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Who Killed Kit Marlowe?: A Contract to Murder in Elizabethan England

KIT MARLOWE WAS THE bad boy of Elizabethan drama. His ‘mighty line’ of iambic pentameter transformed the miracle plays of the Middle Ages into modern drama and he paved the way for Shakespeare and a dozen other greats who stole his metre and his ideas. When he died, stabbed through the eye in what appeared to be a tavern brawl in Deptford in May 1593, he was only 29 and many people believed that he had met his just deserts.

But Marlowe’s death was not the result of a brawl. And it did not take place in a tavern. The facts tell a different story, one involving intrigue, espionage, alchemy and the highest in the land.

Born the son of a shoemaker in Canterbury, Marlowe read Theology at Corpus Christi College, Cambridge and was destined for a career in Elizabeth I’s new Church of England. But in 1583, he moved to London and wrote dazzling new plays like Dido, Queen of Carthage, Tamburlaine, the Jew of Malta and Doctor Faustus. He was the ‘Muse’s darling’, ‘all fire and air’ and the crowds flocked to his dramas at the Curtain, the Theatre and the Rose.

But even before he left Cambridge, Kit Marlowe was recruited into the dangerous and murky world of espionage, perhaps by Nicholas Faunt, secretary to the queen’s spymaster, Francis Walsingham. The religious world was split between Catholic and Protestant and there was a price on the queen’s head - the pope himself had ordered the assassination of the English whore, the Jezebel, who had betrayed Catholicism. Walsingham’s efforts and those of ‘intelligencers’ like Marlowe, were all designed to keep the queen and her country safe.

Marlowe was a maverick, a whistle-blower, with outspoken views on religion, the government for which he worked and he was critical of the norms of behaviour. Almost certainly homosexual, at a time when that meant execution, he claimed that Christ had a homosexual relationship with John the Baptist. Or did he? Was all that merely propaganda, invented by the ever-growing list of enemies building up by 1593?

This book offers a different interpretation to the death in Deptford. Marlowe knew too much about the Privy Council, the gang of four who effectively ran England under the queen. He openly defied them in his last plays – the Massacre at Paris and Edward II. And they, in turn, were keen to destroy him – ‘His mouth must be stopped’ – and stopped it was by a trio of agents operating at the highest level.

The brutal murder of a young playwright at the peak of his powers has intrigued and captivated for over 400 years. This compelling journey through the evidence allows us to know, for the first time, who killed him.
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‘M

arlowe’s dead.’

The gatekeeper had been dozing in the May sunshine, bright and warm, promising a perfect spring day. He had been at work guarding the gate all night and he was just resting his eyes; he didn’t sleep on duty, of course he didn’t. The soft whisper at his wicket gate had made him jump and he didn’t like to ask the messenger to repeat himself. Working as he did for Baron Hunsdon, he did hear some things that perhaps he shouldn’t hear but ... he had better make sure.

‘I’m sorry ... sir?’ The figure was wearing an unseasonably long and voluminous cape, the hood pulled well down over the face but even so, he assumed it was a man inside all that wool. The shoulders, for one thing. But a whisper could disguise any voice. ‘Could you say that again?’

The cloaked figure sighed. Surely, news this momentous couldn’t come to a clattering halt at the ear of a man too stupid to understand. ‘Marlowe’s dead.’ Within the limitations of a whisper, each syllable was crisp and clear. ‘Tell your master.’ And with not even a rustle, the messenger was gone, melting into the crowds of people thronging Whitehall as if he had never been.

The gatekeeper was not a man who moved fast or thought fast or did anything at all without due consideration, but this seemed like momentous news. He wasn’t sure who Marlowe was, although he had heard the name as he moved invisibly – as all servants must move – through the corridors of power. So, whoever he was, his death would be news, bad or good, to someone, of that he was sure. He took his time standing up. These days, his knees gave him gyp if he didn’t take things steady and he didn’t want to hobble if he was going to be hobnobbing with the servants closer to the Baron. He knew he wouldn’t be seeing him. He knew his place. 

The gatekeeper tapped at the door of the under secretary’s under secretary.

‘Come!’

The gatekeeper hated that. What if he said that if someone tapped on his wicket? The person outside would think that he was having a turn. But nevertheless and pinning a suitable expression on his rather grubby face, he stepped inside. The under secretary’s under secretary was sitting at a high desk in the window, to get the best of the morning light. He held a quill in inky fingers and looked rather annoyed at being disturbed, his normal expression. He was even more annoyed when he saw who it was. He was a man on his way up; it didn’t do to be seen talking to mere gatekeepers.

‘What?’ he snapped, dropping ink on the vellum in front of him, which made him even more annoyed than before. He would be scraping at that for the next half hour now. Had this oaf no idea how busy he was?

‘Marlowe’s dead.’ The gatekeeper had decided that he would deliver the message plain and unadorned.

Another drop of ink joined its fellow, this time unnoticed. The under secretary’s under secretary gaped.

‘Marlowe’s dead? What, Christopher Marlowe?’

