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Queen Isabella is the leading female figure in Cristopher Marlowe’s chronicle play 
Edward II. In fact, apart from her, the play includes only one other female character of any 
noticeable presence in the form of Margaret, who is rather a minor character. However, 
despite being the Queen and despite being a centre-stage figure, Isabella in the play never 
comes to enjoy any real power.Although her nomenclature is that of a queen, her status is 
more like that of a pawn.Her identities are always moulded by her relations with the male 
figures all of whom, at one point of time or another, wield substantial power. She is first 
Edward's alienated Queen, then Mortimer's mistress, and finally the new King Edward III's 
mother. She never enjoys a singular identity of her own. The corridors of power in the play 
are slippery and convoluted. Isabella herself is also manipulating and scheming. But the point 
to note is that she always ends up on the wrong side of the manipulation of power. She acts as 
a catalyst in the transfer of power from Edward to Mortimer. But the labyrinth of power 
proves to be a predominantly male space in which she never finds a strong toe-hold.  

Introduction: 

The greatest of the University Wits, Christopher Marlowe has to his credit quite a few 
significant plays. Arguably, he is second only to Shakespeare among sixteenth century 
English playwrights. As a dramatist, Marlowe brilliantly reflects the contemporary 
Renaissance zeitgeist. However, he is ahead of his time as well. Many of the issues he 
highlighted in his plays would come to occupy the mental landscape of many coming 
generations. Edward II is one such play. It is one of the earliest chronicle plays in the history 
of English drama. It may not enjoy as high repute as Doctor Faustus. However, it bubbles 
with critical issues and deals with them in all their complexities. It shows how the private and 
public lives of a king are intertwined and affect each other. It portrays the power-struggle 
among the lords. It underscores the conflict between the king and the church. It even dwells 
upon the issue of homosexuality -- an issue we are still grappling in the twenty-first century. 
Mathew R. Martin rightly observes: "The play itself can be considered 'sophistical' in the 
tension it maintains between both sides of the political, social, and sexual issues on which 
Edward and his barons are divided."However, the subject-matter of this paper is something 
else -- the role and position of women in the then court and the royal corridors of power.  

To start with, Edward II does not feature too many female characters -- two to be 
precise. Only one among them, Queen Isabella, is a leading character in the play. The other 
woman -- Margaret -- is rather a minor character, appearing only twice in the course of the 
play. But the point to note is that Isabella, even as she loiters on the centre-stage, is almost as 
marginalized, in terms of power, as Margaret. Edward does not care for her. As for Mortimer, 
she can only play a second fiddle to him. Mortimer uses Isabella to further his own interest. 
Even, Isabella's own brother, the French king, refuses her help. Isabella is not the noblest 
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character in the play. Possibly, there is no noble character in the play at all, with the partial 
exception of Kent. As the play proceeds, Isabella becomes increasingly manipulating and 
scheming. But even so, Isabella always ends up on the wrong side of the manipulation of 
power. She seeks help from Mortimer first to regain Edward's love, failing which she 
becomes Mortimer's mistress. She changes the camp. But her fortune does not change. 
Mortimer exerts the real power, paying no heed to Isabella. Even her own son, Prince 
Edward, does not forgive her, and sends her to prison and prosecution. The Prince is right in 
taking action against his mother. Her tacit support to Edward's murder is as clear as day-light. 
The tragedy is that she did not receive fair treatment as a queen. She does not enjoy her 
dignity and power when she plays straight. She does not enjoy any real power even when she 
plays crooked. She ends up playing the role of a catalyst in the transfer of power from 
Edward to Mortimer. Her marginalized position remains unchanged. Her loiter in the 
corridors of power is merely superficial. She never dictates terms; she is always dictated 
terms.          

