such as religion, power, and humanism. This paper
examines Marlowe’s key contributions to drama and analyzes the distinctive

characteristics of his major plays.
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Historical Context
Marlowe wrote during the English Renaissance, a period marked by a
resurgence of interest in classical knowledge, human potential, and
individualism. This era fostered dramatic experimentation and intellectual
boldness. Marlowe’s work reflects Renaissance ideals, including the
exploration of human nature, the limits of knowledge, and the tension between
fate and free will. His relatively short life was marked by controversy, and his
untimely death left many to speculate about his influence on contemporaries,

particularly William Shakespeare.
Contributions to English Drama

1. Introduction of Blank Verse
Marlowe is credited with popularizing the use of unrhymed iambic
pentameter (blank verse) in English drama. This metrical form provided
flexibility and naturalism to dramatic speech, allowing characters to
express complex emotions with poetic elegance. Marlowe’s blank verse
set a precedent that Shakespeare and others would follow, shaping the
sound and rhythm of English Renaissance theatre.

2. Complex Psychological Characters
Marlowe’s protagonists are often larger-than-life figures characterized
by intense ambition, intellectual curiosity, and moral ambiguity. These
characters grapple with profound inner conflicts, defy social and divine
laws, and exhibit traits that blur the line between heroism and villainy.
Such depth was innovative compared to the more static figures in earlier
medieval drama.

3. Exploration of Controversial Themes
His plays boldly addressed themes of religious skepticism, the limits of
human power, the pursuit of knowledge, and the consequences of

hubris. This intellectual daring sometimes brought him under suspicion
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and scrutiny but enriched the dramatic and philosophical complexity of
his work.

4. Dramatic Structure and Pacing
Marlowe’s plays exhibit tightly woven plots with a strong emphasis on
action and rhetoric. The pacing is often rapid, with dialogue that
combines eloquence and intensity. This style heightened dramatic

tension and engaged audiences effectively.
Characteristics of Marlowe’s Major Plays
1. Doctor Faustus

o Theme: The tragic consequences of overreaching ambition and the
quest for forbidden knowledge.

o Character: Faustus embodies Renaissance humanism’s potential and
peril—his pact with the devil symbolizes the danger of defying divine
order.

« Style: Rich blank verse, dramatic monologues, and allegorical figures

(Good and Evil Angels) provide moral commentary.
2. Tamburlaine the Great

o Theme: The insatiable desire for power and conquest.

o Character: Tamburlaine is a brutal, charismatic conqueror, whose
relentless ambition challenges the established order.

o Style: Bold rhetoric and grandiose speeches showcase the hero’s

defiance and hubris.
3. The Jew of Malta

o Theme: Religious hypocrisy, revenge, and political intrigue.
o Character: Barabas, the central figure, is a complex antihero driven by

greed and vengeance.
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o Style: Dark humor and cynical tone expose societal corruption.
4. Edward 11

o Theme: Political power, personal relationships, and downfall.

o Character: Edward’s vulnerability and favoritism lead to political
chaos.

o Style: Emotional depth and historical drama blend personal tragedy

with political commentary.

Impact and Legacy
Marlowe’s innovations influenced the trajectory of English drama by
expanding its thematic scope and elevating its poetic and psychological
complexity. His introduction of blank verse revolutionized dramatic language,
and his portrayal of ambitious, flawed protagonists paved the way for
Shakespeare’s tragic heroes. Despite his brief career, Marlowe’s boldness in

theme and style remains a touchstone for Renaissance theatre studies.

Conclusion

Christopher Marlowe was a seminal figure in Elizabethan drama whose
contributions reshaped English theatre. Through his pioneering use of blank
verse, creation of psychologically rich characters, and exploration of daring
themes, Marlowe’s plays remain vital for understanding the evolution of
Western drama. His works continue to challenge and inspire audiences and

scholars alike.
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