The gatekeeper shrugged. ‘I dunno. He didn’t say. S’pose so.’ Truth be told, he had no idea what the man’s other name was. But if this quill pusher said it was Christopher, then no doubt it was so.

The under secretary scrambled down from his perch and approached the gatekeeper; the two men met in the doorway, one chosen for his brawn, the other his brain and for a moment they made an unseemly tangle of mismatched limbs before the secretary broke free and made for higher offices at the ungainly shamble of a man who spends his time hunched over a desk. 

The gatekeeper watched him go and shrugged again. He had had no expectation of how his news would be received, but this was perhaps more than he could have hoped for. When the secretary almost fell arse over head taking the corner at the end of the corridor too quickly, that was a bonus the gatekeeper had not dared to hope for. He gave a little chuckle and went back to his stool. His knees were ready to have the weight taken off and he went off duty in an hour. Time to catch forty winks before he went home to the wife and kids. He settled down with a sigh and leaned back again on his sun-warmed wall. Too much excitement, that was the trouble with this job. Just too much excitement sometimes.

The stars shone down on Lord Burghley that morning. They radiated outwards in their spangle of gilt paint on the azure of the high dome. He pushed the papers away from him, across the table and sipped his Rhenish. The Queen was at Placentia, far enough away not to bother him today. That whippersnapper Essex would be jousting somewhere, knocking seven bells out of a hapless opponent. And Ralegh ... well, he could forget about Ralegh. The great Lucifer had well and truly blotted his escutcheon when he got his leg over Bess Throckmorton, but to have married her as well! What was the man thinking? No, Ralegh was no more than a whisper now, an afterthought.

Which left the way clear for his own dear boy, darling Robert. True, the man only reached his father’s shoulder and true, the Queen persisted in referring to him as her ‘elf’, but his back was broad enough (if nearer the ground than most men’s) and he’d weather the storm. Then he, Burghley, could lay aside the cares of state and amble around the grounds of Hatfield on his wee donkey, reading Aristotle. It was spring now and he could almost smell the hawthorn, heavy as honey on the air as the birds ...

‘Did you order this?’ A barked demand brought him out of his reverie and he gulped his wine. A tall man stood, quaking with fury, at the door of the Star Chamber. For all he was 67, the intruder’s beard was only now remembering to turn grey.

‘Good morning, Henry,’ Burghley said. He held up the decanter. ‘Rhenish?’

‘Rhenish, my arse! Did you order it? It had to be you.’

Burghley tried the formal approach, in that the friendly one clearly hadn’t worked. ‘Baron Hunsdon, perhaps you would be good enough to tell me what you’re talking about.’

Hunsdon crossed the room in three strides. ‘Marlowe. He’s dead.’

Burghley blinked. ‘Marlowe?’ he replied. ‘Dead?’

‘There seems to be an echo in here,’ Hunsdon snapped.

The Queen’s chief adviser wasn’t usually a man lost for words, but that was about the size of it that May morning. ‘How do you know?’ He hadn’t got to the top of the greasy pole of politics by not checking his facts.

‘A man in a cloak told my gatekeeper, who told it to my under secretary’s under secretary ...’

‘You have an under secretary?’ 

Hunsdon bridled. ‘Of course I have. Haven’t you? Doesn’t everyone?’

Burghley shrugged and waved a hand. It was too early to begin arguing about who a man had in his household, but still ... he may need to look at his servants; he seemed to be falling behind and, in his world, appearances were everything.

Hunsdon counted on his fingers, gathering his thoughts. ‘Yes, under secretary. And he told my gentleman of the wardrobe – because I was still in bed, of course – who told ...’

‘We don’t need the whole list,’ Burghley interrupted. ‘This clearly all starts with Faunt.’ In Burghley’s world, everything started with Faunt. Whether he had asked for one or not, he poured Hunsdon a large one and topped up his own.

‘Many things do, in my experience,’ Hunsdon said, slumping down in a chair and taking a swig. ‘I thought you’d fired him.’

‘You don’t fire a man like Faunt,’ Burghley shook his head. ‘He’s like the shit on your pattens – you can wash it off, but the smell will always linger. All right, he was Walsingham’s man, not mine ...’

‘I thought you were Walsingham these days,’ Hunsdon cut in. ‘Queen’s spymaster; invisible ink, all that cloak and dagger nonsense.’

Burghley held up his hand. ‘We’d be in a sorry state without espionage, Henry,’ he said, ‘but, as you know, I cannot divulge.’

‘On Her Majesty’s Secret Service, eh?’ Hunsdon sneered. ‘Well ...’

‘What the hell’s going on?’ There was another man at the door, younger than Hunsdon, but greyer of beard. Bright-feathered flies and bait dangled from his belt.

‘Good morning, Charles.’ Burghley’s quiet reveries were now well and truly shattered.

‘I’m confused,’ the newcomer said. ‘There I was, sitting by the river, minding my own business with a hook and line when I heard ...’ He looked at the two men in front of him. He could trust neither of them further than he could throw them. ‘Marlowe. Is that right? Left for dead in the street?’

