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The story of the poor shepherd who becomes the conqueror of kings must have been attractive to Christopher
Marlowe, son of a carpenter. In two parts, the plaly depicts Tamburlaine’s rise from humble beginnings to his
death, not in battle but from disease.

Marlowe’s Tamburlaine yearns for conquest, not because he has any plan for progress or improvement but
simply to glorify himself. That the 16th century could have seen such a man as heroic tells us much about that
time. The play gave its audience a political model just as the first English empire was being formed.

Part of the play’s appeal was the spectacle it presented: A famous scene brings Tamburlaine on stage in his
chariot drawn by vanquished kings.

More important than the story, however, is the way that Marlowe tells it. This was the first English play to use
blank verse, a ten-syllable line with the rhythmic alternation of weakly and strongly accented syllables. Some
critics have called the language of the play bombastic, yet it created a sensation among playgoers and writers.
Marlowe himself was to do better in later works, and the great dramatists who succeeded him found blank
verse a suitable form for their histories and tragedies.
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