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1. INTRODUCTION 
The Tragedy of Dido, Queen of Carthage is one of the two Marlowe plays that have 
received the least attention historically, both from a staging and a critical 
perspective. But whilst The Massacre at Paris is only extant in what is believed to 
be a ‘reported text’, Dido has no such excuses for being unjustly neglected. 

That state of affairs has changed, however, in more recent years. As long ago as 
1919, T.S. Eliot described the play as “underrated”, and despite some generally 
accepted flaws in what is believed by many commentators to be Marlowe’s first 
dramatic effort, perhaps written whilst still at Cambridge University, there is still 
much to admire in both the dramatisation and the poetry. More serious critical 
consideration seems to have encouraged in turn more frequent productions of the 
play, and after the remarkable staging of Dido in the State Apartments at 
Kensington Palace in 2008, a major production of the play is about to begin at 
London’s National Theatre in April 2009. 

In many ways, Dido is one Marlowe’s most fascinating plays. Although far from 
being the straight translation of Virgil’s Aeneid that it was sometimes lazily 
dismissed as, the close ties between the play and its source does provide us with a 
rare glimpse of Marlowe at work. The scenes that the playwright has added, the 
changes in characterisation, even the elements that Marlowe has chosen to leave 
out, all give us some insight into his process of dramatisation, his ideas, and 
perhaps where his sympathies might lie. 

The history of the play throws up some intriguing mysteries. The only contemporary 
printing of the play, the 1594 Quarto, tells us both that the play was performed by 
“the Children of her Majesties Chappell”, and that the play was “written by 
Christopher Marlowe and Thomas Nash, Gent”. We have no record of any such 
performance by the royal children’s company, who do not seem to have acted at 
court or in the private theatres between 1584 and the end of the century. So just 
when was the play written, and who was it written for?  

And what is the extent of Nashe’s input? Is this a joint authorship, or is Nashe’s 
contribution simply the tantalising elegy allegedly written by him shortly after 
Marlowe’s death and reported as inserted in some copies of the printed play? If 
such an elegy did exist, how frustrating that it is now lost, even if there are some 
small clues to some of its content. 

This Marlowe Society overview of the play provides a brief summary of the plot, as 
well as pen pictures of each character. Consideration is given to the various 
sources that Marlowe used, as well as providing some views on how Marlowe 
adapted them when writing his play. The questions raised above are addressed in 
sections covering the dating and authorship, as well as the textual and stage 
history of the play.  

Our overview picks out some of the key themes in the play, and also includes a 
synopsis of the different critical reactions to the play since it was first written. Could 
William Shakespeare really have been the first theatre critic to review Marlowe’s 
play...?!  
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Figure 1.1 - Title Page from the 1594 Quarto:  
The Tragedie of Dido, Queene of Carthage 
as reproduced in [Brooke-Works], 1910. 
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2. HISTORY 

2.1 Textual History 
The only contemporary publication of the play text was a Quarto edition printed in 
1594, the year after Marlowe was killed in Deptford: 

The  
Tragedie of Dido 

Queene of Carthage: 
Played by the Children of her 

Maiesties Chappell. 
Written by Christopher Marlowe, and 

Thomas Nash. Gent. 

The extent of Nashe’s involvement in the authorship is considered in section 2.4.1. 

The edition was printed by the Widow Orwin for Thomas Woodcock. Woodcock 
died on 22 April of that year, which may imply publication in the earlier part of 1594. 
There is no record of the play in the Stationer’s Register. The printing rights would 
appear to have been transferred by Woodcock’s widow to Paul Linley in 1596, and 
perhaps from there on to John Flasket in 1600, but there were no further editions of 
the play printed at this time1. 

Three copies of the original 1594 Quarto are extant: 

·  one in the Bodleian Library, originally owned by Edmond Malone; 

·  another copy in the Folger Library, which traces its ancestry back to George 
Steevens and the Duke of Devonshire’s collection; 

·  a third copy in the Huntingdon Library descends from the Earl of 
Bridgewater’s collection. 

The latter two in particular are in excellent condition, but all three provide consistent 
versions and there are no textual variants. 

The next printed edition of Dido, Queen of Carthage probably did not appear for 
over two hundred years. Marlowe was beginning to earn some overdue attention 
from the Romantics at the start of the nineteenth century (for example, Charles 
Lamb in 18082, and William Hazlitt in 18203) and his plays also began to be revived 
on the stage4. Dido was selected for inclusion in Hurst’s 1826 collection of plays by 

                                                
1 [Greg-Bibliography]  I.212 and IV.1669. The title transferred from Lynley to Flasket is ‘Cupydes Journey to hell with the 
tragedie of Dido’, which may be another book. 
2 [Lamb] 
3 [Hazlitt] 
4 [Cambridge] p.288. Lisa Hopkins notes: “On 24 April [1818], Edmond Kean revived The Jew of Malta, in what seems to have 
been the first time a Marlowe play had been seen on the stage since the 1633 Doctor Faustus.” 
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various authors, The Old English Drama5, and also appeared in Robinson’s Works 
of Christopher Marlowe published the following year6. 

Actor William Oxberry (1784-1824) printed some of Marlowe’s other plays 
individually in 1818-20, and Dido was added when these were collected together in 
a single publication, The Dramatic Works of Christopher Marlowe7 in 1827. 
Oxberry’s editorial efforts are deemed somewhat hasty by critics, and the general 
impression is not enhanced by the title page which identifies the editor as 
“W.Oxberry, Comedian”!  

Thereafter Dido, Queen of Carthage was included in most collected editions of 
Marlowe’s plays, including Dyce (1850)8, Cunningham (1870)9, and Bullen (1885)10. 
It also appeared in editions of Nashe’s works, most notably those edited by Grosart 
(1885)11 and McKerrow (1904-10)12. 

2.2 Nashe’s Elegy 
An intriguing yet ultimately frustrating story associated with the 1594 Quarto of 
Dido, Queen of Carthage is the report that some printed editions may have 
contained an elegy on Marlowe by Nashe. 

The report was started by one Thomas Tanner, Bishop of St. Asaph (1674-1735) in 
his posthumous Bibliotheca Britannico-Hibernica (p.512), a dictionary of pre-17th 
century authors from England, Scotland and Ireland which was finally published in 
1748. In this, Bishop Tanner states that an elegy on Marlowe by Nashe was 
‘prefixed’ to a copy of Dido. The elegy was alleged to have mentioned four of 
Marlowe’s tragedies “and also another, The Duke of Guise”. 

This anecdote was repeated in summarised form by Thomas Warton (1728-90), 
Camden Professor of Ancient History at the University of Oxford (1785-90) and 
Poet Laureate (also 1785-90), in his History of English Poetry (1774-81). Of more 
interest is that the scholar Edmond Malone corresponded with Warton on the 
subject of this supposed elegy, and recorded a summary of Warton’s response in a 
handwritten manuscript in his copy of the 1594 Quarto13. 

Warton, in his response to Malone in the early 1780’s, claimed that he had actually 
seen a volume of the Quarto containing Nashe’s elegy “on Marlowe’s untimely 
death” in Osborne the bookseller’s shop, having first seen mention of it in 
Osborne’s 1754 catalogue. Warton stated to Malone that the elegy was “inserted 
immediately after the title page”. 
                                                
5 [Hurst] 
6 [Robinson] 
7 [Oxberry] 
8 [Dyce] 
9 [Cunningham] 
10 [Bullen] 
11 [Grosart] 
12 [McKerrow] 
13 See a transcript of Malone’s handwritten manuscript in Appendix A.1 



�
����	��������� ��������		
�����
���
�	� ��	��
����	�����	�� �

 

 

© The Marlowe Society 2009 http://www.marlowe-society.org/  9 of 54 

 

However, McKerrow (author of The Works of Thomas Nashe) was unable to find 
any mention of a Dido Quarto in the 1754 Osborne’s catalogue, or other similar 
catalogues of the time. Since the evidence is anecdotal, and given that Warton’s 
answer to Malone was written nearly thirty years after he claimed to have seen the 
volume in question, many commentators doubt that such an elegy ever existed. 
Oliver, for example, wonders whether Bishop Tanner was rather thinking of the 
prologue to Dr Faustus when he reports the list of plays referred to in the elegy14. 

2.3 Dating: 1585-86? 
Marlowe’s works are all difficult to date precisely even within the author’s relatively 
short working life, but Dido is perhaps the hardest of all15. There are no topical or 
other references within the play itself that can help date it directly, or even to 
position it in chronological order relative to any of Marlowe’s other works. 

The boundaries of possible composition are thus that of Marlowe’s potential 
productive period, ranging from his time at Cambridge University (1580-87) to his 
demise at Deptford on 30th May 1593. The only printed edition of the play, the 
1594 Quarto, post-dates this latter event. Even the possible contribution of Nashe 
does not help with dating. He was at Cambridge from 1581 to probably around the 
middle of 1588, and is generally agreed to have lived in London thereafter. So any 
potential period of collaboration is not much further restricted. 

The recorded playing of Dido by the Children of Her Majesty’s Chapel on the title 
page of the 1594 Quarto does not provide any further clues either. The company of 
boys had played regularly at Court for nearly a century up until 1584, when 
payments are still recorded to the Master of the Chapel for plays performed. It is 
also recorded that William Hunnis, as Master of the Children of Her Majesty’s 
Chapel, took a joint sub-lease on the private Blackfriars theatre in December 1581 
where plays were performed by different boys’ companies until 1584.  

But little is heard of the Children of the Chapel as an acting company thereafter. 
They did not play at court again until 1601, nor, it seems, at the Blackfriars. 
Performances by the company are recorded at Norwich and Ipswich in 1586-7, and 
Poole and Leicester in 159116, so they did not completely cease their dramatic 
activity. Speculation that they performed at Croydon in the summers of 1592 and 
1593 is purely circumstantial, based on the loose connection that Nashe’s play 
Summer’s Last Will and Testament was played on the latter occasion, and that the 
Children of the Chapel are recorded by the 1594 Quarto as having played Dido, 
which also credits Nashe as having contributed to that play’s authorship. In short, 
the extant records give no clue as to when the Children of the Chapel might have 
performed Dido17. 

                                                
14 [Oliver] p.xxii 
15 Tucker Brooke opines “No question in Marlowe criticism offers greater difficulties than those which concern the date and 
authorship of the Tragedy of Dido.” - [Brooke-Works] p.387. 
16 See REED records at http://link.library.utoronto.ca/reed/troupe.cfm?TroupeListID=1196 
17 [Chambers] Book III, Section XII.B.ii (Vol. II) pp. 36-42 covers this period of the company’s history in detail. 
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So any tentative dating must rely solely on a subjective view of the relative style, 
quality and maturity of both the poetry and stagecraft in an attempt to posit a 
relative dating. An initial observation is often that the play is to some extent an 
exercise in translation, which may point to it having been written during Marlowe’s 
time at Corpus Christi18. It is then compared to Tamburlaine, which is generally 
assigned a date of 1587. Although a subjective and far from conclusive exercise, 
an analysis of the internal evidence suggests to some but not all commentators that 
Dido was written before Tamburlaine. The main composition of Dido is thus 
generally, if somewhat uncertainly, dated to 1585-86. 

Some of the points made on both sides of this argument are summarised below: 

·  Dido is comparable in type to the other plays performed by the Children of 
the Chapel Royal in the 1580’s19. 

·  Contrary to the general dating, Pearce20 cites the poor stagecraft of 
Tamburlaine in concluding it is “inconceivable” that the more proficient Dido 
could have been written before Tamburlaine. 

·  Disputing this point, Oliver21 cites Cole22 in claiming that Tamburlaine is in 
fact “well adapted for performance on the bare stage of the public theatre”, 
whilst Dido appears more appropriately designed for performance by child 
actors in a private theatre.  

·  Another view contends that Dido was written at Corpus Christi for a 
performance there by the students. As well as the play being to some extent 
an exercise in translation, it would also account for the lines in Latin 
providing an opportunity for student actors to show off their Latin 
pronunciation, as did many university plays of the time. This view does not 
preclude some later revision by Marlowe or Nashe to produce the extant 
text.  

·  Wiggins disputes this view that Dido was written for academic performance 
at Cambridge, and instead proposes that the likeliest interpretation of the 
evidence is that it was not Marlowe’s first play, but was rather penned after 
Tamburlaine, most likely at a similar time to Doctor Faustus (which he dates 
as 1588)23.  

·  Another less common view is that the use of couplets in parts of Dido, 
suggest it was written at the same time as Hero and Leander; namely in 
1593, with Marlowe leaving the play also unfinished at his death24. 

                                                
18 [Brooke-Works] p.387 
19 [Harbage] pp. 66-68. 
20 [Pearce] p.239 
21 [Oliver] p. xxvii 
22 [Cole-Suffering] pp. 75-6 
23 [Wiggins] 
24 [Verity] pp. 29, 70-1. 
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·  A conflicting assessment cites the fact that the verses are nearly all end-
stopped, and that there are very few feminine endings. This gives the 
impression that Marlowe was mostly writing in single lines, suggesting an 
early date of composition before Tamburlaine in which Marlowe was already 
experimenting with ‘verse-paragraphs’25. 