‘No,’ Burghley said. Then, he wasn’t so sure. ‘Henry, is that right?’

Hunsdon threw up his hands. ‘We’re going round in circles,’ he said.

‘I thought we agreed ...’ the latest arrival chipped in, ‘and, as Lord High Admiral, I really think ...’

‘But you don’t, Howard, do you?’ Hunsdon interrupted him. ‘That’s the bloody point. And the Armada, can I remind everyone, was a long time ago,’

Howard of Effingham was alongside the man, his jaw flexing, his eyes bulging. ‘You’ll take that back, Hunsdon. If you weren’t such an old pantaloon, I’d horsewhip you!’

‘Old?’ Hunsdon was on his feet. ‘Pantaloon? I’ll have you know ...’

‘... That you fathered a bastard child recently by a woman young enough to be your granddaughter. Yes, we all know.’

Hunsdon’s hand was on his dagger hilt. ‘Emilia is married to Alfonso Lanier ...’ he roared. 

‘Oh, yes, that monkey musician you paid to take her down the aisle. Just because you can’t keep it in your Venetians ...’

‘Gentlemen, gentlemen,’ Burghley thundered in a tone of voice he hadn’t used for years and a small flake of gold detached itself from the ceiling and spiralled gently down through a beam of sunshine. ‘None of this explains what happened to Marlowe.’

‘Marlowe?’ another voice queried as a panel in the wall slid silently sideways and a diminutive man entered. ‘Kit Marlowe? What about him?’

The gatekeeper and his wife had been married a long time, mainly because he worked all night and slept all day. Their seven children bore testimony to the fact that they occasionally met in the middle, their wide age range to the fact that it happened infrequently. The two with red hair and the one with the neighbour’s squint were simply never mentioned – why rock a boat which weathered life’s storms reasonably well with just the odd leak here and there? He threw off his working clothes and settled into the still warm dent that his better half had left in the straw mattress.

‘Good night at the palace?’ she asked, tying her cap strings.

‘Mmph.’

As replies went it didn’t tell her much but as she had heard it morning in, morning out for more years than she cared to count, she ignored it. But suddenly, he opened his eyes and looked at her, making her jump. He never did that.

‘Bit of news,’ he said. ‘Marlowe’s dead.’

‘What?’ She went pale. 

‘Yeah. Dead as a nit, they say. Run over by a cart in Horsemonger Lane.’ And without another syllable, he was flat on his back, snoring like a grampus.

‘Jenkins!’ She shook him to no avail. ‘Jenkins! Wake up! Do you mean Kit Marlowe? Marlowe the playwright?’ She pulled him upright, but his head just lolled and she let him fall back. Not even the crack as his head met the board of the bed woke him. ‘Damn your eyes,’ she muttered, but she knew it had to be him, the sprite of light and air who she often saw out in the streets along the river. There was no other Marlowe whose death would be news. Marlowe’s dead – that was no way to start a day.

Dr Gabriel Harvey was at Lincoln’s Inn that day, enjoying some particularly fine West Country cheese he’d sent for days earlier. He buttered his manchet bread and was about to take a bite when there was the most almighty hammering on his chamber door.

‘Come in.’

A shabby-looking man stood there with a satchel in his hand. ‘Dr Harvey,’ he half bowed, ‘I wouldn’t normally bother you with this, but ...’

The Cambridge master held up his hand. ‘Rudierde, if it’s that tosh you’ve been hawking around the stationers for what seems forever ...’

Edmund Rudierde looked affronted. ‘Do you mean my Thunderbolt of God’s Wrath Against Hard-Hearted and Stiff-Necked Sinners?’

‘Something like that,’ Harvey sighed.

‘No, no. But I have, funnily enough, added a postscript. The ink’s still wet.’

‘Joy,’ Harvey smiled, but only with one side of his mouth and without troubling his eyes.

‘It’s about Marlowe.’

‘Who?’ Harvey asked.

Edmund Rudierde may have had a one-track mind, that track being far to the left of Martin Luther, John Calvin and John Knox, but he knew Harvey’s links with Kit Marlowe and that was why he’d come. ‘Your nemesis, Doctor,’ he said, waiting to be asked to sit down. ‘The bête noire.’

Harvey raised an eyebrow. ‘That’s French, Rudierde,’ he said. ‘A little Papist for you, surely?’

The Puritan ignored the slur. ‘Dr Harvey, Christopher Marlowe is dead.’

There was a pause, the manchet bread still nowhere near Harvey’s lips. For a second, what looked like pure ecstasy crossed the man’s face. Then all was calm and matter-of-fact again. ‘What was it – the plague?’

‘The Lord does move in mysterious ways,’ Rudierde assured him, knowing the Lord as intimately as he did. ‘Not content with sending his thunderbolts to close the theatres ... But no, Marlowe’s death was altogether more sordid.’

Harvey smiled and patted the stool beside him. ‘Do tell,’ he said.

