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INFLUENCE OF PROTAGONIST IN CHRISTOPHER

MARLOWE'S "TAMBURLAINE"

Dr. Rajesh Waigaonkar
Assistant Professor
Kumbhalkar Social Work Evening College, Nagpur

Abstract :

Christopher ~ Marlowe’s “Tamburlaine”
dramatizes the rise of a formidable ruler,
Tamburlaine, who embodies ambition and the
quest for power. This paper explores the
multifaceted influence of the protagonist on the
play’s  thematic development, character
dynamics, and the Elizabethan audience’s
perception of power and authority. Through an
analysis of Tamburlaine’s characteristics,
motivations, and actions, this research
investigates how Marlowe creates a complex
figure whose impact extends beyond the
narrative, reflecting the cultural and political
currents of the Renaissance period.

Introduction :

Christopher Marlowe, a key figure in the
development of Elizabethan drama, is best
known for his bold characterizations and
exploration of ambition, power, and rebellion
against social norms. "Tamburlaine" is one of
Marlowe's most notable works, chronicling the
exploits of the historical figure Timur, who rose
from humble beginnings to become a
conqueror. The play is divided into two parts,
showcasing Tamburlaine's ruthless ambition
and the moral complexities of leadership.
Tamburlaine is portrayed as an embodiment of
immense ambition and ruthless power, serving
as a reflection of the contemporary anxieties
surrounding tyranny, unchecked ambition. The
depiction of conquest and imperialism within
the play resonates profoundly with England's
own burgeoning influence and colonial pursuits
during the Elizabethan era. Marlowe's
Tamburlaine, with his insatiable hunger for
supremacy and dominion, encapsulates the

tumultuous spirit of the age, and the moral
ramifications of conquest and colonization. In
essence, Tamburlaine’s character not only
reflects the historical grandeur and brutality of
Timur's conquests but also acts as a
commentary on the expanding English empire.
This thematic exploration invites audiences to
consider the intricate relationship between
power and morality, as well as the potential
consequences that accompany the pursuit of
greatness. This study aims to analyse the
significant influence of Tamburlaine, the
protagonist, within the play and how his
character shapes the narrative, thematic
interpretations, and audience engagement.
Character Analysis of Tamburlaine :
Tamburlaine is one of the most compelling
characters in early modern drama, defined by
his insatiable desire for conquest and his belief
in the supremacy of his will. Marlowe’s
depiction of him blends the heroic with the
villainous. Tamburlaine is a man of boundless
energy, eloguence, and vision, but his
ruthlessness and cruelty set him apart as a
deeply flawed figure. Tamburlaine's defining
characteristic is his unquenchable thirst for
power. He represents the quintessential
Renaissance overreacher, a man who defies the
limits imposed by society, religion, and fate. He
challenges kings, gods, and even nature in his
pursuit of absolute dominion. Marlowe’s
Tamburlaine is a figure who refuses to be
constrained by his humble origins or the
traditional power structures of his time.
Marlowe's Tamburlaine is also notable for his
verbal prowess. His speeches are filled with
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grandiose imagery and rhetoric, often invoking
celestial bodies like the sun, moon, and stars to
reflect his desire to rule over all creation.
Through his eloquent speeches, Tamburlaine
persuades, intimidates, and asserts his
dominance. His language is as much a weapon
as his sword, emphasizing Marlowe’s mastery
of blank verse. Despite his magnetic charisma,
Tamburlaine’s brutal treatment of others
underscores his cruelty. Notable examples
include his humiliation of Bajazeth, the
Emperor of Turkey, whom he imprisons and
uses as a footstool, and his treatment of
Zenocrate’s father, whom he kills despite his
love for her. His disregard for human life and
the suffering he causes to others, including his
followers and family, paints him as a figure
corrupted by power.

Ambition and Power

Tamburlaine exemplifies the archetype of the
ambitious ruler. His insatiable desire for power
drives him to subjugate kingdoms, defy divine
authority, and challenge the status quo.
Tamburlaine's declaration of his own divine
right to rule illustrates Marlowe's exploration of
the tensions between mortality and the quest for
transcendence. His rise from a shepherd to a
conqueror serves as a commentary on the
potential for individuals to reshape their
destinies, challenging the feudal hierarchy of
Marlowe's time.

Power is a central theme in Tamburlaine the
Great, and Marlowe examines how the pursuit
and acquisition of power can both elevate and
corrupt. Tamburlaine’s rise to dominance is
filled by his ambition, but once he attains
power, he becomes increasingly ruthless and
gets detached from humanity. His conquest
becomes more brutal, and his treatment of those
who oppose him grows increasingly merciless.
Marlowe suggests that unchecked power has
the potential to erode one’s morality and sense
of empathy.