·  Other immature aspects of the style also suggest an early dating e.g. the 
immature use of alliteration; the frequency and style in which characters 
address each other directly by name, and also refer to themselves in the 
third person, which would seem to predate Marlowe’s more mature and 
natural conversational style in other plays26. 

·  Tucker Brooke cites Dido’s “dramatic looseness” along with “unfinished 
drafts” of some of Marlowe’s most celebrated lines that subsequently appear 
in Tamburlaine and Doctor Faustus as indicators of a substantially 
“immature work”27. 

·  At the same time, Tucker Brooke is of the opinion that “much of the blank 
verse shows very considerable finish and fluency” which he believes shows 
the extant play text dates from a period later than Marlowe and Nashe’s 
university days: in his opinion around the time Marlowe was writing Edward 
II and Hero and Leander towards the end of his life28.  

·  Clemen draws a similar conclusion that some speeches are significantly 
different from the general immature style of set declamation, so as to imply 
revision late in Marlowe’s career29. 

·  Oliver30 however directly disputes this point, and is rather of the opinion that 
these examples of revision cited by Clemen arise immediately out of a direct 
translation from Virgil, Marlowe’s source. 

The majority view probably therefore tends towards an early composition, with a 
number of commentators seeing some later and more mature revision of some 
sections or lines. 

2.4 Authorship 

2.4.1 What is the Extent of Nashe’s Contribution? 

That the title page of the 1594 Quarto identifies The Tragedie of Dido Queene of 
Carthage as having been “written by Christopher Marlowe, and Thomas Nash. 
Gent.” of course raises the question of the play’s joint authorship. In particular, 

                                                
25 [Oliver] p. xxviii 
26 [Oliver] p. xxix 
27 [Brooke-Works] p.387. See section 2.4.2 for a summary of reworkings of some lines in other plays. 
28 Ibid. 
29 [Clemen] p.162 
30 [Oliver] p. xxx 
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since commentators have largely concurred31 that Marlowe is responsible for most 
if not all of the play, the question posed is: what, if any, is the extent of Nashe’s 
contribution? 

James Broughton was perhaps first to state a strong conviction that it was largely 
Marlowe’s work as far back as 1830, shortly after the play appeared in various 
collected works of Marlowe first published at this time. “I greatly doubt whether 
Nash had much or any share in the composition. I find no traces of his style; whilst 
Marlowe’s luxurious imagery is continually discoverable; and I therefore suspect 
that Nash merely prepared it for the press, after Marlowe’s death, or at the utmost 
completed two or three scenes, which were perhaps left unfinished.”32 

The argument might seem closed when no less an authority on Nashe as 
McKerrow concurs (“the play seems to belong almost entirely to Marlowe”33). But 
yet there are still issues worth considering: 

·  Would Thomas Nashe, if indeed he did prepare the play for Quarto 
publication in 1594, really have credited himself as joint author if he had not 
made some significant contribution to the play, however small? Nashe 
defended Marlowe’s reputation stoutly after his death, especially against 
Gabriel Harvey, although that is not to say he might not try to profit from his 
friend’s recent death in terms of reflected reputation. It seems he did not 
profit financially, for in Have With You to Saffron Walden (1596), Nashe 
bemoans the fact that he had “got nothing by Printing” in the preceding three 
years. 

·  The printing of Nashe’s name on the 1594 Quarto title page in a smaller and 
more italicised typeface has been observed, and its significance debated.  

·  The small dramatic inconsistencies in the extant play text do hint at a joint 
authorship that was not quite perfectly joined up. These range from 
unrealistic dramatic continuity (the Trojan ships are rigged by Iarbus without 
Aeneas leaving the stage in V.1), through possible duplication of an event in 
the source (Hermes appears to Aeneas in a dream and later physically) to 
simple conflicting statements (e.g. Sergestus leads Ascanius away in V.1 but 
Dido says she saw Achates taking the boy to the ships), and are noted in the 
plot summary below (section 4.3). Each can individually be explained away 
with varying degrees of plausibility, even down to an oversight by a single 
author, but collectively they do hint perhaps at some unexplained 
incongruity. 

·  Some commentators such as Brooke34 and Clemen35 have attributed some 
sections of more sophisticated verse to subsequent revision, and it is 

                                                
31 [Brooke-Works] p.388, and he also cites similar views by other critics on p.387. 
32 [Broughton N&Q] p.315. 
33 [McKerrow] IV.295 
34 [Brooke-Works] p387: “Yet it seems pretty clear that the extant text of Dido dates from a later period than that of Marlowe and 
Nashe’s residence at Cambridge, for much of the blank verse shows very considerable finish and fluency.” 
35 [Clemen] p.162, but these views are disputed by [Oliver] p. xxix. 
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theoretically possible that this was done by Nashe as part of his preparing 
the play for publication in 1594. However, even where this view is 
expressed, the subsequent revision is still attributed to Marlowe36. Others, 
such as Broughton as quoted above, hypothesise that one or two unfinished 
scenes may have required completion in a similar vein by Nashe.   

·  The tantalising reference to an elegy by Nashe on Marlowe’s death in some 
printed editions of the play is generally discounted due to the poor quality of 
the evidence. Such an elegy, however, if it had been written and included, 
might on its own justify the inclusion of Nashe’s name as one of the 
contributing authors of the printed whole37. 

Such nagging doubts inspired Oliver to attempt some bibliographical analysis 
based on vocabulary and variations of spelling38. Based on the presumption that a 
single compositor was responsible for the entire 1594 Quarto, and therefore that 
spelling variations might most likely be caused by different manuscript authors 
rather than different compositors, he makes some very tentative observations 
based on comparison with other works of the two authors.  

Oliver recognises the dangers of this exercise, and admits that this approach is 
statistically unsound, not least because he uses just the single page manuscript 
fragment of The Massacre at Paris to deduce a small set of characteristic Marlowe 
spellings. Further there is only one extant Nashe play (Summers Last Will and 
Testament), which does not make for a very valid comparison of Nashe’s dramatic 
style. Never the less, his analysis identifies concentrations of Nashe vocabulary 
and spellings in sections of scenes I.1, IV.4, and V.1. But Oliver himself 
simultaneously notes, for example, that the opening scene with Jupiter and 
Ganymede is typically Marlovian both in style and subject matter, and this would 
tend to undermine what is anyway very speculative analysis. 

The advent of computers has however enabled such stylometric analysis to be 
taken to an automated and much more powerful level, enabling comparisons of 
certain measures across large numbers of works. Thomas Merriam has performed 
stylometric analysis on Marlowe’s works, in particular analysing the results of 
function-word tests and relative letter frequencies. As a result of this analysis, 
Merriam suggests that Marlowe is responsible for the first half of Dido, but that 
Nashe is responsible for the whole of the second half39. Interestingly this conflicts 
with Oliver’s tentative findings regarding the opening scene via different metrics. 

It should be remembered, that although computers enable much faster and 
automated analysis, they cannot change the quality or quantity of the source 
material available, and so some of the general limitations noted by Oliver still apply. 
In similar exercises, Merriam sees the hand of Marlowe in Titus Andronicus, some 

                                                
36 [Brooke-Works] p387-8, for example. 
37 Ibid p.389. Brooke muses that a similar situation might have occurred as with Heywood and The Jew of Malta: Nashe “may 
merely have prepared the play for the printers by introducing a few superficial changes and writing a prefatory elegy which [may 
have] found its way only into a part of the edition.” 
38 [Oliver] pp.xxiii-xxv. 
39 [Merriam-Dido] 
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of the Henry VI plays, and also suggests that Shakespeare’s Henry V is a 
reworking of a lost Marlowe original. Such analysis also suggests that The Jew of 
Malta has more in common with Kyd’s style than Marlowe’s40. 

Despite Merriam’s analysis, the exact nature and extent of Nashe’s contribution to 
Dido is still very difficult to ascertain, and the pervading view remains that a large 
majority of the play has come down to us from Marlowe’s pen. 

2.4.2 Marlowe Rehearsing His Lines 

The strong imprint of Marlowe on the play’s authorship is underlined by the 
inclusion of a number of lines that reappear in more refined and more celebrated 
form in his other plays. As mentioned in section 2.3 above, this is one contributory 
factor to an early dating of the play. The following are notable examples. 

The following lines appear variously in Dido: 

Aeneas: From out his entrails Neoptolemus, 
Setting his spear upon the ground, leapt forth, 
And after him a thousand Grecians more, 
In whose stern faces shin’d the quenchless fire 
That after burnt the pride of Asia. 

Dido, Queen of Carthage, II.1.183-7 

Dido: For in his looks I see eternity, 
And he’ll make me immortal with a kiss. 

Dido, Queen of Carthage, IV.4.122-3 

Aeneas: Till he hath furrow’d Neptune’s glassy fields 
And cut a passage through his topless hills. 

Dido, Queen of Carthage, IV.3.11-12 

These are reproduced more concisely as perhaps Marlowe’s most famous lines in 
Doctor Faustus: 

Faustus: Was this the face that launch’d a thousand ships? 
And burnt the topless Towers of Ilium? 
Sweet Helen, make me immortal with a kiss. 

Doctor Faustus, lines 1328-30 

                                                
40 Merriam’s analysis is documented in various Notes and Queries articles, and a summary can also be found in [Cambridge] 
pp.52-3.  
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The following example shows the ideas in one of Iarbus’ more poetical speeches 
elaborately built upon in Tamburlaine: 

Iarbus:  I think some fell enchantress dwelleth here 
That can call them forth when as she please, 
And dive into black tempests’ treasury 
When as she means to mask the world with clouds. 

Dido, Queen of Carthage, IV.1.3-6 

Bajazeth: Let ugly darkness with her rusty coach 
Engirt the tempests wrapped in pitchy clouds 
Smother the earth with never-fading mists 
And let her horses from their nostrils breathe 
Rebellious winds and dreadful thunderclaps. 

Tamburlaine Part 1, V.2.231-5 

2.5 Stage History 

2.5.1 The Children of the Chapel Royal (1580’s?) 

The title page of the 1594 Quarto tells us that Marlowe’s play of Dido was “played 
by the Children of her Maiesties Chapell”, but as discussed in the section on dating 
the play (2.3), there is no way of telling when that company might have performed 
the play. Some commentators presume that the play was written specifically for the 
company in the mid 1580’s, and that it was specifically written for production in a 
private indoor theatre such as the Blackfriars, or at Court. Oliver derives this latter 
opinion from his view that the play was designed to be staged in such a theatre41. 
There are, though, no extant records detailing any such production. 

2.5.2 The Admiral’s Men at The Rose (1598) 

There are, however, records in Henslowe’s Diary42 that indicate the play might have 
been revived early in 159843 by the Admiral’s Men: 

Layd owt for my lord admeralles meane as foloweth 1597  
1597  

...  
Layd owte for copr lace for the littell boye & for a valle for the boye A 
geanste the playe of dido & enevs the 3 of Janewary 1597 }   xxixs 

...  
lent vnto the company when they fyrst played 
dido at nyght the some of thirtishillynges 
wch wasse the 8 of Jenewary 1597 I saye . . . . . . . . . 

}   xxxs 

                                                
41 [Oliver] p.xxx 
42 [Henslowe’s Diary] p.86 
43 January 1598 using modern dating: the new year began in March and so it was January 1597 in Henslowe’s records. 
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A run of the play is further indicated by inventories of the property of the Lord 
Admiral’s Men taken in March 1598, published by Malone44, but since lost (the 
inventories were not part of Henslowe’s Diary45): 

The Enventary tacken of all the properties for my Lord Admeralles men, the 10 of 
Marche 1598. 
... 
Item, j tome of Guido, j tome of Dido, j bedsteade 
... 
Item, Cupedes bowe, & quiver; the clothe of the Sone & mone. 

and: 

The Enventary tacken of all the aparell of the Lord Admeralles men, taken the 13th of 
Marche 1598, as followeth: 
... 
Item, Dides robe. 

There is nothing of course to explicitly state that these records refer to 
performances of Marlowe’s play of Dido. But no other play of Dido and Aeneas is 
known from this particular period, and Marlowe’s back catalogue was still 
contributing to Henslowe’s income at this time e.g. Doctor Faustus played in 
October 159746. It could perhaps be this 1598 revival of Marlowe’s Dido at the Rose 
that inspired Hamlet’s recollections (see section 3.5). 

2.5.3 Modern Productions 

Along with The Massacre at Paris, Dido is certainly the least performed of 
Marlowe’s plays. After 1598, there was perhaps no significant production of the 
play until Marlowe’s quartercentenary celebrations in 1964. In that year, a number 
of Southampton schools combined to put on a production which Oliver remembers 
seeing. It was perhaps a boys’ company that the play was originally written for, and 
Oliver “realised ... that when a drama such as Dido is acted by boys, it is the parts 
of the women that ‘come over’ realistically”.47 

Only now in the twenty-first century is Dido perhaps beginning to overcome the 
neglect of four hundred years, as directors realise that the play has something to 
offer. Repertory productions have appeared from time to time in both the UK and 
US (e.g. productions by the Target Margin Theater Company, New York in 2001, 
and the American Repertory Theatre, Cambridge, MA in 2005), and Shakespeare’s 
Globe even staged a production in 2003, directed by Tim Carroll (reviewed in 
Newsletter 21).  