Rudierde smiled too. He knew Harvey would be interested. He leaned towards his man, a conspirator to the ends of his fingertips. ‘You know of course that this Marlowe was a filthy play-maker.’

‘Of course.’

‘That he called Moses a mere conjuror ...’

‘I’d heard that.’

‘And that even our Sweet Saviour was ...’ there was a break in his voice, ‘a seducer and a deceiver of the people.’

‘I’d heard that, too,’ Harvey nodded.

‘Well, only yesterday, this brain-sick fool, mouthing his blasphemies and profanities in public, met someone of a finer mould in the street.’

‘Where was this?’ 

‘Shoreditch.’

‘Go on.’

‘Marlowe quarrelled with the man, who must have been one of us ...’

Harvey wasn’t sure he wanted to be equated with the Saints, but if the death of Kit Marlowe was gruesome enough, he was happy to go along with it.

‘... because the man saw Marlowe whip out his knife and he grabbed it and turned it into the blasphemer’s brain. Even then, he shrieked and cursed before yielding up his stinking breath.’

‘Are you quoting yourself, Rudierde?’ Harvey tapped the satchel, ‘from your still-damp postscript?’

‘Um ... well, yes. I could probably beef it up a little.’

‘Don’t bother.’ Harvey turned back to his meal. ‘But thank you for your news. See yourself out.’

The fish queue wound its way around the bollards on the quay of the Queen’s Wharf as the women of Whitehall waited for the men of Tilbury to land their catch. Agnes Jenkins hugged her news to her for as long as she could. She felt somehow that while it was unshared, it was possibly still not true. She had argued with herself all the way down to the quay. Marlowe was too fleet of foot, too wily to be run down by a cart. But the way the carters behaved these days, as though they owned the roads, who was proof against their flying wheels, her inner self snapped back. Crushed, with all his life before him. She could feel the tears welling again and concentrated on watching the fishermen make fast. Jenkins would have been happy with a bloater, but she thought she would treat him to a herring for once – perhaps he would have more detail when he was properly awake. She would stop at the chandler’s on the way home and buy some oats to roll the fish in – she knew he liked them that way. 

‘Agnes! I said, are you listening?’

The gatekeeper’s wife blinked and focussed on the dumpy woman standing in front of her. ‘Sorry, Dorcas,’ she said. ‘I was miles away.’

Dorcas Middledew nudged her friend with an elbow which was surprisingly sharp for such a well-cushioned woman. ‘I’ll say you were. Watching that one with the yellow cap, was yer? He’s well set up, I’ll give him that. I could teach him a thing or two, on a dark night with a following wind.’ She plied the elbow again and Agnes moved away out of range. As Dorcas had been servicing most men in a five-mile radius since she was twelve, this wasn’t a surprise. A fresh-faced fisherman from Essex was unlikely to know all the tricks she did.

‘What were you saying, Dorcas?’ Agnes hoped a bit of polite conversation would cheer her up. She felt a little silly, caring so much for the death of a man she had only ever seen from a distance and whose words she had only heard once, from the crowded pit of the groundlings.

‘I was saying,’ the woman said, ‘I was saying, have you heard? That Christopher Marlowe’s dead. You know, that playwright lad. No better than he should be, I daresay, but nobody deserves to die like that.’

Agnes forced a smile. ‘I hadn’t heard that,’ she said. ‘Die like what?’ She had a feeling that perhaps she shouldn’t share the information that Jenkins had already told her. His job as gatekeeper surely carried some responsibility of secrecy; he was, after all, all that stood between the world and the men who made it spin. 

‘Found on the foreshore just along there.’ Dorcas gestured with a toss of her head. ‘Drowned, they say. His ferryman overturned and him nor his boat has been found.’

‘Dreadful,’ Agnes muttered. Could it be that everyone had it wrong? But even if they had, the word was hissing along the line of women like the tide washing the shingle.

‘Marlowe’s dead.’

‘Marlowe’s dead.’

‘Marlowe’s dead.’

‘You’ve got that wrong, Edmund.’ Anthony à Wood closed his Bible. ‘Who’ve you been talking to? I had it on the best of authorities.’

‘Who?’ Rudierde wanted to know.

‘Uh-huh,’ Wood wagged his finger at him. ‘Walls have ears. You can’t be too careful.’

‘Well, what’s your version, then?’

‘It’s not my version, Edmund,’ Wood assured him, his nose in the air. ‘It’s the truth.’

‘Your truth?’

‘God’s truth.’

‘Ah.’

‘This Marlowe was in love with ... shall we say, a certain Woman?’

‘Harlot?’

‘Such people as Marlowe know no other kind.’

‘Quite.’

‘He and a bawdy-serving man ...’

‘Do you mean a pimp?’

Wood looked exasperated. ‘Who’s telling this story?’ he asked.

‘All right. Go on.’

‘Marlowe and the bawdy-serving man fought each other over this trollop. The playwright tried to stab him and the other man turned his hand and stabbed him in the head. Since he was a playwright, of course, it missed his brain entirely but no amount of surgery could save him.’

