
> WHY DID YOU WRITE  A  TREATMENT FOR A  BALLET  ABOUT MARLOWE?

WAS IT  AN ASSIGNMENT? < No, No. It was inspired by a piece I saw done

by the San Francisco Ballet: Shakespeare’s Tempest. I thought it was a great

idea to set a ballet in the Elizabethan world, in the theater world of the

day, the old Globe and so on. It would be very theatrical and very quick

paced, energetic, because the Elizabethan world was much like our own.

It was an era of hope and youthful energy. > AN UNUSUAL THING ABOUT

“THE DEATH OF MARLOWE” IS  THAT YOU MAKE MYTH OUT OF MARLOWE’S

LIFE BY INTEGRATING ELEMENTS FROM HIS PLAYS.  < I was probably more

interested in Marlowe the Myth than Marlowe the Man. One day Philip

Austin, a man who knows his Marlowe and with whom I’m working on a

Marlowe story in a different context, told me the story that Marlowe was

such a figure of myth (I don’t know if he made this up or not) that mothers

in Victorian times used to warn their children and say: “You better be care-

ful because otherwise the same thing will happen to you as to Marlowe.”

Legend has it that Marlowe was possessed by the Devil, and one night he’s

cutting up his food in his favorite inn and the Devil makes him plunge the

knife into his eye. He falls backwards. Dead! Once I had this idea, it was like

Marlowe was with me in the room. I couldn’t get it out fast enough, and in-

tuitively I understood what had happened to him. > NOT EXACTLY  A

STORY ABOUT MISUNDERSTOOD GENIUS.  < No, not at all! Marlowe used

to be followed around London by workmen: bricklayers, apprentices and

so on. Theater was very much a popular art form at that time. You couldn’t

get the same people now to go to a play about Marlowe. You’d have a bunch

of intellectuals sitting there. But 500 years ago, theater was much more di-

rected at the audience: the actors didn’t even face each other – they faced

the audience and kind of shouted out their lines. Blank verse sounded just

as strange then, probably, as it does today. The in-jokes, references to

Spaniards, religious quarrels and other gossipy items were, of course, bet-

ter understood, but it sounded strange, like a kind of punk-idiom. > HOW

DOES MARLOWE COMPARE TO SHAKESPEARE? < Marlowe was a ground-

breaker; he paved the way for Shakespeare. I don’t think Shakespeare was

as inventive, but he was probably a greater literary talent than Marlowe.
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you to it. > WHAT CIRCUMSTANCES CONTRIBUTED TO MARLOWE’S RISE

TO FAME? HE WAS FROM A WORKING CLASS FAMILY,  WASN’T  HE? < His

father was a cobbler and Shakespeare’s father was a butcher. They were

the first working class heroes and they were also overachievers. Their rise

to fame was possible because Elizabeth took the lid off the strata. The

English have always been very good at that, as opposed to, for example, the

Spaniards, who kept the aristocracy just sitting on everybody. That was

what was so modern about Marlowe’s era: you could make it on merit

rather than rank. > AND HE WAS PROTECTED BY ROYALTY. < Yes, there’s

a famous document indicating that he had rendered “invaluable services.”

> IT  HELPED THAT HE ATTENDED VERY GOOD SCHOOLS. < Certainly, and

he was an excellent student, too. That is what the ballet is about. The de-

spair of someone who has read the classics and is wondering how to make

his mark on the world.  > DO YOU MEAN THAT THE STORY IS  ABOUT MAR-

LOWE WANTING TO WRITE  GREAT L ITERATURE? < It’s not just about

literature. It’s also about trying to integrate the two. People often fail at

that. That’s why the ballet ends as tragically as it does: very ambitious peo-

ple often make great sacrifices in their personal lives. When Marlowe

finally falls in love he knows that it will keep him from everlasting fame

and glory. After all, he’s just a footnote in history. That’s what makes it so

interesting to me: how come the biggest guy around, only 29 years old and

on top of his game, loses out, while the other guy goes on to write a zillion

plays? > WHY DID MARLOWE MAKE SUCH A MESS OF  HIS  L IFE? <
Because he was possessed by some kind of demon. Not a psychological

demon, because those don’t make for good theater, but a real demon.

There is a great tradition of artists who made deals with the devil. Marlowe

was also a self-destructive guy, not a person you would like as a friend –

he had a terrible temper, had to be bailed out of jail, those kinds of things.

> YOU’D RATHER NOT TALK ABOUT HOW AND WHY HE REALLY  DIED? <
There are too many stories and fabrications and it’s too long ago to find out

the truth. Probably the truth is infinitely more banal than we like to think.

I took a sort of romantic approach which reflected what was going on with

my own life at the time.> WHAT IF  MARLOWE HADN’T  DIED SO YOUNG? <
This is all academic, but if Marlowe had lived to be 55, maybe he would’ve

been Shakespeare, and Shakespeare would never have happened. Or

maybe he would’ve revealed himself as a mediocre writer, getting worse

and worse. His contribution to blank verse will always stand by itself, how-

ever. The fact remains that he died a kind of rock star’s death, and in this

and many other cultures there is always a fascination with talent dying

young. > ISN’T  IT  DECADENT TO DWELL ON THAT? < Of course it’s deca-

dent! It’s like singing “I hope I die before I get old.” But when you get old,

you don’t want to die at all! You want to be a wily old guy singing “My Way”

and being paid handsomely for it. > DID MARLOWE CHOOSE THE COURSE

OF HIS LIFE,  MORALLY SPEAKING? < The Devil is here to test our free will.

If there was no devil, man would never have a moral choice, he would sim-

ply be good, because there would be no other choice to make. Marlowe

chose to engage an agent of a darker force to propel his talent. It comes

down to the question of why people want to be great. Ambition is kind of

a demonic impulse. Fame and glory should be accidental byproducts.

Marlowe is a symbol to me of somebody who chooses fame and glory rather

than just good work. It has to do with vanity. We are so often seduced by

fame and fortune. > NOW ABOUT YOUR WORK FOR THE MOVIE INDUSTRY

HOW DO YOU VIEW YOUR FUNCTION? < First of all, I’m not a novelist – my

work doesn’t get reviewed in the New York Times. I work in the entertain-

ment industry, which is one big circus. I’m just another high wire act, just

a cog in the wheel. You can’t sit here and take yourself too seriously – that’s

death. > WHAT ABOUT SINCERITY? < A high wire acrobat is sincere! >
WHAT OTHER QUALITIES CONTRIBUTE TO YOUR WRITING? < I can’t deny

my flamboyant nature. When I was at the San Francisco Art Institute,

where you and I both went to school, I realized what kind of a Hollywood

guy I really was. I don’t want to make little super 8 or 16mm films. Also, my

work is by nature to be judged by other people. It’s a collaborative process:

without director and actors there would be no movie. I’m not sitting some-

place writing my “novel.” This is to be used – it’s a blueprint. I’m just a

technician, in a way. The Color Purple happens to be a fantastic book. I feel

very passionate about it, which has made my life a lot easier. > IN-

EVITABLY  PEOPLE WILL  MAKE COMPARISONS BETWEEN THIS  MOVIE  AND

SPIELBERG’S ADVENTURE FILMS. < It’s not going to be a slick adventure



story, I can tell you that! We have been very faithful to the novel: there is

a certain message in Alice Walker’s book that we leave very much intact.

The movie will be about the great drama between men and women, and the

oppression of mankind, and the reasons why, and their fears, and all that.

> IS  SPIELBERG A WELL-READ MAN? < Very well-read, and he under-

stands the essence of this book – after all, being a dramatist takes a great

deal of sensitivity.