Most creative of all has been a sequence of adaptations by the Angels in the 
Architecture company, who specialise in creating “site-specific” performances of 
rarely performed plays in unusual London locations. They began their association 
with the play by undertaking a reading of Dido at the site of the Rose Theatre in 

                                                
44 Edmond Malone, The Plays and Poems of William Shakespeare (1790), Vol. I part II pp.300-7. 
45 They are appended as an Appendix in [Henslowe’s Diary] p.319-323. 
46 [Henslowe’s Diary] p.60. 
47 [Oliver] p.xxxiii. 
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2001. Five years later, a production directed by Rebecca McCutcheon was set in 
the House of St Barnabas in Soho (reviewed in Newsletter 27). In 2008, their 
production was adapted to the sumptuous and highly appropriate surroundings of 
Kensington Palace (reviewed in Newsletter 31). 

Perhaps inspired by this increasing interest in the play, a production of Dido, Queen 
of Carthage directed by James Macdonald opens at the National Theatre, London 
in March 2009. 
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3. INTERPRETING THE PLAY  

3.1 Sources 
The source for Marlowe’s play is predominantly Virgil’s Aeneid, which tells the story 
of Dido and Aeneas in Books I-IV. 

3.1.1 Virgil 

Publius Vergilius Maro (70BC-19BC) was one of the finest Classical Roman poets, 
and he is renowned for three major works: the Eclogues, the Georgics, and his final 
work the Aeneid, unfinished at his death, which tells the story of Aeneas. After the 
dramatic events of 44 BC which saw Julius Caesar assassinated before his 
followers, his adopted son Octavian Caesar (later Augustus) and Mark Antony 
regained power by defeating Brutus and Cassius. Virgil is thought to have become 
part of the circle of Maecenas, political advisor to the new emperor. The Aeneid in 
some respects attempts to legitimise the Julio-Claudian dynasty, tying it to Aeneas 
and Troy. Virgil was en route to Greece in 19BC with Augustus when he caught a 
fever and soon died.  

3.1.2 Virgil’s Aeneid  

The Aeneid was written by Virgil over the last ten year’s of his life. It is a complex 
poem written in ‘heroic hexameter’, and legend has it that Virgil crafted just three 
lines a day. Although substantially finished, Virgil still planned further work on it: 
some lines are incomplete, and he was perhaps unhappy with certain sections and 
planned rewrites. After his premature death, Augustus ordered Virgil’s Aeneid to be 
published with as few amendments as possible, contrary to the author’s alleged 
wish that the unfinished work be burned.  

The epic can be divided into two main sections:  

·  Books I to VI tell the story of Aeneas’ journey from Troy to Rome via 
Carthage, and are modeled on Homer’s Odyssey;  

·  Books VII to XII tell of Aeneas’ battles in Italy leading to the foundation of 
Rome, and are modeled on Homer’s Iliad.  

Aeneas appears in the Iliad, but Virgil takes this wandering character and his loose 
association with the foundation of Rome, and built his nationalistic epic around 
those disparate threads.  

After Marlowe, the most famous translation of the Aeneid appeared in John 
Dryden’s The Work’s of Virgil, started in 1694 and published in 1697. 

3.1.3 Marlowe’s Adaptation 

Virgil’s Aeneid provided Marlowe with the following subject matter for his 
dramatisation: 
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Book I: ·  Aeneas’ arrival in Carthage following the storm at sea 
orchestrated by Juno; 

·  Jupiter assures Venus that Aeneas will be saved in order to build 
Rome; 

·  Venus’ meeting with her son; 

·  the substitution of Venus’ other son Cupid for Aeneas’ son 
Ascanius; 

·  the warm welcome accorded to the Trojans by Dido. 

Book II: ·  Aeneas’ account of the fall of Troy; 

Book IV: ·  the conspiracy of Venus and Juno that leads to the storm and 
the tryst between Aeneas and Dido in the cave; 

·  the intervention of Jupiter after Iarbus’ appeal; 

·  Aeneas’ leaving Dido; 

·  Dido’s suicide in a self-made funeral pyre. 

 

But perhaps more interesting still for the Marlowe scholar are those elements which 
the dramatist has himself added. Marlowe’s play is far more than a translation 
exercise. As well as some editing down of speeches, and rearrangements for 
dramatic purposes, the following plot elements are wholly Marlowe’s creation: 

·  the exchanges between Jupiter and Ganymede at the start of the play; 

·  the sub-plot involving Anna’s love of Iarbus; 

·  the first attempt by Aeneas to leave Carthage without Dido’s knowledge, an 
action that does little to enhance his character in our eyes; 

·  the scene with the nurse and Cupid; 

·  the suicides of Anna and Iarbus that follow Dido’s own death, additions that 
may seem a little over-theatrical to the modern audience. 

Tucker Brooke’s48 summary of the Marlovian reworking contributes to his 
hypothesis that the play may have been born out of an initial version during 
Marlowe’s University days with later significant amendment. “Parts of the play 
follow the corresponding lines of the Aeneid with schoolboy slavishness, whereas 
the borrowed material is elsewhere altered with a freedom and insight which 
evidence a mature judgement and no small dramatic skill.” 

                                                
48 [Brooke-Works] p.390. 
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3.1.4 Ovid and Homer 

Ovid, of course, was a favourite of Marlowe’s whose influence pervades all his 
works. Aeneas and Dido appear in Metamorphoses and Knutowski49 identified 
many incidental Ovidian influences in passages of Marlowe’s Dido. Douglas Cole50 
further suggested that Marlowe’s sympathy for Dido owes more to Ovid’s 
characterisation than to Virgil. Oliver51, however, disagrees, certainly to the extent 
that Ovid (or more specifically Arthur Golding’s translation into English which was 
published in London in 1567) was used as a direct source. 

Marlowe may well also have been familiar with Homer’s Iliad. Latin translations 
were available to him, and also an English translation of Books I-X by Hall. 

3.1.5 Contemporary Publications 

The books of the Aeneid used by Marlowe were well known to Elizabethan scholars 
in their Latin form, for they were part of the Grammar School and University 
curriculum. Oliver52 cites the sixteenth century text Pub. Vergilii Maromis opera of 
Willich (Jodocus Willichius) as one such likely example and asserts that Marlowe’s 
Latin would have been “more than adequate” for translating Virgil. The fact that 
Marlowe includes a few of Virgil’s lines in their original Latin would tend to back up 
this hypothesis. 

The English translations of the Aeneid that would have been available to Marlowe 
included: 

·  Eneados (1513), Gawyn Douglas’ Scots translation of Virgil’s Aeneid; 

·  Certain Bokes [Books II and IV in fact] of Virgiles Aenæis turned into English 
meter by the right honorable lorde, Henry Earle of Surrey (1557); 

·  The first foure bookes of Virgil his Aeneis translated into English heroical 
verse by Richard Stanyhurst (Leiden, 1582); 

·  The whole .xii. Bookes of the Æneidos of Virgill. Whereof the first .ix. and 
part of the tenth, were conuerted into English Meeter by Thomas Phaër 
Esquier, and the residue supplied, and the whole worke together newly set 
forth, by Thomas Twyne Gentleman (London, 1573). 

Oliver’s assessment,53 however, is that Marlowe demonstrates no indebtedness at 
all to the first three, whilst he merely “could conceivably have borrowed, or 
remembered, one or two unimportant phrases” from Phaër. 

                                                
49 [Knutowski] 
50 [Cole-Suffering] p80 
51 [Oliver] p. xxxvii 
52 [Oliver]  p. xxxiv 
53 [Oliver]  p.xxxvi 
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3.1.6 Earlier Productions  

There are records of two earlier productions of plays based on the story of Dido: 

·  Edward Halliwell staged a play entitled Dido at Cambridge before Queen 
Elizabeth in 1564 which has not survived; 

·  William Gager’s play of the same title (and again in Latin) was likewise 
performed at Oxford in 158354 before the royal party. 

Tucker Brooke observes55 that there is no evidence of Marlowe’s play being 
influenced by either of these plays. 

3.2 Themes in the Play 
The main subject matter and some of the basic themes within Dido, Queen of 
Carthage are of course inherited from Virgil’s source, which Marlowe adheres to 
closely for the basic story-line. The main interest for the Marlovian scholar is why 
Marlowe should have picked this story to adapt for the stage, and then to examine 
the changes and additions that the playwright has made in his dramatisation in the 
hope that it might tell us something about Marlowe’s ideas. 

It is, of course, very difficult to answer the first question. Perhaps familiarity with the 
source may have played a part (see section 3.1.5), but at a high level the concept 
of God(s) and their relationship with Man is an idea that clearly interested Marlowe, 
and is one that plays a key role in Tamburlaine and Doctor Faustus. If we could be 
more certain as to the dating of the play, and perhaps who Marlowe was writing the 
play for, then we might be able to make some better inferences regarding his 
choice of material. 

In contrast, the close relationship to the source of the play, Virgil’s Aeneid, allows 
us to see in some detail exactly what Marlowe has added and what he has 
changed (as identified in section 3.1.3). Oliver very well sums up the essential 
themes of the story, and the slant that Marlowe brings to his play. “The theme of 
the play is not so very different from that of Book IV of the Aeneid: betrayal in love 
as the price paid for obeying the behest of the Gods; and the difference is, of 
course, that Marlowe is much less sympathetic to the behests of the Gods, so that 
humans are less the dignified agents of divine wisdom and more the victims of the 
politics of Olympus.”56 

Marlowe subtly depreciates the importance of the Gods. Twice Jupiter dispatches 
his messenger Hermes to remind the mortal Aeneas of his important mission, 
namely the founding of Rome. His love for Dido must not distract him. “Why cousin 
stand you building cities here / and beautifying the empire of this queen?” (V.1.27-
8) asks Hermes. And yet at the start of the play (in a scene which is solely 
Marlowe’s creation) we see Jupiter, King of the Gods no less, completely infatuated 
by Ganymede and consequently oblivious to the fact that Aeneas’ mission has 
                                                
54 [Gager] 
55 [Brooke-Works] p.390. 
56 [Oliver] p.xlv 
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quite literally been blown of course as a result of Juno’s plotting. It takes Venus’ 
intervention to inspire Jupiter to action, and later it is perhaps only Iarbus’ prayers 
that again bring the God’s attention to the dallying Aeneas. 

The vengeful soliloquy by Juno, who, after finding Ascanius hidden in the grove, 
muses on murdering the child, is also Marlowe’s work. There is a deep enmity 
between Juno and Venus, but the playwright accentuates the Machiavellian pact 
formulated by the two Goddesses to raise the storm that will lead Aeneas into the 
cave with Dido; the expected outcome is in the interest of both Juno and Venus. 

The scene in which Cupid somewhat cruelly touches the nurse with his dart, and 
inspires the eighty year old woman to start dreaming of love and taking a husband, 
is another scene added by Marlowe. Cupid’s childish amusement, as well as the 
opening scene in which “Jupiter has been seen cajoling a cheeky, teasing 
Ganymede”, suggest to Steane that “these Gods are petty childish humans who 
have all the worlds to play with. In other hands, the gods as dramatis personae in 
such a context would be darkening powers, baleful and menacing; but with 
Marlowe they are merely part of the exuberant power-play.”57 

Marlowe’s has also added substantially to the solitary example of unrequited love in 
Virgil’s Aeneid. As well as Dido’s ultimately fruitless passion for Aeneas, Marlowe 
introduces four other ‘victims’ of unreturned love: Jupiter besotted with Ganymede; 
Anna’s failed pursuit of Iarbus, who in turn is continually rejected by Dido, and 
finally and most bizarrely the old nurse’s sudden desire for the young boy, Cupid. 

Sarah Munson Deats sees Marlowe challenging and inverting convention through 
these additional relationships. “Lovers [in Dido] rarely conform to conventional 
codes of behaviour: men pursue boys, females woo males; and old crones seek to 
seduce pink-faced lads. Of the five amours, only one - Iarbus’ rather drab suit to 
Dido - adheres to conventional sex/gender etiquette.”58 Marlowe’s ambiguous moral 
framework, as in his other plays, has inspired a wide range of responses. 

But perhaps it is the core of Marlowe’s play that has sparked the most debate, the 
“ambiguous treatment of the two protagonists,” Dido and Aeneas, which “has 
aroused diverse, even antipodal responses”59 Is Marlowe taking sides? “There 
have been many different attitudes to Marlowe’s portraits of Dido and Aeneas. 
These interpretations differ so much that they cannot all be in accord with 
Marlowe’s intention.”60 

The two main conflicting interpretations, the “romantic, pro-passion,” and the 
“moralistic, pro-duty” reading are again well summarised by Sarah Munson Deats, 
who also cites examples of commentators in each camp61.  