Charisma and Manipulation

Tamburlaine's charisma is a crucial element of
his influence. He possesses an exceptional
ability to inspire loyalty and fear in those
around him. His speeches are characterized by
a commanding oratory style, replete with
grandiose imagery and rhetorical brilliance.
Through his rhetoric, he is able to manipulate
people and situations to his advantage. This
power of persuasion not only enables him to
gather followers but also serves as a tool for
asserting dominance over rivals and foes.
Moral Ambiguity

Marlowe crafts Tamburlaine as a morally
ambiguous figure, evoking both admiration and
horror. While his ambition may be perceived as
admirable, it often borders on tyranny as he
ruthlessly  eliminates  opposition.  The
juxtaposition of Tamburlaine's heroic qualities
with his brutal methods complicates the
audience's perception of him. This moral
ambiguity invites reflection on the nature of
power and its corrupting influence, thereby
encouraging broader discussions about ethics in
leadership and the consequences of unchecked
ambition. As Tamburlaine’s power grows, he
begins to see himself as more than human. He
defies the gods, burns religious texts, and seeks
to conquer the entire world. However, his
eventual death serves as a reminder that even
the greatest of men are mortal. Marlowe’s
exploration of the limits of human power
underscores the tragic dimensions of
Tamburlaine’s character. Despite his boundless
ambition, he cannot escape the inevitability of
death.

Thematic Influence of Tamburlaine :

The Nature of Power

Tamburlaine's insatiable quest for power
underscores the themes of ambition and
authority. The portrayal of his rise reflects the
broader socio-political landscape of the
Renaissance, wherein emerging national
identities and the questioning of monarchical
divinity were prevalent. Marlowe engages with
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the concept of the "Marlovian hero," effectively
depicting the duality of power, simultaneously
as a source of glory and destruction.

The Role of the Divine

The tension between human ambition and
divine will is a recurring theme in
"Tamburlaine." The protagonist frequently
challenges the gods, declaring his superiority
over them. This rebellious stance invites
audiences to confront the idea of fate versus
free will, raising existential questions about the
human condition. Tamburlaine's  tragic
trajectory  demonstrates that  ambition
unchecked by moral limits leads not to
enlightenment but to destruction.
Transformation of Relationships
Tamburlaine's influence extends to the
characters within his orbit, shaping their
motivations, actions, and eventual fates. His
relationships with figures like Zenocrate and
his sons highlight the personal costs of his
ambition. The emotional turmoil experienced
by those around him emphasizes the human
cost of his relentless pursuit of power. As others
are swept up in his ambitions, their
relationships evolve under the weight of
Tamburlaine's ruthless aspirations, ultimately
leading to a breakdown of familial and
romantic bonds.

Audience Engagement and Perception :
Reflection of Elizabethan Society

Marlowe's "Tamburlaine” resonates with the
Elizabethan audience by capturing the anxieties
and aspirations of a society grappling with
issues of power, authority, and identity. The
protagonist's boldness and ambition reflect
contemporary societal ideals, while his
eventual downfall serves as a cautionary tale
against the dangers of hubris. This dynamic
encourages viewers to reflect on their values,
questioning how ambition and power can both
uplift and destroy.

The Heroic Figure

The construction of Tamburlaine as a hero,
despite his moral failings, invites audiences to
grapple with the complexities of heroism. As a
flawed figure, Tamburlaine embodies the
Renaissance ideal of the multi-faceted
individual capable of remarkable
achievements, yet burdened by inner turmoil.
His complexity engages the audience on
multiple levels, encouraging them to consider
the attributes that constitute a hero in their own
cultural context.
Conclusion :
Christopher Marlowe's "Tamburlaine"
represents a profound exploration of ambition,
power, and the moral implications of
leadership. The influence of the protagonist is
felt throughout the narrative and extends into
the thematic concerns of the play.
Tamburlaine's characterization serves as a
vehicle for critique and reflection, encouraging
audiences to examine the nature of ambition,
authority, and the human condition. As
Marlowe’s work continues to resonate through
time, the influence of Tamburlaine serves as a
reminder of the enduring complexities of power
and the often tumultuous nature of the human
spirit. Tamburlaine the Great, stands as one of
Christopher Marlowe’s most significant works,
notable for its exploration of ambition, power,
and human nature. Through the character of
Tamburlaine, Marlowe examines the allure and
dangers of overreaching ambition, the
corrupting effects of power, and the inevitable
limits of human mortality. Tamburlaine’s rise
and fall offer a timeless exploration of the
complexities of the human condition, and
Marlowe’s innovative use of blank verse
helped shape the future of English drama.
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