‘So ... Marlowe’s dead?’

‘Marlowe’s dead.’

The Winchester geese south of the river kept much the same hours as Jenkins the gatekeeper, but there was less snoring and next to no drooling. The darkened room was full of faint breathing and now and again a stifled cry as one of them remembered something from the night before which she would rather forget. Into this soft, skin-scented, down-filled dusk crept a figure who normally would have been among the sleepers but she had been kept busy by a well-paying gentleman who disliked breakfasting alone. Usually, she would have stayed as long as he would have her but this morning, his man had come in with news which had shocked her to the core and she had run for home, leaving him sitting there with the butter still melting into his crumpet. 

She shook the nearest sleeper. ‘Sister, sister, wake up. Awful news.’

The girl she had woken turned fretfully. ‘Can’t it wait?’

‘No.’ The breakfast companion stood upright and addressed the rest, some of whom were grunting their displeasure at the interruption of their sleep. 

‘Worrizit? one of them demanded. ‘Spit it out and bugger off.’

‘Marlowe’s dead.’ She would have dressed it up a bit, but she was tired too and hungry, having missed her breakfast.

‘Marlowe? Kit Marlowe?’

‘Yes. Is there another?’

And round the room, from every mouth, there came a keening cry, for a man they all loved, the only man who had never so much as stroked a breast or cupped a buttock in his hand. They cried because now he never would.

Marlowe’s dead.

‘Francis Archer,’ William Vaughan said, looking back at the eager faces crowding around him. ‘That was the pimp’s name. He and Marlowe had a history. They were at school together, sharing women as soon as they were out of their hanging sleeves.’

There were gasps of astonishment all round. Vaughan clapped his hands. ‘Now, brethren, it’s time for Meeting. Another member of the Ungodly has met his end. Let’s all rejoice in that.’

‘Surely,’ said a voice from the back, ‘it is wicked to rejoice in the death of any man. No man is an island.’

‘Shut up, Donne,’ Vaughan snapped. ‘We will rejoice, as I have said. Marlowe is dead.’

It was dusk, Master Sackerson’s favourite time of day, when the people stopped hanging over his wall, throwing all kinds of unspeakable things as well as insults. The bear’s back was broad and his hide was thick but even so, a little of that kind of thing went a long way and he spent most of the daylight hours hunkered down resting against an old tree stump in the corner of his pit. Master Sackerson had not seen the world outside his pit since they had brought him here, more years ago than bear or man could remember. It wasn’t a bad life, taken one way and another. When he was younger, he was with a travelling band and while it was good sometimes to have the company of a female bear when the moon was full and the season right, the people he could take or leave. He had been glad when he got too big and grumpy to be safe around small children with sticks and toys that squeaked and he came here, to his pit. 

Since then, he had seen few people. Now and again, a whey-faced lad would come in through a secret door at the back, to retrieve lost hats and to clean the pit out with a bucket of water. The lad didn’t have much to say, but he didn’t seem to judge – even a polite and considerate bear has to shit somewhere and Master Sackerson was a private soul so gave no grave offence. 

The bear had learned to read the mood of the crowd above his head. Sometimes, after the silence which came along like clockwork every evening, there would be a sudden upsurge of laughter and those were the nights when halves of soft manchet bread would be thrown into his pit, apples, yeast cake and honeyed buns. Sometimes, the air would be full of sobs and soft sniffs and then he would get nothing. He didn’t know why this was, but he had learned to smell the happiness or the sadness and since the night before, sadness filled the air.

Things had been quiet lately anyway but for the last day and night, the air above had been heavy with an unspent grief which had communicated itself to Master Sackerson and he slouched now, his great moth-eaten shoulders leaning against his dead tree. He lifted his snout to the sky and blew out a breath which held the sadness of all creatures far from home and lonely. A movement against the darkling sky caught his attention and he looked up with a grunt of recognition. A head was outlined there, just briefly, so briefly that the bear wasn’t even sure he saw it. And then, an apple soared through the air and landed at his feet. By the time he had snuffed it up and crunched it down, the juice running down his chin and into his fur, the figure had gone. But the sadness remained.

Marlowe’s dead.

Marlowe’s dead.

Marlowe is dead.

The usher cleared his throat and bounced the butt of his staff of office on the chamber floor. ‘Inquisition at Deptford Strand in the County of Kent,’ he barked, ‘within the Verge, of the first day of June in the year of the reign of Elizabeth by the grace of God of England, France and Ireland, Queen, defender of the faith et cetera, thirty fifth.’

The court had come to order and the coroner stood up, magisterial in his robes of office, glittering with the heraldry of Her Majesty. ‘In the presence of William Danby,’ he intoned, ‘Gentleman, Coroner of the household of our said Lady the Queen, upon view of the body of Christopher Morley ...’

There was a cough from the usher.

‘Er ... Marlowe,’ Danby corrected himself, ‘there lying dead and slain ...’