History books suggest that Edward II reigned from 1307 to 1327. In 1308, he married 
Isabella of France, the daughter of the powerful King Philip IV, as part of a long-running 
effort to resolve the tensions between the English and French crowns. Thus, historically the 
events narrated in Marlowe's play belong to the early fourteenth century. The Renaissance 
was yet to begin in England, or for that matter anywhere in Europe. However, the spirit and 
feel of the play are those of the Renaissance -- of the time in which Marlowe actually wrote 
it: late sixteenth century when Queen Elizabeth ruled Britain with authority. Seen in this 
context, Isabella's position in the play acquires a different significance. Isabella, in reality, 
has often been described as the sea-wolf of France. With her combination of beauty and 
cruelty, she has gained the dubious distinction of femme fatale in public imagination and 
various literary works. In Marlowe's play, she fittingly complements the Machiavellian 
Mortimer.  

In Edward II, Queen Isabella makes her first appearance on the stage in Act 1 Sc. ii 
after all other leading characters have been introduced. Interestingly, it is Mortimer -- and not 
Edward -- with whom the Queen is first seen talking. Mortimer asks: 'Madam,whither walks 
your majesty so fast?' And Isabella replies: 'Unto the forest, gentle Mortimer'. Thus at first 
sight it becomes clear that the Queen shares a cordial, if not intimate, relationship with 
Mortimer. She addresses him as gentle Mortimer. The Queen does not hide to Mortimer how 
she has been alienated by Edward: 'the king regards me not'. Noticeably, throughout the play 
other lords are not seen directly conversing with Queen. It is only Mortimer who has an easy 
access to her. Towards the end of this scene, Isabella departs the stage with the following 
words: 'Farewell, sweet Mortimer'. Mortimer is not only 'gentle Mortimer', but also 'sweet 
Mortimer' to Isabella. At this stage, however, Isabella is still considerate towards her husband 
Edward. In response to Mortimer's assertion: 'The king shall lose his crown', Isabella says: 
'for my sake,/ Forbear to levy arms against the king.' 

It is in Act 1 Sc.iv that we find Isabella and Edward face-to-face for the first time. 
Other lords and Gaveston are present there. The king is outright rude to Isabella here. When 
Isabella asks him: 'Whither goes my lord?', Edward abuses her: 'Fawn not on me, French 
strumpet! Get thee gone!' Edward is right in insinuating Isabella's attachment to Mortimer: 
'Thou art too familiar with that Mortimer'. However, Edward never introspects that it is his 
obsession with Gaveston that has alienated Isabella and pushed her into Mortimer's hand. 
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Edward castigates Isabella for her supposed infidelity; but he never spares a thought about his 
own indiscretion. It is the woman's responsibility to conform and be faithful, not the man's! 
Interestingly, at this point an attempt is made by the barons to fit Isabella into stereotypical 
female role. As Jennifer C. Vaught points out: "Shortly after Edward abandons Isabella, her 
on-stage viewers Lancaster and Warwick interpret her woeful gestures as expressive of the 
conventional, womanly role she plays. They state, "Look where the sister of the king of 
France/ Sits wringing of her hands, and beats her breast!"(187-8)." However, Isabella proves 
herself to be of a stronger mettle. 

Isabella is not a flat character. Her character undergoes a phase of transition -- a 
transition from Edward's alienated Queen to Mortimer's mistress. The relationship between 
Isabella and Edward has been dismal from the very beginning of the play. However, in the 
first two acts, Isabella does not take any ferocious stand against Edward. But by the time we 
reach Act IV, the tables have completely turned.  Edward had entrusted Isabella and the 
Prince to go to France and negotiate with the French King Valois who is also the brother of 
Isabella. However, Isabella tries to turn the occasion into her favour. In Act IV Sc. ii we find 
that Isabella has landed in France and is trying to garner support against Edward. Initially, 
she is dejected, being refused help by her brother Valois against Edward. However, Mortimer 
and Kent soon join her in France, and it is here that a plan is chalked to oust the King. There 
has already been one confrontation between the lords led by Mortimer and the King's army in 
the battlefield of Boroughbridge. However, the result of that clash went in favour of King 
Edward. With the assistance of Isabella and Kent, Mortimer now prepares for a second and 
more full-proof attack against Edward. At this stage, Isabella appears in all her strength. In 
Act IV Sc.iv, she becomes eloquent and justifies this war against the King. She is aware that 
'civil broils make kin and countrymen/ Slaughter themselves', but goes on to vindicate the 
uprising: 

“…But what’s the help? 