                                                
57 [Steane] p.47 
58 [Cambridge] p.197 
59 Ibid p.195 
60 [Oliver] p.xxxix 
61 [Cambridge] pp.197-9. Deats cites [Steane] and [Allen] in the romantic camp, and [Godshalk] (pp.38-58) and [M.E.Smith] in 
the pro-duty camp. [Oliver] also offers a summary of these two viewpoints pp.xl-xliv.  
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In the former case, Marlowe is sympathising with Dido, the tragic and eponymous  
heroine, whilst simultaneously lowering our opinion of Aeneas through his portrayal. 
The Trojan swears his love to Dido, but betrays that promise via his (intended) 
departure from Carthage (not once as in Virgil, where no vow was ever made, but 
twice). His excuses after the first failed attempt to leave are particularly weak. His 
account of the fall of Troy also raises question marks about Aeneas’ honour 
towards women (his failure to save his wife Creusa, Cassandra and Polyxena) and 
anticipates his desertion of Dido. Also, through his portrayal of the Gods as 
exhibiting human flaws, Marlowe is implicitly undermining Aeneas’ ultimate 
justification for his eventual departure to Italy. 

A pro-duty interpretation rather cites the comic or farcical aspects of the play 
(Jupiter’s “dandling” of Ganymede, Dido’s reaction to being struck by Cupid’s dart, 
likewise the Nurse’s reaction, and the anti-climactic triple suicide) as Marlowe 
deliberately undermining the tragic nature of the play. Dido’s love is not real, but 
rather artificially induced by Cupid, and thus Aeneas is ultimately right to decide in 
favour of his duty. Rather than callously betraying his promise to Dido, Aeneas is 
instead the victim of a moral dilemma, and his return to Dido after his first abortive 
departure rather demonstrates his integrity in this no-win situation. 

Perhaps, as Deats concludes, Marlowe did in fact consciously offer up these “two 
antithetical interpretations”62. Marlowe could be provoking his audience into 
considering both sides of the story, debating apparently opposing standpoints as 
his University training may well have taught him to do, but without actually providing 
a decisive resolution. 

3.3 Critical History 
Could it be that one William Shakespeare was the first theatre critic to review 
Marlowe’s play of Dido?! 

Hamlet: I heard thee speak me a speech once, but it was never acted, or if 
it was, not above once - for the play, I remember, pleased not the 
million, ‘twas caviare to the general. But it was, as I received it - 
and others whose judgments in such matters cried in the top of 
mine - an excellent play, well digested in the scenes, set down 
with as much modesty as cunning. I remember one said there 
were no sallets in the lines to make the matter savoury, nor no 
matter in the phrase that might indict the author of affectation; 
but called it an honest method, as wholesome as sweet, and by 
very much more handsome than fine. One speech in't I chiefly 
loved; 'twas Æneas' tale to Dido, and thereabout of it especially 
where he speaks of Priam's slaughter. If it live in your memory, 
begin at this line—let me see, let me see... 

Hamlet, II.2.430-445 

Unfortunately, this seems highly unlikely, for although a handful of the subsequently 
quoted lines from the remembered speech seem to allude to Marlowe’s play, most 
                                                
62 Ibid p.199 
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of it bears no resemblance (as discussed in section 3.5), and Hamlet seems to be 
describing an imagined play which perhaps has occasional references to different 
sources. 

Although Shakespeare may have had some memory of the play, few others did for 
the next two centuries. As with the staging, Dido, Queen of Carthage and The 
Massacre at Paris have received the least amount of critical consideration of all the 
plays in the Marlowe canon. As mentioned in the Textual History of the play (see 
section 2.1), it was not until the beginning of the nineteenth century that the 
Romantic poets began to revive an interest in Marlowe, and not until 1826 that a 
text of Dido was re-published once more by Hurst63. 

For a long time, the play has not been particularly highly regarded. Some critics 
have incorrectly dismissed it as largely a work of translation. Anthony Trollope 
described it as a “burlesque on Dido’s story as treated by Vergil”, and thought it 
“pretty quaint and painful”64. Others have heavily criticised some of the weaker 
elements of dramatisation, in particular the triple suicide at the end, which many 
see as a comedic anti-climax rather than a tragic climax (Bullen described some 
elements of the play as “ridiculous”).  

Twentieth century critics have shown themselves a little more sympathetic, perhaps 
taking their lead from no less a poet and critic than T.S. Eliot, who described the 
play as “underrated” and found some merit in an otherwise workmanlike 
dramatisation. “Dido appears to be a hurried play, perhaps done to order with the 
Aeneid in front of him. But even here there is progress. The account of the sack of 
Troy is in this newer style of Marlowe’s, this style which secures its emphasis by 
always hesitating on the edge of caricature at the right moment.”65 

Some were still unmoved. No less a Marlowe scholar than Bakeless noted that 
Dido was “in itself of no more interest to modern readers than The Massacre at 
Paris”66, before dismissing it as “nothing but a rewriting of the first part of Virgil’s 
Aeneid.”67 But some modern commentators have taken the time to examine how 
Marlowe had significantly improved upon his source in many places, rather than 
simply performing a translation. Ethel Seaton68 cites the vivid and poetic description 
of the Grecians emerging from the wooden horse (“from out his entrails” ... “stern 
faces shin’d the quenchless fire” ... II.1.182-7) as a significant improvement on 
Virgil’s dry description of the Greeks sliding down a rope. 

J.B. Steane, whilst recognising the deficiencies, still finds plenty to admire in much 
of the play. Amongst other things, Dido “contains some of the most human and 

                                                
63 [Hurst] 
64 [Oliver] p.ix. Trollope recorded his criticism in notes at the end of each play in his 1850 edition of [Dyce]. 
65 [Eliot]. The essay is also reproduced in [Leech] - p.16 
66 [Bakeless-Marlowe] p.255 
67 Bakeless, cited by [Steane] p.51 
68 [Seaton-Reading] pp.28-9 
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humane of Marlowe’s writing,”69 whilst Aeneas’ narrative describing the fall of Troy 
“is the most finely sustained speech in Marlowe.”70 

Writing at the time of Marlowe’s quartercentenary in 1964, Steane perceived that 
“Dido has remained largely where it was, read infrequently and little esteemed. This 
is a pity, for Marlowe put much of the best of himself into it. It has weaknesses 
enough to prevent a successful stage revival, and there are limitations in the 
enthusiasms and sympathies, the qualities of mind. But the energy and fire shine 
out brilliantly, in a more admirable way than in Tamburlaine and without the 
destructive bitterness of the other works.”71 

But Steane too found the ending flawed. “The play, for all its fine and interesting 
qualities, is not a successful tragedy.”72 Whilst not believing generally that the 
comedy in the play was detrimental to the ultimate sense of tragedy, Steane did 
think that the lack of gravitas displayed by the Gods had an impact. “Only an 
exceptionally fine fifth act could have made successful tragedy with these things 
working against instead of preparing for it. The last act of Dido is, in fact its greatest 
weakness, and the last scene quite fatal” (i.e. “the rapid succession of suicides”)73. 

For all that, Steane remained an admirer. ”The reading of Dido can still, however, 
be a great pleasure, and the weak fifth act by no means justifies the critical neglect 
of the whole play.”74 

In The Revels Edition of the play, H.J. Oliver also finds much to admire in the play, 
whilst recognising that the novice playwright had plenty still to learn. “In Dido, there 
is also fine narrative, in the long account of the fall of Troy; there are other kinds of 
fine poetic rhetoric; there may even be a ‘melody such as English poetry had never 
achieved hitherto save in The Faerie Queene’; but there is as yet insufficient 
integration of words, melody and dramatic action.”75 

The new millennium has found Dido being staged much more often, and critical 
opinion is similarly more positive. Marlowe’s most recent biographer, Park Honan, 
believes that the playwright took account of the “limitations of boy actors”, which 
“encouraged Marlowe to depict love, anger, and despair with restraint.” “Dido also 
gives the boy actors pretty lines to say, and calls for more attention to techniques of 
speech than to the feelings behind speech.”76 

The lines are in fact more than pretty. “What is really distinguished in Dido is the 
exquisite beauty of its verse as well the varying registers of its styles. The drama 
has the aspect of a poem, even of a courtly jeu d’esprit, but it is free from 

                                                
69 [Steane] pp.42-3 
70 Ibid p.53 
71 Ibid p.29 
72 Ibid p.46 
73 Ibid p.48 
74 Ibid p.50 
75 [Oliver] p.xlvii  
76 [Honan] p.100 
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heaviness”77. Even the ending is spared criticism: “the only emphasis given to the 
Queen’s tragic suicide, at last, is that two other unrequited lovers ... kill themselves 
in the flames that consume her.”78 

And perhaps Honan captures both the essence of the play and the context of its 
writing best of all. “Dido is a lovely, amusing, and shrewd technical exercise, and it 
might well have suited the royal court.”79 

3.4 Staging the Play 
Views on how Dido, Queen of Carthage might have been staged in the Elizabethan 
theatre are largely informed by the statement on the title page of the 1594 Quarto 
that the play was performed by “The Children of her Maiesties Chappell”. The 
Children of the Royal Chapel were regular performers at court up until 1584, and 
also performed at the private Blackfriars theatre between 1581 and 158480.  

Thereafter there is little record of them performing until early in the next century, 
certainly not at court. The date when the boys’ company performed Dido is thus 
uncertain, but most commentators believe the play was written to be performed on 
the private indoor stage (at Court and/or the Blackfriars) where scenery was 
employed, rather than the open stage of the public playhouses. 

E.K. Chambers is characteristically forthright in this view. In a chapter entitled 
‘Staging at Court’, he opines that “Marlowe’s Dido has proved rather a puzzle to 
editors who have not fully appreciated the principles on which the Chapel plays 
were produced.”81 

Chambers goes on to describe his theory of a stage divided into two halves, 
perhaps physically by a wall with a gate. “I think that one side of the stage was 
arranged en pastoralle, and represented the wood between the sea-shore and 
Carthage, where the ship-wrecked Trojans land and where later Aeneas and Dido 
hunt. Here was the cave where they take shelter from the storm.” 

“The other side of the stage represents Carthage. Possibly a wall with a gate in it 
was built across the stage, dividing off the two regions. [Carthage contains] a 
domus representing the palace. The so-called ‘hall’ is probably an open loggia. 
There is perhaps an altar in front of the palace, where Iarbus does his sacrifice, and 
somewhere close by a pyre is made for Dido. Either within or without the walls may 
be the grove in which Ascanius is hidden while Cupid takes his place.”82 

Oliver rather imagines a slightly more complex set comprising three ‘mansions’. 
“One on, say, the left of the stage and perhaps set at an angle, would represent the 
cave, and the area in front of that would then naturally enough represent the shore 

                                                
77 Ibid p.102 
78 Ibid p.104 
79 Ibid p.104 
80 [Chambers] Book III, Section XII.B.ii (Vol. II) pp. 36-42 covers this period of the company’s history in detail. 
81 [Chambers] Book IV, Section XIX (Vol. III) p.35. 
82 Ibid pp.35-6. 
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and wood. One in the centre, set well back and perhaps raised, would represent 
Olympus. The third ‘mansion’ on the other side of the stage, would represent the 
gates or, more probably, the walls of the City of Carthage. There could still be an 
area downstage, centre, which was unlocalised and was used in the manner of the 
bare stage of the public theatre.”83  

This design, Oliver feels, overcomes potential staging difficulties where scenes shift 
apparently seamlessly from one location to another, such as in scene I.1 when 
Venus watches Aeneas land from behind a tree without having left the stage 
following her confrontation with Jupiter in the heavens. 

3.5 Possible Remembrances in Hamlet 
Hamlet’s famous Player’s Speech in Act II Scene 2 of that play has the eponymous 
hero recalling a speech he remembers from a previous performance by the players. 
“One speech in’t I chiefly loved - ‘twas Aeneas’ tale to Dido - and thereabout of it 
especially when he speaks of Priam’s slaughter,” by Pyrrhus (bent on revenge for 
the death of his father, Achilles). Hamlet begins by reciting some 13 lines, before 
inviting a player to complete the lengthy speech. 

Priam’s violent death is recounted of course in both Virgil’s Aeneid and Marlowe’s 
Dido. The recounted speech in Hamlet, by and large, bears little correspondence to 
either of these possible sources. There are, however, a couple of details in the 
Hamlet speech that bear some resemblance to Marlowe’s text, as remarked upon 
in the Arden edition84 of the former: 

Aeneas: At last came Pyrrhus, fell and full of ire, 
His harness dropping blood, and on his spear 
The mangled head of Priam’s youngest son,... 

Dido, Queen of Carthage, II.1.213-5 

Hamlet: Now is he total gules, horridly trick’d 
With blood of fathers, mothers, daughters, sons,  
Bak’d and impasted with the parching streets, ... 

Hamlet, II.2.454-5 

and: 

Aeneas: Which he disdaining whisk’d his sword about, 
And with the wound thereof the King fell down. 