All eyes shifted to the corpse in its winding sheet, stretched out on a makeshift catafalque. Only the head was visible, the wild hair spread over a pillow, the mouth that once smiled and laughed closed now in quiet repose. Above the left eye was an ugly, jagged wound, dark with dried blood. Otherwise, all was peace.

‘Upon the oath of ...’ the usher droned on and one by one, the jury, the great and good of Deptford, placed their right hands on the court’s Bible and gave their names.

‘Nicholas Draper.’

‘Wolston Randall.’

‘William Curry.’

The list went on. Each man was someone of substance; a shopkeeper; an innkeeper; a tallow manufacturer. The first two were gentlemen. They could be relied upon to lead the rest. One by one, they passed the body on the catafalque and looked down at it. Somewhere, in the bowels of the court where the public were allowed to stand, a woman was crying. None of the jurors was. Several of them were of the Puritan persuasion. They were all locals. London itself was four miles away, less than an hour’s ride. They’d all heard of Kit Marlowe, he of the mighty line, the pure, elemental wit who had given them, via Philip Henslowe’s stage, Tamburlaine, The Jew of Malta and Dr Faustus. The Puritans hated him for that. The rest loved him. Nobody was indifferent.

Yet that was exactly what Coroner Danby said they must be; English justice depended on it. ‘Without fear or favour’ was the verdict the law demanded. And Coroner Danby, the Queen’s man, the friend of Lord Burghley, talked them through it.

Marlowe had gone to the house in Deptford Strand, an ordinary run by Eleanor Bull on Wednesday 30 May. He had dined and played at tables with three other guests – Nicholas Skeres, gentleman; Ingram Frizer, gentleman; and Robert Poley, gentleman.

From his place in the gallery, Nicholas Faunt watched the proceedings closely. He couldn’t help but smile at Danby’s whitewashing of the facts. Skeres and Frizer were actually walking gentlemen, extras in Henslowe’s plays; they weren’t gentlemen at all. And as for Robert Poley, gaolbird, spy and murderer, he was just a shit. But Sir William was in the chair and he soldiered on.

The other three guests were at tables and Marlowe was lying on a bed behind them. Faunt’s heart skipped a beat. That wasn’t what he had told Frizer to say. Men didn’t play backgammon side by side; they faced each other. But nobody else seemed to notice and Danby was in full cry. There was some quarrel over the reckoning, the bill of fare for the day. Frizer said Marlowe should pay. Marlowe pointed at Skeres. A row broke out and Marlowe grabbed Frizer’s dagger from the sheath at his back and bashed his head with the hilt. Good, thought Faunt, Frizer’s agreed account was back to where it should be now, short diversion notwithstanding.

‘This,’ Danby held up the dagger, ‘is the murder weapon. This is the deodand. What’s it worth, Master Usher?’

‘One shilling, my lord.’

Danby weighed it in his hand. Probably right. He’d never owned anything that cheap in his life. He’d take the man’s word for it. ‘In the struggle,’ Danby told the court, ‘Frizer and Marlowe grappled and the tip of the blade,’ he held it up as a gasp rose from the crowd, ‘went into his head above the eye-socket and entered his brain.’

‘And he cursed and blasphemed,’ a voice called from the crowd.

‘Silence!’ Danby roared. ‘I’ll not have my court turned into a bearpit. Guards – remove that man.’

There was a clattering of boots and steel as the Puritan was bundled through the doors. Nobody had ever handled Edmund Rudierde like that before; he was outraged. Danby waited until the court had settled again. Then he stood up. ‘Upon your oaths,’ he said to the jurymen, ‘how say you?’

There was the briefest of whispered conversations. Then Nicholas Draper, as the foreman, stood up and cleared his throat. ‘We find, sir, that the said Ingram Frizer slew Christopher Marlowe at Deptford Strand aforesaid and that he did so to save his own life.’

‘So say you all?’ Danby checked.

There was a collection of ‘Ayes’.

The usher handed the coroner a parchment scroll and Danby pressed his ring into the still malleable wax. ‘Given under our hand,’ he said to all present, ‘a recommendation to Her Majesty of mercy to the said Ingram Frizer in the matter of the justifiable homicide of Christopher Marlowe.’

Faunt smiled. All was well, it seemed, that ended well. Now, if he could just get to that body before ...

‘That was ... that was ...’ For a supposed playwright, Will Shaxsper was having difficulty coming up with the words.

‘Bollocks?’ Tom Sledd was not a wordsmith but on this occasion had knocked the nail on the head.

Philip Henslowe didn’t feel like chuckling, but he almost chuckled now. He had just been to the inquest on the biggest cash cow he had ever had on the farm and all he could see ahead was darkness, ruin and living in a hedgerow with Mrs Henslowe and all the little Henslowes, slowly starving to death.

‘That will do, for now,’ Shaxsper said, shaking his head gloomily. ‘I always thought that a coroner’s inquest was there to ... I don’t know. Apportion blame. Make sure that evil doesn’t triumph, that kind of thing.’

