
Early Modern Drama: Exploring the Profound
Influence of the Bible
The early modern period, spanning from the late 15th to the early 17th
centuries, witnessed a remarkable convergence of religious and theatrical
traditions in England. The Bible, a cornerstone of Christian faith, exerted a
profound influence on the development of early modern drama, shaping its
themes, characters, and language. This article delves into the intricate
relationship between early modern drama and the Bible, exploring how
biblical narratives, characters, and ideas permeated every aspect of
theatrical expression during this transformative era.

Biblical Themes and Narratives

The Bible provided a rich tapestry of stories, characters, and moral lessons
that early modern playwrights drew upon extensively. The Old Testament,
with its epic tales of creation, fall, and redemption, served as a fertile
ground for dramatic exploration. Playwrights such as Christopher Marlowe
and William Shakespeare found inspiration in the grandeur and tragedy of
biblical narratives, reworking them to explore themes of ambition, hubris,
and divine retribution.
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Marlowe's "Doctor Faustus" (1592),a cautionary tale about the dangers of
overreaching human knowledge, draws heavily on the biblical story of the
Fall. The titular character, a renowned scholar, sells his soul to the devil in
exchange for supernatural powers, paralleling Adam and Eve's
transgression in the Garden of Eden. The play's tragic , with Faustus
condemned to eternal torture, serves as a stark reminder of the
consequences of hubris and disobedience.

Similarly, Shakespeare's "King Lear" (1605) echoes the biblical story of
King David's rivalry with his sons. Lear, a proud and aging king, divides his
kingdom among his three daughters based on their professions of love.
However, his youngest daughter, Cordelia, refuses to flatter him and is
disinherited. The subsequent chaos and tragedy that ensues stem from
Lear's flawed judgment and the consequences of his irrational actions,
mirroring the biblical account of family conflict and familial betrayal.

Biblical Characters as Models

The Bible not only provided overarching themes for early modern drama
but also offered a wealth of compelling characters that playwrights could
adapt and develop. From the iconic patriarchs and matriarchs of Genesis to
the prophets and kings of the Old Testament, biblical figures served as
models for both positive and negative characters in early modern plays.
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One notable example is the character of Abraham in Shakespeare's "The
Merchant of Venice" (1596). The play's protagonist, Antonio, bears striking
similarities to the biblical Abraham, a wealthy and generous man who is
tested by a series of trials. Antonio's willingness to sacrifice his fortune to
save his friend Bassanio parallels Abraham's willingness to sacrifice his son
Isaac. Both characters embody the qualities of faith, loyalty, and
unwavering trust in God.

In contrast, the character of Macbeth in Shakespeare's "Macbeth" (1606)
draws on the biblical figure of Cain. Like Cain, who murdered his brother
Abel out of envy, Macbeth is consumed by ambition and guilt. He murders
King Duncan to seize the throne, but his subsequent reign is plagued by
paranoia, violence, and isolation. Macbeth's downfall, like Cain's, is a
testament to the destructive power of envy and the consequences of
breaking God's commandments.

Biblical Language and Imagery

Beyond its thematic and character influences, the Bible also left an
enduring mark on the language and imagery of early modern drama. The
rich vocabulary and vivid descriptions of the Bible permeated the works of
Elizabethan and Jacobean playwrights. Biblical allusions, metaphors, and
similes became common tools for dramatists to evoke emotions, convey
meaning, and create a sense of sacredness and gravity.

In Marlowe's "Tamburlaine the Great" (1587),the title character is described
as "a scourge of God" and a "wrathful plague." These biblical epithets aptly
capture the destructive nature of Tamburlaine's conquests, evoking images
of divine retribution and the wrath of God. Similarly, in Shakespeare's
"Hamlet" (1603),the ghost of Hamlet's father reveals that he was murdered



by his brother, Claudius. The ghost's cryptic and poetic language, filled with
references to Heaven and Hell, underscores the play's preoccupation with
morality, justice, and the afterlife.

The relationship between early modern drama and the Bible was a
profound and multifaceted one. The Bible provided playwrights with an
inexhaustible source of themes, characters, and language, shaping the
very fabric of theatrical expression during this era. Through the adaptation
and interpretation of biblical narratives, characters, and ideas, early modern
dramatists explored timeless human themes such as ambition, love,
redemption, and the consequences of sin. The enduring legacy of this
convergence can still be felt in modern drama, where the influence of the
Bible continues to inspire and challenge audiences worldwide.
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