Dido, Queen of Carthage, II.1.253-4 

Hamlet: Pyrrhus at Priam drives, in rage strikes wide; 
But with the whiff and wind of his fell sword, 
Th’unnerved father falls. 

Hamlet, II.2.468-470 

                                                
83 [Oliver] pp. xxx-xxxi. 
84 [Arden Hamlet] p.103 
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There is no correspondence elsewhere in the recollected speech, and so the author 
of Hamlet is perhaps occasionally selecting from various sources within a speech of 
his own invention. 
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4. PLOT OVERVIEW 

4.1 Dramatis Personae 

4.1.1 The Gods 

Jupiter: 
(Jove) 

In Roman mythology, Jupiter is the king of the Gods, and the God of 
the sky. Juno is both his sister and his wife. Jupiter was the 
grandfather of Romulus and Remus, the founders of Rome, and thus 
venerated in Roman religion. 

In the opening scene of Marlowe’s play, Jupiter is “dandling” 
Ganymede on his knee and offering him his wife’s marriage jewels 
(he has made Ganymede cup-bearer to the Gods at the expense of 
Juno’s daughter Hebe). Confronted by a Venus concerned for her 
son’s life, Jupiter agrees to quell the storm that endangers Aeneas, 
and affirms that his ultimate fate is unaltered: to re-establish Troy in 
Italy through the founding of Rome. Jupiter is thus pitted against his 
wife Juno on two fronts. 

Ganymede: In Greek mythology, Ganymede was a Trojan prince and the most 
handsome among mortals, which is why Zeus abducts him in the 
form of an eagle to serve as immortal cupbearer to the gods. Jupiter 
is the equivalent of Zeus in Roman mythology, and a similar legend 
exists.  

In poetry, Ganymede was often used as a symbol for idealised 
beauty of youth and also for homosexual love, sometimes contrasted 
with Helen of Troy in the role of heterosexuality. In the opening to 
Marlowe’s play, Ganymede is being “dandled” on Jupiter’s knee, 
whilst bemoaning Juno’s wrath towards him (he has usurped her 
daughter Hebe as cup-bearer). A clearly smitten Jupiter reminds 
Ganymede that all the Gods are at his command, and even offers 
him Juno’s wedding gems. This opening scene is introduced by 
Marlowe (it is not in Virgil’s Aeneid), and serves to underline the 
resentment between Jupiter and Juno. 

Mercury: 
(Hermes) 

The winged messenger of the Gods. Dispatched by Jupiter to 
instruct Aeolus to quell the storm, and later to remind Aeneas of his 
Italian destiny (again at the behest of Jupiter). 

Cupid: Son of Venus and half-brother of Aeneas, Cupid is the God of love 
and erotic beauty in Roman mythology. He is able to make a person 
fall in love with another, and is often shown with a bow and arrow as 
the means by which he achieves this. 

In both Virgil’s Aeneid and Marlowe’s play, Venus arranges for Cupid 
to be substituted for Aeneas’s son Ascanius (whilst in the care of 
Dido) in order that he may make Dido fall in love with Aeneas and 
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guarantee his safety. 

The later scene involving Cupid and Dido’s nurse is wholly Marlowe’s 
invention. 

 

4.1.2 The Goddesses 

Juno: Roman goddess, daughter of Saturn, sister and also wife of the chief 
God Jupiter.  

She is the main antagonistic character in Virgil’s Aeneid, resentful 
towards the Trojans and determined to thwart Aeneas’ mission to 
found a new Troy in Italy. Juno is angry, because she was not 
chosen in the judgement of Paris against Aeneas’ mother Venus, 
and also because her favourite city Carthage will be destroyed by 
Aeneas' descendants.  

The opening of Marlowe’s play finds Ganymede bemoaning his 
treatment by Juno to a sympathetic Jupiter. Ganymede, a Trojan 
prince, was chosen to be the god's cup bearer, replacing Juno's 
daughter Hebe.  

Juno bribes Aeolus, ruler of the Winds, to blow up a storm that forces 
the Trojan fleet heading towards Italy back across the Mediterranean 
Sea onto the North African coast in Carthage (modern day Tunisia).  

Later, Juno makes an opportunistic pact with Venus, the two 
goddesses putting their enmity temporarily aside in order to hatch a 
plan that will lure Aeneas into marrying Dido, an outcome that suits 
both their aims. 

Venus: The Roman goddess associated with love, beauty and fertility, she is 
mother to both Aeneas and Cupid.  

At the opening of the play, she is concerned for her son’s life in the 
storm created at Juno’s behest, and berates Jupiter for not saving 
him. Venus arranges for her other son Cupid to replace Aeneas’s 
son Ascanius and cause Dido to fall in love with Aeneas to ensure 
the safety of her son against Juno’s wrath. 

Later, Venus makes an opportunistic pact with Juno, as mentioned 
above.  

 

4.1.3 The Trojans 

Aeneas: Aeneas is a Trojan hero, son of Anchises and the goddess Venus, 
and related to the Trojan king Priam. In Homer’s Iliad, he is leader of 
the Trojan allies, the Dardanians, and Venus frequently comes to his 
aid in battle. 

However, it is Virgil in his Aeneid who builds on this minor character 
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from Greek mythology and turns him into the full-blown hero who 
eventually founds Rome. Marlowe, of course, uses Virgil as his 
source. 

The play opens with Aeneas’ and the Trojan fleet having escaped 
the fall of Troy and heading for Italy to fulfil their heaven-decreed 
fate. But after Juno has caused their ships to wash up in Carthage, 
Aeneas initially falls in love with a Cupid-struck Dido, subsequently 
battling at some length with his conscience before eventually 
succumbing to destiny and setting off once again for Italy.  

Marlowe’s sympathy is perhaps slightly more with Dido than was 
Virgil’s. The title of his play perhaps suggests this, but Marlowe also 
adds some minor tweaks to the narrative that paint Aeneas in a less 
sympathetic light. 

Ascanius: Aeneas and Creusa’s son, also known as Iulus (or Julius). The 
young boy is substituted by Cupid for much of the play. He travels on 
to Italy with his father, and eventually founds Alba Longa there, 
becoming the first of a long line of Kings. 

Achates: In Roman mythology, Achates is Aeneas’ close and faithful friend 
who accompanies him throughout his journeys, most notably leading 
him to the Sibyl of Cumae where Aeneas descends to the 
underworld. In Marlowe’s play, his main dramatic role is to 
repeatedly persuade Aeneas that he should depart Carthage to 
resume his original mission to Italy. 

Ilioneus, 
Cloanthus, 
Sergestus: 

Other companions of Aeneas who escaped the fall of Troy together. 

 

4.1.4 The Carthaginians 

Dido: Queen of Carthage. Marlowe’s tragedy is perhaps more sympathetic 
to his eponymous heroine than Virgil. 

According to Roman historians, Dido (also known as Elissa), 
Phoenician princess of Tyre, founded Carthage (modern day Tunisia, 
on the North African coast) in about 814 B.C. and subsequently a 
powerful Carthaginian (or ‘Punic’) civilization that rivalled Rome. Her 
brother, King Pygmalion of Tyre, had arranged the murder of her rich 
husband Acerbas (a.k.a. Sichaeus, as he is named by Virgil and 
Marlowe). But Elissa had found out and chose to flee with a party of 
loyal followers, eventually settling in Carthage. She chooses to stay 
true to the memory of her husband, but after declining the marriage 
proposal of Iarbus, king of Mauritani, who otherwise threatened to 
make war on Carthage, Elissa creates a ceremonial pyre and 
sacrifices herself on it. 
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In both Virgil’s Aeneid and Marlowe’s Dido, the Queen of course falls 
in love with Aeneas, angering Iarbus (King of the Gaetulians) whose 
offer of marriage was previously spurned by Dido. These tragedies 
both end with Dido similarly sacrificing herself on a self-made pyre, 
in despair at the loss of Aeneas who has finally sailed for Rome. 

Anna: Queen Dido’s sister. Plays a minor role in the Aeneid, but both the 
sub-plot of her love for Iarbus, and her following Dido into the pyre, 
are Marlowe’s inventions. 

Nurse: Dido’s elderly and widowed nurse, who is instructed to take Aeneas’ 
son to her house in the country by Dido as a means of keeping the 
Trojan in Carthage. But it is Cupid still masquerading as Ascanius, 
and the nurse is soon consumed with thoughts of love. This scene 
(IV.5) is Marlowe’s own invention. A nurse appears briefly in the 
Aeneid to help Dido build her pyre. 

 

4.1.5 Other Characters 

Iarbus: King of Gaetulia in Virgil’s Aeneid, and just one of Dido’s many 
suitors. However Roman historians record Iarbus variously as King 
of Maxitani or Mauritani, who demanded the hand of Dido in 
marriage or he would wage war on Carthage. Dido wished to stay 
faithful to her first husband (murdered back in Tyre) and on pretence 
of creating a ceremonial pyre in preparation for marriage, instead 
sacrifices herself on it. 

In Marlowe’s Dido, Iarbus is rather the Queen’s only jealous suitor, 
angered when Dido falls for Aeneas after his advances have been 
spurned.  

Others: Other Trojans and Carthaginians in the retinue of Aeneas and Dido; 
servants and attendants. 

 

4.2 Plot Summary 

I.1 Ganymede bemoans his treatment at the hands of Juno to Jupiter. Venus implores 
Jupiter to save her son Aeneas as the Trojan fleet has been caught up in a storm 
whipped up at Juno’s behest. Venus then watches as the fleet lands safely on the 
Carthage shore, and (in disguise) urges them on to Queen Dido’s court. Aeneas 
recognizes his mother as she departs. 

I.2 The remaining ships in the Trojan fleet land safely further up the Carthaginian 
coast. They meet Iarbus, who invites them into “our” court. 
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II.1 The Trojans are reunited at the court, and Queen Dido enters to meet Aeneas for 
the first time. Increasingly intrigued, she encourages Aeneas to recount his tale of 
the fall of Troy and their subsequent escape. Venus takes Ascanius away and 
leaves her own son Cupid in his place. Her plan is for Cupid to have Dido fall in 
love with Aeneas, so that she will either help repair his boats so he can sail for 
Italy, or will marry him and make him King of Carthage. 

III.1 Cupid disguised as Ascanius does his work and Dido begins behaving erratically 
and dismisses Iarbus. She confides her sudden falling for Aeneas to her sister 
Anna, who we learn is secretly in love with Iarbus. Dido offers to repair Aeneas’ 
ships if he will stay with her. 

III.2 Juno has found the hidden Ascanius, and contemplates murdering him out of 
vengeance. But Venus has been warned and confronts Juno. Despite their enmity, 
the two goddesses hatch a plan that will suit both their ends: to lure Aeneas into 
marrying Dido so that he will remain in Carthage. 

III.3 The party goes hunting, and Iarbus cannot hide his jealousy of Aeneas. He is again 
dismissed by Dido, and ruminates on revenge against the Trojan. 

III.4 The storm raised by Juno duly finds Dido and Aeneas chancing upon one another 
in a cave as they seek shelter. Dido finally declares her love, and Aeneas 
reciprocates, promising to stay in Carthage with his love. Dido gives him her 
wedding ring, and the fate dealt them by Juno is seemingly sealed. 

IV.1 The storm is over, and Iarbus’ jealous torment is heightened still further when he 
sees Dido and Aeneas emerging from the cave. 

IV.2 Iarbus feels he is being punished by the Gods, and offers up a sacrifice to Jupiter. 
Anna implores the King to switch his passion to her, but Iarbus knows he cannot 
change “the course of his desire”. 

IV.3 Mercury has appeared to Aeneas in a dream with a message from Jupiter, 
reminding the Trojan of his mission to Italy. Resigned to his fate, he bids his 
companions board. He briefly contemplates saying goodbye to Dido in person, but 
feels he would not be able to resist her attempts to make him stay. 

IV.4 Dido learns of Aeneas’ planned escape, and the Trojans are brought before her. 
Aeneas wilts in her presence, professing his love and determination to stay. But 
Dido cannot trust him now, and arranges for Ascanius to be taken into the country 
so that his father may not leave without him, and for the tackle, oars and sails to be 
removed from the Trojan ships to ensure that they cannot sail for Italy. 

IV.5 Dido’s nurse persuades Ascanius (Cupid) to go to her house in the country. 
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V.1 This lengthy climactic scene can be divided into three sections. First Aeneas and 
his companions are visited by Hermes with a stern message from Jupiter to sail for 
Italy. Hermes also brings Ascanius, and his father realises that Dido’s love is the 
result of Cupid’s intervention. Iarbus volunteers to help re-rig the Trojan fleet. 
Seeing this, Dido then confronts Aeneas about his plans to leave: this time Aeneas 
does not succumb to her efforts to make him stay. He eventually departs, and the 
grief-stricken Queen builds a pyre on which she throws herself to end her life. 
Iarbus rushes in, and, distraught at Dido’s death, also kills himself. Anna does 
likewise. 

4.3 Scene by Scene Summary 

4.3.1 Scene Division 

The original printed 1594 Quarto of the play was essentially divided into five single-
scene Acts, divided by the following headings: 

·  The Tragedie of Dido Queene of Carthage. 