Henslowe sighed. ‘The only thing old Danby seemed interested in was the deodand.’

‘The what?’ Shaxsper was from Warwickshire and he didn’t get out much.

‘The value of the murder weapon,’ Alleyn told him, ‘vis a vis the worth of the murderer. Henslowe’s right; it’s all about money.’

‘But I thought you said Ingram Frizer was the murderer.’ Shaxsper was being forced to look hard at a world about which he knew next to nothing. ‘He doesn’t have any worth.’

‘Now, now, Will,’ Henslowe scolded like a much-tried schoolmaster, ‘even walking gentlemen have their place, you know.’

‘No, no,’ Shaxsper flustered. ‘I didn’t mean that. I mean Ingram Frizer’s poor as a church mouse ... isn’t he?’

Burbage snorted. ‘He owns an inn in Kent,’ he said, ‘and that’s an inn that you and I don’t own, Will. How long have you lived in London?’ Burbage leaned in and whispered in his ear.

‘Erm ... I’m not sure.’ Shaxsper wasn’t good at arithmetic.

‘Too long.’ Burbage’s nemesis Ned Alleyn leaned in from the other side. ‘I say, Will. Is that an earring I spy?’

Shaxsper fingered his lobe. ‘Yes. I’ve had it ages.’

‘No, you have not,’ Tom Sledd said, crossly. ‘It’s still all red. Did you have it done down Slack Alley? By old Mistress Semple, with a needle and a drop of jenever to take the sting out?’

Shaxsper nodded slightly and grunted. He didn’t like moving his head much at the moment.

‘You must be more simple than you look,’ Henslowe said. ‘More people have lost their ears to Mistress Semple than I have had hot dinners. Why on earth ...?’

He suddenly realised and shook his head ruefully.

‘It takes more than an earring to make a playwright, Will,’ he said. ‘And, to be honest, we don’t need any more plays just now. I have a whole season’s-worth of Kit’s to perform. A retrospective, I’m going to call it.’ He waved an arm in the air; he could smell the ink of the posters now. ‘Coming Shortly,’ he declaimed, ‘A Compleat Retrospective of the Works of the Late and Lamented Christopher Marlowe! Details to Follow!’

‘Will people know what “retrospective” means?’ Burbage asked, with a snide note to his voice. He had never held the groundlings in much regard for all they, by definition, looked up to him.

‘Do you know what “retrospective” means?’ Alleyn said waspishly. ‘Long words aren’t really your thing, are they?’

Burbage flared his nostrils and took a deep breath. Tom Sledd caught Philip Henslowe’s eye and they sloped off down Maiden Lane, trying to ignore the growing shouts from behind them. Even with the death of the greatest playwright in the world, those two hams were still trying to outdo each other.

‘Not much of an end, is it?’ Henslowe said, sadly. ‘Some ghouls listening to an idiot pontificating on the death of one of the geniuses of the century. No one is going to be punished for this and Kit is going to go down in history as the victim of a brawl over the bill in a low drinking den. It’s wrong, Tom. It’s just wrong.’

After his lucky choice of words outside the inquest, Tom Sledd hadn’t much to add. He had shed his tears. He had put out feelers for his next job because, retrospective or no retrospective, he couldn’t see Henslowe’s glory days seeing out the spring, let alone the rest of his life. There was nothing they could do to bring justice to his dead friend. 
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om Sledd was barking orders the next day. Sir Edmund Tilney, Master of the Revels, had, in his wisdom, re-opened the theatres as the plague seemed to be abating. Sledd didn’t know that there had been an unholy row between Tilney and Philip Henslowe over this very issue. The Rose’s stage-manager had not been in the half-locked theatre on the day in question and had not heard the swearing match taking place in Henslowe’s eyrie under the eaves.

‘I was merely following the scientia, Master Henslowe,’ the old humbug had said.

‘Bollocks!’ had been the impresario’s thoughtful response. ‘You’re just a miserable old Puritan who can’t bear the thought of people enjoying themselves.’

Tilney had turned purple. ‘The pestilence is spread by the miasmic odours in the air. You can even catch it from jakes seats.’

‘Again,’ Henslowe had persisted, ‘I have to say bollocks.’

But Tilney had sailed on regardless, in full flow. ‘It’s a scientific fact. And what with all the purse-snatching and placket-fingering that goes on, both among the groundlings and in the better seats, theatres are hell-holes of putrefaction.’

‘Excellent,’ Henslowe had shouted. ‘I think I’ll put that on my posters. That’ll bring in the crowds.’

But somebody had leaned on Edmund Tilney. Rumour had it that it was the queen herself, who liked nothing better than a bit of mumming enlivened with the tongs and bones. So, it was now official. The plague had gone and the theatres were open. And men like Tom Sledd had a job to do.

