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The Beauty of Conquest in Tamburlaine the Great: Developing Virtue in the Face of a Vulgar Culture

The world of Tamburlaine both provoke and stimulate the ideal of man’s desires and forgiveness; of man’s aspiration for conquest and kingship; and of man’s moral and tragic vision for love and beauty with characters in their society. In his play, “Tamburlaine the Great,” Christopher Marlowe writes an epic poem on man’s desires and Tamburlaine’s experience as a warrior and a lover. He presents how the first part of Tamburlaine is a tragic vision of man’s ultimate power and glory of the human will while the second is an illustration of man’s inevitable limits of the human will. The author illustrates how Zenocrate is the symbolism of beauty, and that Tamburlaine must fall in love with Zenocrate in order for him to acquire power and knowledge as a warrior for his empire. Tamburlaine defines beauty as an ‘ideal that is held within the soul when someone else is sharing their soul with him.’ In addition, Tamburlaine views that beauty is intertwined between fate and the individual free-will. Nevertheless, the author use images of love and virtue as a establishment of the word ‘beauty’ in Tamburlaine to represent the contrast between Tamburlaine and Zenocrate power and knowledge, ultimately suggesting that the author uses the word ‘beauty’ to subdue and conceive Tamburlaine’s characteristic as a warrior and allow others to control the forces outside the human will between forgiveness and the material life of man.

So the question arises: how does the word ‘beauty’ play an important role to Christopher Marlowe’s work in Tamburlaine? In the beginning of act one, Marlowe paints a scene where Zenocrate calls Tamburlaine “my lord – for so you do import” (I, ii, 33). The author permits her to say this because Zenocrate has an attraction to Tamburlaine’s physical appearance, his manner, and his natural nobility. Her reaction with Tamburlaine’s appearance goes to illustrate how Zenocrate inner ability is a reflection of beauty and grace. Tamburlaine replies:

I am a lord, for so my deeds shall prove:

And yet a shepherd by my parentage.

But, lady, this fair face and heavenly hue

Must grace his bed that conquers Asia, 

And means to be a terror to the world.

Measuring the limits of her empery

By east and west, as Phoebus doth his course.

Lie here, ye weeds that I disdain to wear!

This complete armour and this curtle-axe

Are adjuncts more beseeming Tamburlaine (I, ii, 34-43). 
In this passage, we first see that Marlowe describes the shepherd as a hero who is all but not limited to the qualities of power, grace, and beauty. He uses a representation of the shepherd to describe Tamburlaine characteristics – a man with virtue who possesses gifts of knowledge, understanding, and power. Marlowe writes how Zenocrate endures “this fair face and heavenly hue” to illustrate her beauty of herself. In addition, the prologue also states how Tamburlaine is justified in “scourging kingdoms” because these kingdoms exist on the same plane as does Zenocrate’s physical beauty. The author uses this example to illustrate how beauty is an achievement of an inner ideal. In other words, Marlowe uses the word beauty in the beginning of the play to allow Tamburlaine to raise himself individually so he can have the power and knowledge to be a strong warrior as a whole.
Aside from Zenocrate inner ideal of beauty, Marlowe later writes how Tamburlaine must allow beauty to have a significant affect on him if he would like to become a strong warrior for his empire. He writes:

And ever warrior that is rapt with love

Of fame, of valor, and of victory,

Must needs have beauty beat on his conceits.

I thus conceiving and subduing both (V, ii, 117-119).

But the author warns that Tamburlaine’s beauty must not be excessive. He states:

But how unseemly it is for my sex,

My discipline of arms and chivalry, 

My nature, and the terror of my name,

To harbor thoughts effeminate and faint!

Save only that in beauty’s just applause, 
With whose instinct the soul of man is touched (V, ii, 111-117).

In both passages, we see that Tamburlaine must “conceive” and “subdue” beauty with Zenocrate because beauty can influence him to a warlike career and urge him towards forgiveness. Marlowe use the ideals of “conceive” and “subdue” as an illustration of Tamburlaine’s recognition that he must avoid the temptation of beauty because it may arouse compassion in him and perhaps weaken his status as a great warrior. Like Tamburlaine, Jove’s love for Mnemosyne is similar in that he disguises himself as a shepherd because he has a strong love of Mnemosyne’s beauty. Tamburlaine says:
Jove sometimes masked in a shepherd’s weed /
And by those steps he hath scaled the heavens /
May we become immortal like the gods (I, ii, 198-200).

Jove ideal to “conceive” and “subdue” beauty has also influence him towards forgiveness and deteriorate himself as a warrior throughout the play. Tamburlaine recognizes that he cannot allow that happen to him; so he therefore must “subdue” beauty to avoid being defeated by his own virtue and the status as a great warrior that he once started out with in the beginning of the play. In other words, Tamburlaine recognizes that virtue is the sum of all glory and not the power or idealistic of beauty.

In closing, the author uses the word ‘beauty’ to illustrate how beauty has the power to cause forgiveness or destruction to any warrior who perceives to attempt it. The word beauty plays such a vital role in Marlowe’s text because it allows the author to describe Tamburlaine as neither human nor earthly but a poetic imagination that has the power to change a heart of an individual and the heart of the others. In addition, the author utilizes the word beauty to illustrate how beauty has the power to influence another’s personal identity and characteristic trait as a whole. In other words, Marlowe incorporates the ideal of Tamburlaine’s death as an illustration of what would happen if a character wants to acquire beauty over the qualities of virtue. Needless to say, the author use images of love and virtue as a establishment of the word ‘beauty’ in Tamburlaine to represent the contrast between Tamburlaine and Zenocrate power and knowledge, ultimately suggesting that the author uses the word ‘beauty’ to subdue and conceive Tamburlaine’s characteristic as a warrior and allow others to control the forces outside the human will between forgiveness and the material life of man.
Reference

Burton, Jonathan. Anglo-Ottoman Relations and the Image of the Turk in Tamburlaine. 
West Virginia: Duke University Press, 2000. 
Duthie, G.I. The Dramatic Structure of Marlowe’s Tamburlaine the Great. New York: 
The English Association, 1948.

Marlowe, Christopher. Tamburlaine (New Mermaids). New York: A & C Black 
Publishers, 2007. 

Williams, John. Lectures: Week 1-4. January 2008.

"Christopher Marlowe." Wikipedia: The Free Encyclopedia. 22 January 2008. 

< http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Christopher_Marlowe >.

"Tamburlaine." Wikipedia: The Free Encyclopedia. 22 January 2008.
< http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Tamburlaine >.
PAGE  
1