·  Actus 2 

·  Actus 3. Scena I. 

·  Actus 4. Scena 1. 

·  Actus 5. 

Further scene divisions (followed below) were first introduced by Hurst85 and 
generally adhered to since, for example in the Revels Plays edition86. Whilst some 
of the longer scenes may comprise logically distinct sequences of action, the 
dramatic continuity remains unbroken, with at least one of the actors remaining on 
stage.  

Act 2 is a case in point, comprising as it does three distinct pieces of dramatic 
action. First Aeneas and his party enter Carthage and are reunited with the other 
surviving Trojans. Dido appears on stage and Aeneas recounts the fall of Troy, 
after which all exit except Ascanius, enabling Venus to substitute him with Cupid. 
The continuous presence of at least one actor precludes formal scene division, so 
the Act is left as a single scene. 

4.3.2 Quotations 

A quotation from each scene accompanies the relevant summary below. The 
Revels series version of the play is quoted, which employs modern spelling and 
punctuation. 

                                                
85 [Hurst] 
86 [Oliver] 
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4.3.3 Act I 

4.3.3.1 Act I Scene 1 

Location:  The Heavens; the Carthage Shore. 

Achates: Brave Prince of Troy, thou only art our god, 
That by thy virtues free’st us from annoy, 
And makes our hopes survive to cunning joys. 

Dido, Queen of Carthage, I.1.152-4 

This opening scene comprises two parts. The first establishes the conflicting 
interests of the Gods, before seamlessly shifting to the seashore in Carthage where 
Aeneas and his Trojan fleet have been safely washed up after the storm has 
abated. 

The opening of the play finds a besotted Jupiter “dandling” Ganymede on his knee. 
The king of the Gods has just made Ganymede cup-bearer to the Gods at the 
expense of Hebe, daughter of Juno (although this is not mentioned explicitly until 
Act III). Ganymede is bemoaning his treatment by Juno, whilst Jupiter is trying to 
assuage Ganymede, “the darling of my thoughts,” with talk of retribution against 
Juno, offering Ganymede whatever he wishes (“are not all the Gods at thy 
command, / And heaven and earth the bounds of thy delight?” - I.1.31-2) as well as 
Juno’s wedding jewels.  

This opening action has no source in Virgil, and Marlowe is immediately 
challenging the orthodox. For all the tales of unrequited and unhappy love amongst 
the mortals that follow, here at the outset is no less than the King of the Gods 
himself in love to the extent that he is prepared to hand over control of the heavens 
if the youngster will return his love: “Sit on my knee, and call for thy content, / 
Control proud fate, and cut the thread of time” (I.1.28-9).  

Venus enters to bewail the fate of her (mortal) son, Aeneas, who is caught in a 
storm whipped up at the behest of Juno. Aeneas and the Trojan fleet, having 
escaped the fall of Troy, were heading for Italy where Jupiter intends them to found 
a new Troy (Rome). Jupiter assures Venus that Aeneas will still fulfil his fate, and 
dispatches Mercury to order the wind-God to quell the storm. 

Venus now watches on as the Trojan ship with Aeneas, his son Ascanius, and 
Achates on board, is washed up safely on the Carthage shore. They make plans to 
find food, unsure of where they are, nor whether the rest of the fleet has survived. 
In disguise, Venus appears from her hiding place, and informs Aeneas that he is in 
Carthage, where “Dido rules as queen”. “Fortune hath favour’d thee”, she explains, 
in “sending thee unto this courteous coast”, so “haste thee to the Court, where Dido 
will receive ye with her smiles” (I.1231-4). 
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4.3.3.2 Act I Scene 2 

Location:  Further along the Carthage Shore. 

Sergestus: Might we but once more see Aeneas’ face, 
Then would we hope to quite such friendly turns 
As shall surpass the wonder of our speech. 

Dido, Queen of Carthage, I.2.45-7 

The remaining ships in the Trojan fleet have landed further along the Carthaginian 
coast. They have come ashore and have met Iarbus. 

Virgil has Ilioneus speak a lengthy monologue to Queen Dido, but Marlowe adds a 
dramatic dimension by having Iarbus prompt explanations via his questioning, and 
also breaks up the monotony by having Ilioneus, Cloanthus, Sergestus all supply 
answers in turn. 

The Trojans explain that they come in peace. Their ships were sailing to Italy 
(“Hesperia term’d by us”) when a sudden storm “dispers’d them all amongst the 
wreckful rocks” (I.2.29). They are unsure as to the fate of the rest of the fleet, 
including Aeneas. Iarbus accepts their friendly overtures, invites them to “banquet 
in our court”, and says he will take them to Queen Dido. 

4.3.4 Act II 

4.3.4.1 Act II Scene 1 

Location:  The court of Queen Dido. 

Aeneas: Then he unlock’d the horse, and suddenly 
From out his entrails Neoptolemus 
Setting his spear upon the ground, leapt forth, 
And after him a thousand Grecians more, 
In whose stern faces shin’d the quenchless fire 
That after burnt the pride of Asia. 

Dido, Queen of Carthage, II.1.182-7 

This lengthy scene comprises three pieces of action. First the Trojans are reunited, 
after which Dido meets Aeneas for the first time and, increasingly intrigued, 
encourages him to recount the fall of Troy and their escape. Finally, Venus 
substitutes her own son Cupid, in place of Aeneas’ son Ascanius, in Dido’s care. 

As his party look upon the Carthage city walls, Aeneas is reminded of Troy, 
especially by a statue of Priam, late King of that city. By this means we are 
introduced to the sacking of Troy from which Aeneas and his companions have just 
escaped. Aeneas and Achates soon chance upon Ilioneus, Cloanthus, Sergestus 
and their party in Carthage, and, in a passage emphasising Trojan camaraderie 
which Marlowe has added to his source, all are overjoyed to be reunited. 

Dido enters and meets Aeneas for the first time. Aeneas is initially downhearted, 
claiming his “fortune’s mean, too mean to be companion to a queen” (II.1.88-9). But 
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Dido is firmly persistent, and perhaps in a sign of things to come, orders an 
attendant to fetch some of her dead husband’s clothes for the storm-ravaged 
Aeneas to change into. She is also keen to hear a first-hand account of the fall of 
Troy, and quickly persuades Aeneas to recount his “woeful tale”.  

Marlowe takes Aeneas’ account from Book II of the Aeneid, but shortens it 
significantly, and adds the occasional comment from a captivated and sympathetic 
Dido to break up the narrative. “Ah, how could poor Aeneas scape their hands?” 
(II.1.220). Is there here, perhaps, the first shoots of love interest, even before the 
intervention of Cupid? 

Aeneas describes how Troy had withstood the Grecian siege. The attackers were 
on the verge of giving up when they conceived the ploy of the wooden horse. King 
Primus falls for the trick, accepts the gift, and even “enforc’d a wide breach” in the 
walls to get the large horse into the city. Later that night, with the Trojans sound 
asleep after a night of banqueting and wine, Pyrrhus (bent on revenge for his father 
Achilles’ death) and his fellow Greeks emerge from their hiding place and slaughter 
the Trojans. 

Not all the detail in Aeneas’ narration derives directly from Virgil. Marlowe adds a 
few gory details of his own (the kind of thing that seemed popular with an 
Elizabethan audience), particularly II.1.191-9 (“Young infants swimming in their 
parents’ blood,” etc) and the description of King Priam’s violent end at the hands of 
Pyrrhus in front of his wife Hecuba (ii.1.244-54). Part of this last Marlovian addition 
is also perhaps the subject of some Shakespearean remembrance in Hamlet’s 
famous Player’s Speech (see section 3.5). 

Dido is enthralled with the tale, asking how Aeneas himself escaped the Grecian 
slaughter. It was Venus who “convey’d me from their crooked nets and bands” 
(II.1.222), intervening not for the first time to save her son in the heat of battle. 
Aeneas recounts that he “got my father on my back, this young boy [Ascanius] in 
mine arms, and by the hand led fair Creusa, my beloved wife” (II.1.265-7) whilst 
Achates cleared a path for their escape through the Greek soldiers with his sword. 
Alas, Aeneas confesses that he “lost” his wife as they were forced to flee in this 
fashion. Thus Marlowe may be painting the Trojan in a slightly less sympathetic 
light than did Virgil, who at least had Aeneas desperately scouring the burning city 
in search of his lost wife. Alternatively, it may just be dramatic economy. 

Aeneas and his companions finally board their ship to escape Troy, and he finishes 
his account with a description of his fruitless attempts to save Cassandra and 
Polyxena. Cassandra he finds “sprawled in the streets” (II.1.274) and is moved to 
bear her to his ship, but was “forc’d to let her lie” when “suddenly the Grecians 
followed us” (II.1.278-9). Polyxena calls to be saved from the shore once they are 
aboard; Aeneas dives into the sea but before he can get there she is taken, “and 
after by that Pyrrhus sacrific’d” (II.1.288). Both these details are suggested by Ovid 
rather than Virgil, and embellished dramatically by Marlowe. 

The conclusion of Aeneas’ report is greeted with a barrage of questions that 
Marlowe uses to tie up a few loose ends, including mention of how Helen betrays 
her lover Diphobus (successor to Paris in this role). Dido is moved to disgust, 
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wishing “that ticing strumpet [Helen had] ne’er been born!” (II.1.300). She suggests 
some “pleasing sport” to cheer them all up after “these melancholy thoughts” 
(II.1.303), and everyone heads off leaving Ascanius on stage alone. 

Venus and Cupid take this opportunity to sneak in “at another door” and abduct 
Aeneas’ son. Venus takes Ascanius to a “grove, amongst green brakes” (II.1.316-7) 
where he will be kept safe, and instructs her own son Cupid to take his place. Her 
plan is to have Cupid make Dido fall in love with her son Aeneas to ensure his 
safety. Virgil explained that Venus feared that Juno (whose favoured city was 
Carthage) would harm Aeneas in her attempts to gain revenge on her husband 
Jupiter. Marlowe simply has Venus speculate that either a love-struck Dido will 
“repair [Aeneas’] broken ships, victual his soldiers, give him wealthy gifts, and he at 
last depart to Italy, or else in Carthage make his kingly throne” (II.1.328-30). 

4.3.5 Act III 

4.3.5.1 Act III Scene 1 

Location:  Dido’s Court 

Dido: For ballace, empty Dido’s treasury, 
Take what ye will, but leave Aeneas here. 

Dido, Queen of Carthage, III.1.125-6 

Iarbus is once again pushing his suit, and Dido is diplomatically rejecting his 
advances. It is the Queen’s sister Anna who brings to our attention how “Aeneas’ 
little son plays with your [Dido’s] garments and embraceth you” (III.1.20-1). Cupid 
engineers his way onto Dido’s lap using his childish charm, and soon we can see 
his deed is done when Dido begins behaving erratically towards Iarbus, 
alternatively demanding he leave and then calling him back. 

A perplexed Iarbus finally departs, leaving Dido to confide in Anna her sudden love 
for Aeneas. The audience learns in an aside that Anna is secretly in love with 
Iarbus, and thus encourages her sister’s new found passion. Dido asks her to bring 
Aeneas to her, but when he arrives, he is accompanied by his Trojan companions. 

Dido tries to conceal her feelings, but continues to behave a little erratically (for 
example, pretending initially not to notice Aeneas in the group). The queen asks 
what she might do for Aeneas, who somewhat sheepishly replies that she might 
help repair his damaged fleet. “Conditionally that thou wilt stay with me, and let 
Achates sail to Italy,” bargains Dido (III.1.113-4).  

The Queen blusters that she needs Aeneas to help her “war against her bordering 
enemies ..., think not Dido is in love” (III.1.134-5). She shows a gallery of her 
former suitors, whom the Trojans recognise as kings, and says that she rejected all 
their advances (although Marlowe does not play on her alleged historical 
faithfulness to her murdered husband). “O happy shall he be whom Dido loves,” 
declares Aeneas, seemingly ready to return the queen’s feelings. “It may be thou 
shalt be my love,” teases Dido in reply (III.1.167-9). 
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4.3.5.2 Act III Scene 2 

Location:  The grove where Ascanius lies hidden. 

Juno: Venus, sweet Venus, how may I deserve 
Such amorous favours at thy beauteous hand? 
But that thou mayst more easily perceive 
How highly I prize this amity, 
Hark to a motion of eternal league 
which I will make in quittance of thy love. 

Dido, Queen of Carthage, III.2.64-9 

Juno has found the hidden Ascanius, and contemplates murdering him out of 
vengeance. There is no source for this speech in the Aeneid, and Marlowe has 
perhaps added it in order to clarify Juno’s purpose. She seeks vengeance against 
Venus because the latter was chosen by Paris in his judgment to receive the 
“heavenly ball” rather than Juno. She also plans revenge against her husband 
Jupiter “and his adulterous child”, Ganymede, made cup-bearer at the expense of 
her daughter Hebe. It is this combined thirst for revenge that has driven her to 
thwart Aeneas’ mission to reach Italy. 

