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Abstract: Christopher Marlowe (1564–1593), one of the most significant playwrights of 

the English Renaissance, occupies a unique position in the development of English drama 

and poetic language. His works, marked by linguistic innovation, rhetorical mastery, and 

metrical sophistication, laid the foundation for the Elizabethan stage later perfected by 

William Shakespeare. This article examines the linguistic peculiarities of Marlowe’s works, 

focusing on his use of blank verse, rhetorical devices, lexical choices, and the stylistic 

features that distinguish his language from his contemporaries. 
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Introduction 

Christopher Marlowe’s contribution to English literature is not confined to thematic boldness or 

philosophical depth but extends deeply into the linguistic and stylistic realm. His plays — Tamburlaine 

the Great (1587–1588), Doctor Faustus (1592), The Jew of Malta (1590), and Edward II (1593) — 

exemplify a transformative stage in the evolution of English dramatic language. Marlowe’s linguistic 

artistry reflects the Renaissance spirit of experimentation and intellectual vigor. 

Blank Verse and Prosodic Innovation 

One of the most prominent linguistic contributions of Marlowe was his development of blank verse 

(unrhymed iambic pentameter) as the dominant form of English drama. Before Marlowe, English 

plays often relied on rhymed verse or prose, which limited expressive flexibility. 

In Tamburlaine the Great, Marlowe’s blank verse achieved what Ben Jonson later called “Marlowe’s 

mighty line.” This phrase captures his rhythmic energy and elevated diction. Consider the following 

lines from Tamburlaine: 

“Holla, ye pampered jades of Asia! 

What, can ye draw but twenty miles a day, 

And have so proud a chariot at your heels?” 

Here, Marlowe’s verse exhibits a majestic rhythm combined with emphatic alliteration and dynamic 

stress patterns, giving linguistic power to his characters’ ambitions and passions. His manipulation of 

stress, enjambment, and caesura created a sense of grandeur and dramatic intensity previously unseen on 

the English stage. 
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Lexical Richness and Elevated Diction 

Marlowe’s vocabulary is characterized by high lexical density and a fusion of native English and 

Latinate elements. This mixture reflects both the Renaissance fascination with classical learning and 

the dramatist’s intent to elevate English dramatic speech to an epic level. 

In Doctor Faustus, for instance, Marlowe’s diction oscillates between learned, Latinized vocabulary 

(“necromantic books,” “aspiring mind,” “infinite riches”) and colloquial expressions, creating linguistic 

contrast that mirrors Faustus’s inner conflict between divine aspiration and human folly. 

His use of antithesis and semantic contrast — for example, between “heavenly” and “hellish,” or 

“infinite” and “nothing” — reveals a linguistic embodiment of Renaissance humanism and its existential 

tensions. 

Rhetorical Devices and Figurative Language 

Marlowe’s language is deeply rhetorical, reflecting both his university training and the Elizabethan love 

for eloquence. His use of hyperbole, metaphor, apostrophe, and alliteration serve not merely as 

ornamentation but as structural elements of meaning and characterization. 

For example, in Doctor Faustus, the line: 

“Was this the face that launch’d a thousand ships, 

And burnt the topless towers of Ilium?” 

illustrates Marlowe’s mastery of allusion, hyperbole, and imagery, blending mythological grandeur 

with psychological intensity. The linguistic pattern reinforces the theme of illusion versus reality — a 

hallmark of Marlowe’s poetic style. 

Syntax and Sentence Structure 

Marlowe’s syntactic constructions often demonstrate periodic balance and rhetorical parallelism, 

reminiscent of classical Latin oratory. His long, rhythmically balanced sentences contrast with abrupt, 

emphatic exclamations to create dramatic tension. 

In Tamburlaine, for instance, Marlowe frequently uses anaphora (“And shall I die, and this 

unconquered?”) and asyndeton, creating a linguistic rhythm that mirrors the emotional intensity of his 

protagonists. 

Furthermore, his strategic use of enjambment allows thoughts to overflow from one line to the next, 

producing a sense of urgency and movement, enhancing the dramatic momentum. 

Character Voice and Linguistic Individualization 

Unlike many of his contemporaries, Marlowe endowed his characters with distinct linguistic identities. 

The ambitious Tamburlaine speaks in heroic hyperboles, Faustus in philosophical abstractions, and 

Barabas (The Jew of Malta) in ironic cynicism. 

This differentiation demonstrates Marlowe’s early mastery of sociolectal variation — adapting 

linguistic style to character psychology and social position. 

For example, Faustus’s speeches are filled with modal verbs of desire and possibility (“I’ll have them 

fly to India for gold”), while Mephistophilis’s replies employ measured, logical syntax, reflecting his 

infernal rationality. 

Symbolic and Thematic Linguistics 

Marlowe’s linguistic patterns often serve symbolic and thematic purposes. His frequent use of cosmic 

imagery, contrastive pairs (light/darkness, heaven/hell, power/decay), and semantic fields of conquest 

and aspiration illustrate the Renaissance preoccupation with knowledge, ambition, and the limits of 

human power. 
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The repeated lexical patterns related to “fire,” “heaven,” “infinite,” and “gold” reveal the underlying 

linguistic unity of his thematic concerns — ambition, knowledge, and divine punishment. 

Conclusion 

Christopher Marlowe’s linguistic peculiarities reveal a complex interplay between form and meaning, 

rhythm and rhetoric, intellect and emotion. Through his innovative use of blank verse, elevated diction, 

and rhetorical artistry, Marlowe transformed the language of English drama from medieval stiffness to 

Renaissance vitality. His works not only shaped Elizabethan linguistic aesthetics but also anticipated 

Shakespeare’s more nuanced verbal art. 

Marlowe’s language stands as a monument to the expressive potential of English during its formative 

literary era — powerful, eloquent, and endlessly ambitious, much like the characters who speak it. 
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