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For Christopher Marlowe: quod me nutrit, id me esurientem relinquit.
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Abstract

Over the last 30 years, a number of critics have sought to rescue Christopher 

Marlowe’s Tragedy of Dido, Queen of Carthage from its status as an apprentice work. 

These attempts have produced two, equally dominant strands of criticism: the first 

attributes importance to the play’s comic elements; the second attributes importance to the 

influence of non-Virgilian traditions of the Dido and Aeneas story. Both critical strands 

find Dido’s treatment of the Aeneid largely incompatible with the idea that the play is a 

tragedy. 

This thesis suggests an alternative, new approach to Dido, one that is based on re-

reading the play in the light of the currency of Aristotle’s Poetics in the period. My main 

aim is to demonstrate that Dido is a serious exercise in generic transformation. I argue that 

the play enacts two interpretations of Aristotle’s theory of catharsis, the therapeutic and the 

structural, to “translate” the entire Aeneid as a tragedy and promote the authority of 

Virgil’s epic in the emerging genre of Elizabethan tragedy. The mobilization of these 

interpretations of catharsis works to construct an ideal audience for tragedy. Marlowe’s 

authorial aspiration, I suggest, is to overtake Virgil by attempting to end the Aeneid, which, 

in the period, was sometimes considered narratively incomplete. In the process of generic 

translation, Dido becomes a “modernized” Poetics, an English Renaissance tragedy that 

defends tragedy. 

Dido appears to have been a box-office flop. How did Marlowe respond to the 

failure of his first play? The thesis examines Marlowe’s next plays, Tamburlaine the Great

1 & 2, in the light of Dido’s lack of success. I suggest that the failure of his first play 

prompted Marlowe to reconsider his aesthetic practice in the Tamburlaine plays, in 

particular the role that catharsis plays in Dido. The Tamburlaine plays revise the sense of 



v

the tragic that Dido enacts, liberating Marlowe’s aesthetic from the theory that underpins 

his first play. In the conclusion, I track the influence of this liberated aesthetic in other

Marlowe plays, and in Hamlet.   

Critics agree that the Tamburlaine plays exemplify and enabled a new kind of 

tragedy in the period. I argue that the plays’ revision of Dido was crucial to the aesthetic 

that liberated the drama and audiences of early modern England from the restrictions that 

theories of tragedy’s function placed upon them both. 

Re-reading Dido invites us to reconsider the place of Marlowe’s first play in early 

modern literary theorizing, and indeed, in the critical history of catharsis. Re-reading 

Dido’s influence invites us to reconsider the ways in which the play contributed to the 

Marlovian dramatic canon, and the nature and development of English Renaissance 

tragedy.
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Notes on the Text

1. Editions
a. References from Christopher Marlowe’s plays are from editions for the Revels 

Plays.
Dido, Queen of Carthage and The Massacre at Paris. Ed. H. J. Oliver. London: 

Methuen, 1968.
Tamburlaine the Great. Ed. J. S. Cunningham. Manchester: Manchester University 

Press, 1981.
Edward the Second. Ed. Charles R. Forker. Manchester: Manchester University 

Press, 1994.
Doctor Faustus: A- and B-Texts. Ed. David Bevington and Eric Rasmussen.  

Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1993.
The Jew of Malta. Ed. N. W. Bawcutt. Manchester: Manchester University Press, 

1978.
References are from act, scene, and line numbers, and are given parenthetically in 
the text: e.g. (2.1.35-40).

b. References from the Aeneid are from G. P. Goold’s edition for the Loeb Library 
(Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1996). All translations are my own 
unless otherwise noted. References are from book and lines numbers, and are given 
parenthetically in the text: e.g. (2.89-95).

c. References from Aristotle’s Poetics are from Ingram Bywater’s translation 
(Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1909). References are cited by the page numbers in 
Bywater’s translation and given parenthetically in the text: e.g. (Poetics 29).

d. References from Shakespeare’s plays are from the second edition of the Riverside 
Shakespeare, edited by G. Blakemore Evans (Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 1997), 
and are given as for Marlowe’s plays in (a), above.

2. Spelling
a. I use “Virgil” rather than “Vergil”.
b. I use the anglicised spelling “catharsis” rather than “katharsis” to signify the 

modernization of the Poetics underway in Dido.
c. I preserve original spelling in quotations.  

3. Possessive Apostrophes
a. Classical names ending in –s. Add the apostrophe after the –s:  e.g. “the quest of

Aeneas” = “Aeneas’ quest”.

b. Modern names of one syllable ending in –s. Add the apostrophe after the –s and an 
additional “s”: e.g. “the argument by Deats” = “Deats’s argument”.

c. Modern names of two syllables ending in –s. Add the apostrophe after the –s: e.g. 
“the claim by Bowers” = “Bowers’ claim”.

d. I preserve original use of possessive apostrophes in quotations.  
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