But Venus has been warned by her doves, and arrives in time to confront her 
enemy and save her grandson. Venus is angry and hurls insults and threats; Juno 
is defensive, implausibly claiming she was merely “saving [Ascanius] from snakes’ 
and serpents’ stings that would have kill’d him sleeping as he lay” (III.2.38-9). She 
also claims to have changed her mind over Aeneas. Venus’ response may be 
interpreted as sarcastic, but never the less the two goddesses hit on a ploy that is 
mutually beneficial. If Aeneas can be lured into returning Dido’s love and marrying 
her, he will stay in Carthage.  

Juno will raise another storm when the two mortals are out hunting. Dido and 
Aeneas shall be trapped in a cave, “and interchangeably discourse their thoughts, 
whose short conclusion will seal up their hearts” (III.2.93-4). Venus agrees this 
once to collude with Juno, and takes Ascanius off to another safe location. 

4.3.5.3 Act III Scene 3 

Location:  The Woods. 

Iarbus: O God of heaven, turn the hand of fate, 
Unto that happy day of my delight. 

Dido, Queen of Carthage, III.3.80-1 

The party go hunting, and Dido’s attention is solely on Aeneas. She invites the 
Lords to ‘go before’, because she wants to talk alone with Aeneas. Iarbus can 
hardly contain his jealousy, muttering asides, which further irritate the Queen. The 
pair end up bickering with each other; Dido is dismissively cruel (“Peasant, go seek 
companions like thyself” - III.3.21), and even Aeneas’ attempts at diplomacy fail. 

Aeneas’ stock is further raised indirectly by others in the part, first by the boldness 
of the child whom they believe to be Ascanius: “How like his father speaketh he in 
all,” observes Anna (III.3.41). Soon Achates weighs in by observing that this is the 
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very same wood where Aeneas shot a deer to save his sailors’ lives when they 
were first washed up on Carthage shore. 

Dido orders her hunting party off in different directions, but orders Iarbus to return 
to the house. Once, alone he ruminates on what revenge he might take on Aeneas, 
or perhaps even on Dido. His soliloquy ends with his dreaming of Aeneas’ death, 
whereupon Dido might after time “mould her mind unto new fancy’s shape” 
(III.3.79), namely him. 

4.3.5.4 Act III Scene 4 

Location:  The Cave. 

Dido: Kind clouds that sent forth such a courteous storm 
As made disdain to fly to fancy’s lap! 
Stout love, in mine arms make thy Italy, 
Whose crown and kingdom rests at thy command. 

Dido, Queen of Carthage, III.4.54-7 

Juno’s plan is executed exactly as she predicted in III.2: A storm has blown up 
suddenly during the hunt, and Dido and Aeneas separately ‘chance’ to find the 
same cave in which to take shelter. Marlowe is enjoying himself in this scene at his 
characters’ expense. There is an amusing irony when Dido asks how Aeneas found 
this cave and he replies “By chance, sweet Queen, as Mars and Venus met” 
(III.4.3). With equal irony, oblivious to the fact that it is the Goddesses’ design that 
has led them both there, Dido replies that “that was in a net, where we are loose” 
(III.4.4, referring to how Venus’ husband entrapped her by laying a fine net on the 
couch). 

Tiptoeing verbally around what she really feels, Dido with protracted awkwardness 
gradually reveals her feelings for Aeneas. He seems to have no inkling, or perhaps 
he is just observing etiquette: “Aeneas’ thoughts dare not ascend so high / As 
Dido’s heart, which monarchs might not scale” (III.4.32-3). It seems Dido’s earlier 
attempt to disguise her love by introducing a gallery of rejected suitors worked. 

Aeneas responds to Dido’s declaration of love in kind, and promises “Never to 
leave these new-upreared walls / Whiles Dido lives and rules in Juno’s town - / 
Never to like or love any but her!” (III.4.49-50). The “vow” is a significant Marlowe 
addition, which when subsequently broken emphasizes Aeneas’ betrayal; Virgil 
does not have Aeneas make any promise to the queen. But as Dido observes, this 
is music to her ears. Her ardent hopes have been fulfilled, as indeed have those of 
Juno and Venus when the Queen offers Aeneas “this wedding-ring / Wherewith my 
husband woo’d me yet a maid, / And be thou King of Libya, by my gift” (III.4.61-4). 
In the best traditions of decorum, the stage direction tells us only that the lovers 
“Exeunt to the cave.” 
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4.3.6 Act IV 

4.3.6.1 Act IV Scene 1 

Location:  Between the Wood and the Cave 

Iarbus: I think some fell enchantress dwelleth here 
That can call them [storms] forth when as she please, 
And dive into black tempests’ treasury 
When as she means to mask the world with clouds. 

Dido, Queen of Carthage, IV.1.3-6 

The storm has cleared, and Achates, Cupid in the guise of Ascanius, Anna and 
Iarbus emerge from the wood and marvel at the ferocious storm that has 
disappeared as suddenly as it rose. Iarbus asks if anyone has seen Dido, and 
almost immediately Anna spots the queen and Aeneas emerging from the cave.  

Iarbus rages jealously that he wishes he was able to kill them both, and he cannot 
hold his tongue when Dido asks him where he sheltered from the storm: “Not with 
Aeneas in the ugly cave” (IV.1.32). Dido is once again irritated by his jealousy, and 
threatens to “quell his hopes”. This brief scene is Marlowe’s dramatic invention with 
the effect of raising Iarbus’ torment to new heights. 

4.3.6.2 Act IV Scene 2 

Location:  The Sacred Altar. 

Iarbus: Eternal Jove, great master of the clouds, ... 
Hear, hear, O hear Iarbus’ plaining prayers, 
Whose hideous echoes make the welkin howl, 
And all the woods ‘Eliza’ to resound! 

Dido, Queen of Carthage, IV.2.4 and 8-10 

After suffering the painful sight of the “adulterers surfeited in sin” (IV.1.20) emerging 
from the cave, Iarbus concludes he is being punished by Jove (Jupiter), and is now 
found offering up a sacrifice whilst praying that the God “redress these wrongs and 
warn him to his ships, / that now afflicts me with his flattering eyes” (IV.2.21-2).  

Marlowe here is closely following his source. Whilst Virgil for the most part 
mentions Iarbus only in passing as merely one of Dido’s many spurned suitors, he 
does pick out the king’s fury when Fame spreads news far and wide of Dido and 
Aeneas’ liaison. Iarbus’ immediate reaction in the Aeneid is to offer up a range of 
sacrifices and offerings to Jove; indeed it is this plea that alerts Virgil’s Jupiter to 
the situation, and has him immediately dispatch his messenger to remind Aeneas 
of his Italian destiny. 

Anna’s love of Iarbus is solely Marlowe’s sub-plot, and the second half of this scene 
has her coming across the king at prayer and imploring him to switch his passions 
to her more receptive heart: “Away with Dido, Anna be thy song” (IV.2.45). Iarbus 
however knows that he is a hopeless case, and demands she leave him to his 
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“silent thoughts” and “sorrow’s tide” (IV.2.38,42). Iarbus storms out, Anna vainly 
calls after him. 

4.3.6.3 Act IV Scene 3 

Location:  Perhaps the port near to where the Trojan ships stand repaired and 
ready to sail. 

Aeneas: [Aeneas] Cannot ascend to fame’s immortal house, 
Or banquet in bright honour’s burnish’d hall 
Till he hath furrow’d Neptune’s glassy fields 
And cut a passage through his topless hills. 

Dido, Queen of Carthage, IV.3.9-12 

Aeneas appears on stage alone, bidding “adieu” to Carthage somewhat reluctantly. 
Hermes (Mercury) has appeared to him in a dream with a message from Jupiter, 
reminding him of his mission to Italy. As in the previous scene, the mortals 
seemingly have no choice but to follow the beck and call of the Gods. He summons 
his Trojan companions, tells them of his dream, and says it is time for them all to 
set sail. At the same time he is already feeling Dido’s pull, imagining how she 
“casts her eyes, like anchors, out, / To stay my fleet from loosing forth the bay” 
(IV.3.25-6) 

This message from Jupiter can be traced directly to Marlowe’s source: Iarbus’ 
sacrifice and prayers remind the God that Aeneas is not fulfilling his mission, 
triggering him to dispatch a messenger immediately. However, some commentators 
have wondered why Marlowe also has Hermes appear in person in scene V.1 and 
whether this potential duplication is evidence of joint authorship. However, as well 
as Mercury’s personal visit following Iarbus’ prayer, Virgil also has Mercury appear 
to Aeneas later in a dream. So it is rather that the order has been reversed in the 
play, rather than any duplication. 

The Trojans sense Aeneas wavering, and move to convince him of the right course 
of action. Achates advises him to “banish that ticing dame from forth your mouth” 
(IV.3.31 - c.f. Dido’s reference to Helen as a “ticing strumpet” at II.1.300), and 
reminds his prince how this dalliance “is no life for men-at-arms” (IV.3.33). Ilioneus 
reminds Aeneas of their purpose: “Will Dido raise old Priam forth his grave / and 
build the town again the Greeks did burn?” (IV.3.39-40). 

Aeneas seems convinced and bids his men board. But as they do so, he feels he 
should at least say goodbye in person. But he doubts whether he will have the will 
to resist Dido’s inevitable pleadings for him to stay: “Each word she says will then 
contain a crown, / And every speech be ended with a kiss” (IV.3.53-4). Accordingly 
he resolves to head straight to sea.   

This first attempt of Aeneas’ to leave Carthage quietly is Marlowe’s addition. Is this 
another subtle attempt by Marlowe to blot Aeneas’ character? He feels he would be 
unable to resist Dido’s temptations, and thus determines to sneak off without even 
saying goodbye. 
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4.3.6.4 Act IV Scene 4 

Location:  Dido’s Court. 

Dido: It is Aeneas’ frown that ends my days. 
If he forsake me not, I never die, 
For in his looks I see eternity, 
And he’ll make me immortal with a kiss. 

Dido, Queen of Carthage, IV.4.120-3 

But word has reached Dido that the Trojans are preparing to set sail, and she fears 
Aeneas “will steal away with them” (IV.4.3). She quickly dispatches her sister to the 
water side to summon the Trojans back to explain themselves.  

Anna intercepts them just in the nick of time (“the sails were hoising up” - IV.4.15), 
and she brings them before Dido, confirming that Aeneas was indeed aboard. He 
now discredits himself further with a succession of shifty lies. First Aeneas claims 
he was only there “to take [his] farewell of Achates” (IV.4.18) in direct contradiction 
to what Anna has just said and indeed the course of action he seemingly decided 
upon at the end of the last scene. An angered Dido demands the Trojans do set 
sail but without Aeneas, who desperately blurts out that the “sea is rough, the winds 
blow to shore”. Dido gives this short shrift: “when you were aboard ‘twas calm 
enough!” (IV.4.27). 

Aeneas’ last throw of the dice is to point out that the Queen still has his son 
Ascanius. Dido relents as she cannot believe that Aeneas would forsake his son in 
fleeing. We are left thinking yet worse of Aeneas for that is exactly what Marlowe 
has shown us he was going to do, even if such an act seems a little implausible.  

Dido offers him the crown of Libya “to make amends”, as indeed Aeneas predicted 
she would in the previous scene. After a brief doubt (“A sword and not a sceptre fits 
Aeneas” - IV.4.43), he is quickly overcome by Dido’s flattery in which she ironically 
likens his crowned image to the very King of the Gods that he would defy by 
remaining in Carthage (“Now looks Aeneas like immortal Jove” - IV.4.45). Soon he 
is vowing to stay, ironically declaring “When I leave thee, death be my punishment!” 
(IV.4.56), and proclaiming Dido as “the harbour that Aeneas seeks” (IV.4.58).  

In a Marlovian addition to Virgil’s source, Dido instructs Anna to lead Aeneas to her 
horse so that he can ride through the city to show himself as her husband and her 
citizens’ “sovereign lord”. The queen violently dismisses Anna’s suggestion that 
some may not take kindly to this, suggesting her guards be commanded to slay any 
such offenders. She refers to her people as “vulgar peasants” who have her to 
thank for “all that they have, their lands, their goods, their lives” (IV.4.76). There is 
no source for this very Marlovian tirade. Such sentiments might initially seem 
incongruent with the play’s heroine, but we should remember how cruelly she has 
treated Iarbus since first being struck by Cupid’s dart. Is this disdain for her people 
another side-effect of her passionate obsession? 

Aeneas now determines to stay in Carthage, where “here in me shall flourish 
Priam’s race” (IV.4.87), and from where he can lead revenge missions against the 
Greeks. The reaction of the other Trojans to this dramatic about-turn is not clear at 
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this point from the dialogue, with only Achates somewhat ambiguously commenting 
that Aeneas deserves “as large a kingdom as is Libya” (IV.4.80). However, the 
subsequent collective discussion of the plans for the city’s rebuilding at the start of 
scene V.1 imply a sudden about-turn, with the Trojans now happy to stay put. 