Henslowe watched him from the secret slats of his eyrie window, ordering the workmen about as they scurried this way and that to construct the set for Marlowe’s Tamburlaine. Philip Henslowe had thought long and hard about this one. Anything by Kit Marlowe was pure gold now. That great elemental wit was no more, but it had to be said that these days, when walls had ears as well as eyes and daggers lurked in darkness, some of Kit’s later stuff was a little too edgy. Dr Faustus was all about the devil – best not upset the Puritans with any of that. Edward II criticised governments – perhaps not one to put on for Her Majesty or the Cecils who actually ran the country. But Tamburlaine was safe enough. He was a shepherd, for God’s sake and nobody had a clue where Scythia was anyway.

There was a tap on Henslowe’s door and he opened it. The greatest living actor of the age (according to him) stood there, hands on his hips, smiling.

‘Yes, Ned,’ Henslowe sighed. ‘You’re playing Tamburlaine.’

‘Of course I am,’ Alleyn beamed, ‘but that’s not why I’m here. You know Adam Proud?’

A second figure stood a little behind, as befits anyone in the company of the greatest living actor. He half bowed and held out a hand. ‘Master Henslowe; it’s an honour.’

‘I’m sure it is,’ the impresario said and ushered the pair to seats. ‘What can I do for you, gentlemen?’

‘Adam,’ Alleyn did the unthinkable and gave centre stage to somebody else.

Proud cleared his throat. He was a personable young man, a little younger than Alleyn and not remotely as good looking. ‘I represent the Lord High Admiral,’ he said.

‘The Admiral’s men,’ Alleyn added. Henslowe thought he had been quiet for rather a long time.

‘Ah, so that’s what they’re called now, is it?’ the impresario said. ‘Only, yesterday they were the Earl of Nottingham’s men.’

‘His Lordship has many titles,’ Proud said, smiling, ‘but throughout, his passion for the drama has shone through. He is dedicated to the muse, Master Henslowe, and is keen to put on as many plays as possible, both to enrich the populace and to educate them.’

‘Amen to that,’ Henslowe said. ‘So, you’re the Admiral’s man?’

‘Oh, Adam’s far more that that, Henslowe. He’s an actor of some repute and a playwright of rare talent. He is already, I suspect, the next Marlowe.’

Proud held up his hand, his face grim. ‘No, Ned, no, that’s several steps too far.’ There was a break in his voice. ‘There will never be another Marlowe.’

‘Oh, rare Kit Marlowe,’ Alleyn declaimed, as though the groundlings were milling around his feet, adoring him.

‘Quite,’ Proud said. ‘No. I merely dabble. But I am here with an offer from the Admiral.’

Offers, deals, arrangements – these words were music to Philip Henslowe’s ears. ‘Say on.’

‘His lordship feels that he has neglected his troupe of late.’

‘Sadly, true,’ said Alleyn glumly.

‘But he intends to make up for that by reigniting the torch of the drama now that the theatres are to re-open.’

‘Excellent,’ Henslowe nodded.

‘But he hasn’t got a theatre.’

‘Ah,’ said Henslowe.

‘But you have,’ Alleyn pointed at him, ‘And from what I’ve seen of it over the last couple of days, the Rose could do with a lick of paint.’

Henslowe frowned. ‘Let me see if I’ve got this straight. The Admiral wants his Men to take over the Rose and perform ... whatever. And I’m to take early retirement. Is that it?’

‘No, no,’ Proud and Alleyn were both laughing. ‘Not at all. You would continue to manage the Rose,’ Proud went on, ‘with the usual take on the gate. You would select the plays and the playwrights ...’

‘But I have a say in the leading actors,’ Alleyn butted in.

‘Surprise, surprise,’ Henslowe chuckled.

‘His Lordship is not contemplating a buyout,’ Proud said, ‘but he has authorized a payment to you to make the new arrangement acceptable.’

There it was again; that word ‘arrangement’. Henslowe was used to cutting to the chase – ‘How much are we talking about?’

Proud fumbled in his purse and pulled out a piece of parchment. He passed it to Henslowe. Alleyn had seen the impresario’s face light up like that before, but only ever in the presence of large amounts of money. Henslowe looked at Proud.

‘When do you want to move in?’

Will Shaxsper was feeling down. Like everyone else, he had always known that Kit Marlowe was always frying other fish, that there were people who had more say in his life than ever the assembled company of the Rose did and yet ...  he still felt that they would miss him more than anyone else in his world. As he mooched along Shoreditch to his lodgings, his fingers interlaced behind his back, his face turned to the ground, he thought about his future. Surely, now, Henslowe would have to put on his plays – Henry V, both parts. Once the retrospective was over, of course. And although he didn’t mean to, he couldn’t help writing himself a rather splendid leading role from time to time. Alleyn and Burbage always got them in Marlowe’s stuff, because Marlowe hadn’t wanted them for himself. But surely ... he lurched a few steps sideways, one shoulder hunched up to his ear then flinched and changed sides. Perhaps they had been right about having his ear pierced by Mistress Semple in Slack Alley. But by the time he saw her wiping the bacon grease off her hands on the cat, it had been rather too late. It was rather tender, but perhaps it was early days. He had learned in school that Hunchback Dick had
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