After everyone has headed off to organise Aeneas’ pageant through the city 
streets, Dido is left alone with her thoughts. Initially ecstatic, she is soon thinking 
paranoid thoughts that he will attempt to leave her once again. Dido gives orders 
for her Nurse to take Ascanius to her house in the country. But she obviously has 
had doubts about Aeneas’ sincerity on this point earlier, and further instructs her 
attendants to “bring me his oars, his tackling, and his sails” (IV.4.109) as 
guaranteed security that he cannot depart. He will undoubtedly be angered by her 
actions, but “better he frown than I should die for grief” (IV.4.111), even if “only 
Aeneas’ frown / Is that which terrifies poor Dido’s heart” (IV.4.116). 

Once these tasks are reportedly done, and the ships’ tackle, oars and sails brought 
to her, Dido launches into an increasingly maudlin soliloquy betraying her worst 
fears that, having done so once, Aeneas may well attempt to leave her again. 

4.3.6.5 Act IV Scene 5 

Location:  Dido’s Court, perhaps Ascanius’ Nursery. 

Nurse: If there be any heaven in earth, ‘tis love. 

Dido, Queen of Carthage, IV.5.27 

Although it has already been reported to Dido in the previous scene that her “nurse 
is gone with young Ascanius” (IV.4.124), Marlowe now introduces a brief scene (not 
in the Aeneid) in which we see the Nurse persuading (the boy she believes to be) 
Ascanius to go with her to her house. Some commentators suggest this possible 
discrepancy is evidence of the separate authorship of different scenes, but such a 
minor reversion of the timeline to show reported action happening need not be an 
oversight87. 

The widowed and elderly nurse is somewhat surprised to find herself suddenly 
thinking of love, and dreaming still of taking another husband despite her eighty 
years. We know that Ascanius is really Cupid, and although there is nothing explicit 
in the play text to suggest as much, we must assume that the boy has struck her 
with one of his darts. We get some flavour of Marlowe’s sense of humour in this 
additional scene, with for example Cupid’s aside in response to the eighty year old 
Nurse’s sudden notion that she is perhaps not too old to take a lover or a husband: 
“A husband, and no teeth!” (IV.5.24). 

                                                
87 The opinion of [Oliver] p.73 
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4.3.7 Act V 

4.3.7.1 Act V Scene 1 

Location:  Dido’s Court. 

Dido: O no, the Gods weigh not what lovers do: 
It is Aeneas calls Aeneas hence. 

Dido, Queen of Carthage, V.1.131-2 

This lengthy scene concludes Marlowe’s tragedy. It comprises three main pieces of 
action, but again these are not formally divided into separate scenes since at least 
one character stays on stage in each case. The first section has Hermes (the Gods’ 
winged messenger, also called Mercury) deliver a stern message from Jove to 
Aeneas that he must leave for Italy. Next Dido confronts Aeneas about his 
impending departure. And once the Trojan fleet has sailed, a grief-stricken Dido 
commits suicide, quickly followed by Iarbus, and then Anna. 

Although the action follows Virgil’s poem whilst also drawing Marlowe’s own sub-
plot threads to a neat conclusion, there are a number of minor inconsistencies, as 
well as some dramatic conveniences that stretch credibility. This has also led some 
commentators to wonder whether these are the result of a joint authorship. 

(a) Hermes Delivers Jove’s Message; Aeneas Determin es to Depart Once More 

The scene opens with Aeneas discussing his detailed plans with Achates, 
Cloanthus, Sergestus and Ilioneus for the rebuilding of Carthage city as a new and 
“statelier Troy” (to be named Anchisaeon in honour of his father). Soon though the 
Gods’ winged messenger Hermes (Mercury) arrives with an “angry message” from 
Jupiter. Why is Aeneas rebuilding Carthage “and beautifying the empire of this 
Queen” (V.1.28), when he should be sailing to Italy to fulfil Jove’s mission? 

Hermes has brought Ascanius with him too, having rescued him from the Idalian 
groves in Cyprus (“Ida”) where Venus had planned to hide him at the end of scene 
III.2. Aeneas immediately deduces that Venus must have substituted his brother 
Cupid for Ascanius, which is perhaps a rather bold leap of logic. But this realisation 
is significant for the plot, and thus perhaps a dramatic economy we can forgive 
Marlowe. It is now clear to Aeneas what has happened: “No marvel, Dido, though 
thou be in love / that daily dandlest Cupid in thy arms!” (V.1.44-5). That Dido has 
not fallen ‘naturally’ in love with Aeneas gives him the extra justification he needs to 
finally leave her. 

When Aeneas asks his son where he has been, Ascanius replies “Eating sweet 
comfits with Queen Dido’s maid, / Who ever since hath lull’d me in her arms” 
(V.1.47-8). This surely is a mistake: it was Cupid disguised as Ascanius who was 
offered all kinds of comfits by Dido’s nurse in scene IV.5, whilst the real Ascanius 
was hidden alone in the groves by Venus. 

Aeneas instructs Sergestus to take his son to the Trojan ships for safe keeping “lest 
Dido, spying him, keep him for a pledge”, and thus Aeneas seems once more 
determined to leave. He ponders how he might depart when they “have no sails nor 
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tackling for my ships?” (V.1.56). This is again perhaps a dramatic convenience on 
Marlowe’s part. It might just be feasible that Aeneas should somehow already know 
that Dido has “ta’en away my oars and masts, and left me neither sail nor stern 
aboard” (V.1.60-1), but is it perhaps a little unrealistic that he should carry on 
happily planning to rebuild Carthage if he were aware of Dido’s act of mistrust? The 
practical problem is anyhow solved when Iarbus now chances upon the downcast 
Trojans, and is of course only too happy to “furnish thee with such supplies” 
(V.1.72) in order to be rid of Dido’s love. 

(b) Dido Confronts Aeneas 

Dido now enters to confront Aeneas. She has seen Ascanius led towards the ships 
by Achates, which she also knows are “new-rigg’d”. Not only is this inconsistent 
with Aeneas leaving his son in Sergestus’ charge, it is also once again an 
unrealistic timeline. If Aeneas had exited the stage (as some Editors amend) after 
Iarbus had set off to fetch the rigging etc, we would be able to imagine that 
sufficient time had passed to ready the ships. But as Aeneas stays on stage, we 
must rather suspend disbelief to imagine the ships now ready to set sail for Italy. 

Unlike the dissembling that followed his previous failed attempt to flee, Aeneas is 
now confident enough to plainly tell Dido the reason for his departure: “I am 
commanded by immortal Jove / To leave this town and pass to Italy” (V.1.99-100). 
There follows some of the best poetry in the play, albeit translated from Virgil, as 
Dido desperately implores the Trojan to stay whilst Aeneas can only claim 
helplessness in the face of the “Gods’ behest”. In keeping with Marlowe’s general 
focus on the eponymous Queen in adapting his source, Dido’s speeches remain 
lengthy whilst Aeneas’ responses in which he defends his actions are abridged to a 
few concise lines each time. 

Marlowe even retains some original Latin lines from the Aeneid (V.1.136-140, and 
indeed towards the end of the scene at V.1.310-11 and 313). Some critics (Boas 
and Ellis-Fermor) put this down to the poet’s limitations, whilst others (Oliver) credit 
Marlowe rather with appreciating the beauty of Virgil’s lines and the recognition that 
they could not be matched in translation88. Others ascribe the inclusion of Latin 
lines to the target actors, namely Cambridge students (see section 2.3). 

As in Virgil, their parting is emotional and dramatic. “If not, turn from me, and I’ll 
turn from thee; / For though thou hast the heart to say farewell, / I have not the 
power to stay thee” (V.1.181-3). She turns, and Aeneas leaves silently. 

(c) Dido Commits Suicide 

Turning back, the Queen cannot believe Aeneas has left for good. She imagines 
him getting as far as his ship before “he shrinks back, and now rememb’ring me, / 
Returns amain: welcome, welcome my love!” (V.1.190-1). Anna enters and 
struggles to console her sister in her grief. Dido dispatches Anna to the port-side to 
beg Aeneas to stay, but unlike last time this desperate mission fails: “Aeneas was 
aboard, / And, spying me, hoist up the sails amain;” (V.I.226-7).  

                                                
88 [Oliver] p.81 discusses these opinions in the notes on lines 136-40. 
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The final straw is the nurse reporting the disappearance of Ascanius, which Dido 
already knows (although not realising the Cupid substitution). The Queen’s wrath is 
directed at the innocent nurse, as she first insults her (“O cursed hag and false 
dissembling wretch / That slayest me with thy harsh and hellish tale!” - V.1.216-7) 
and then accuses her of treason and has her thrown in prison. 

Dido desperately craves some means of following her lover, with “wings of wax like 
Icarus”, or riding on a dolphin’s back. But eventually she accepts the painful truth, 
and determines that there is only one course of action: “I must be the murderer of 
myself” (V.1.270). But she cannot tell her sister this, and so feigns a plan to burn 
Aeneas’ possessions that he has left behind, “to rid me from these thoughts of 
lunacy” (V.1.273). 

Iarbus arrives to find Dido in resigned mood. Wood is brought and they build a fire, 
before she asks to be left alone. Increasingly depressed, she burns first Aeneas’ 
sword (“that in the darksome cave / he drew, and swore by, to be true to me” - 
V.1.295-6), then the clothes she first lent him when he came ashore, and finally his 
letters. After praying that the Gods ensure the “traitors ... be still tormented with 
unrest”, Dido commits suicide by throwing herself onto the burning pyre whilst 
quoting directly in Latin a line from the Aeneid that translates roughly as “I rejoice at 
passing into the darkness” (V.1.313). 

Marlowe adds his own tragic twist to this traditional tragic ending. Anna and Iarbus 
rush in to find Dido “in these flames”. Distraught at the suicide of his beloved 
Queen, Iarbus also kills himself with the line “Dido, I come to thee: ay me, Aeneas!” 
(V.1.318). In turn, Anna is grief-stricken at the loss of her “sole delight” and she too 
kills herself: “Now, sweet Iarbus, stay, I come to thee!” and we are left suddenly 
with a body count that has been frequently criticised by commentators as 
undermining the tragic nature of the play. 
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Wikipedia: Roman Mythology General: http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Roman_mythology 
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A Appendix A: Document Transcripts 

A.1 Malone Manuscript 

The following is a transcript of the handwritten manuscript notes by Edmond 
Malone in his copy of the 1594 Quarto of Dido. They mainly summarise his 
correspondence with Thomas Warton regarding the alleged elegy by Thomas 
Nashe that may have been included in some printed versions of the Quarto (see 
section 2.2). Malone’s notes were transcribed by Farmer in his facsimile edition of 
the play.89 

The tragedy of Dido is one of the scarcest plays in the English language. There are but 
two copies known to be extant; in the possession of Dr Wright and Mr Reed. 

Mr Warton speaks in his Hist. of Eng. Poet (III. p. 435) of an Elegy being prefixed to it on 
the death of Marlowe; but no such is found in either of those copies. In answer to my 
inquiries on this subject he informed me by letter, that a copy of this play was in 
Osborne's catalogue in the year 1754, that he then saw it in his shop (together with 
several of Mr Oldys's books that Osborne had purchased), + that the elegy in question 
"on Marlowe's untimely death" was inserted immediately after the title page; that it 
mentioned a play of Marlowe's entitled The Duke of Guise and four others; but whether 
particularly by name, he could not recollect. Unluckily he did not purchase this rare 
piece, + it is now God knows where. 

Bishop Tanner likewise mentions this elegy in so particular a manner that he must have 
seen it. "Marlovius (Christopherus), quondam in academia Cantabrigiensi musarum 
alumnus; postea actor scenicus; deinde poeta dramaticus tragicus, paucis inferior 
Scripsit plurimas tragedias, sc. Tamerlane.-Tragedie of Dido Queen of Carthage. Pr. 
Come gentle Ganymed. Hanc perfecit + edidit Tho. Nash Lond. 1594. 4to.--Petrarius in 
præfatione ad Secundam partem Herois et Leandri multa in Marlovii commendationem 
adfert; hoc etiam facit Tho. Nash in Carmine Elegiaco Tragidiæ Didonis præfiso in 
obitum Christop. Marlovii, ubi quatuor ejus tragidiarum mentionem facit, nec non et 
alterius de duce Guisio." Bib. Britan. 1740. 

I suspect Mr Warton had no other authority than this for saying that this play was left 
imperfect by Marlowe, and completed + published by Nashe; for it does not appear from 
the title page that it was not written in conjunction by him + Marlowe in the lifetime of 
the former. Perhaps Nashe's Elegy might ascertain this point. Tanner had, I believe, no 
authority but Philipses, for calling Marlowe an actor. 

There was an old Latin play on the subject of Dido, written by John Rightwise and played 
before Cardinal Wolsey + again before Queen Elizabeth in 1564. There is also another 
Latin play on this subject Dido, tragedia nova  so quatuor pri*ibus <some illegible text> 
Virgilii disampla Antwerp ed, 1559. 

 

                                                
89 [Farmer Facsimile]  
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