 Misgoverned kings are cause of all this wrack; 

 And, Edward, thou art one among them all,” (8-10) 

Richard Rowland points out: "The treacherous duplicity of her language in the latter stages of 
the play has often been remarked upon, particularly the spurious piety of her victory 
speech...."It is now time for Isabella to settle score with Edward. And it is settled easily. King 
Edward flees sensing the strength of Queen's army. Isabella is happy and proclaims: 
'successfully we have prevailed,/ Thanked be Heaven’s great architect'. She proclaims her 
son, the young Prince Edward, the Lord Warden of the Realm. Apparently, the Queen takes 
control of the situation. 

The ironies of Edward's character are often noted. The erstwhile King being shaved 
with dirty water of dungeon presents a sorry sight. Mortimer's fortune also completes a full 
cycle. He gets to taste overbearing power, albeit for a brief while. Even the Prince takes 
charge of the situation as Edward III towards the end of the play. Thus it seems that the 
corridors of power in the play are predominantly male space. Isabella, being a female 
character, never gets an adequate grip over that space. Her identities are always moulded by 
her relations with the male figures. She is first Edward's alienated Queen, then Mortimer's 
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mistress, and finally the new king's mother. She never enjoys a singular identity of her own. 
Although her nomenclature is that of a queen, her status is more like that of a pawn. 

Prior to Edward's final overthrow, Mortimer in Act IV Sc.iv, had set the purpose of 
the battle thus: 'That England’s queen in peace may repossess/ Her dignities and honours'. 
However, once the battle is won, the equation changes. Mortimer subtly changes the 
dimension of Isabella's role -- from that of a leader to that of a facilitator. Mortimer and 
Isabella are partners-in-crime. However, starting from Act V Sc. ii there begins a subdued 
tension between Mortimer and Isabella over the control of the Prince who is the wannabe 
king. However, noticeably, the Prince develops his own spine. The tussle between Mortimer 
and Isabella about the Prince is thus a redundant one. Mortimer thinks that by establishing 
himself as the Lord Protector of the Prince, he can make himself the de facto ruler: 'To erect 
your son with all the speed we may,/ And that I be protector over him'. However, Isabella is 
unwilling to allow it, but not to much success. The Prince, meanwhile, has developed an 
attachment to Kent, his uncle. Both Mortimer and Isabella are suspicious about the influence 
of Kent on the Prince. Hence, they seek to separate the Prince from Kent. Mortimer thinks 
one step farther; he wants to dispose of Kent. In Act V Sc.Iv, Mortimer orders: 'Strike off his 
head! he shall have martial law.' The Prince does not agree with Mortimer. But Mortimer has 
superseded the Prince in power; he now over-rules the Prince. He has become the real power 
-- the power behind the throne. Noticeably, Isabella's response to all these developments is 
muted. She is powerless, as she herself states: 'Son, be content; I dare not speak a word.' She 
might have played the role of a catalyst in the transfer of power from Edward II to Mortimer; 
but now her voice does not matter. Mortimer has now risen to a position where she can exact 
a coerced consent from Isabella. She can at best make a naive attempt to persuade the Prince 
that whatever Mortimer is doing, he is doing for everyone’s good. The pedestal of power 
proves to be too slippery for her. 

If Isabella has always been a victim to, and not a controller of, power owing to her 
female identity, it is the same identity that by the end of the play prevents her from receiving 
a curt capital punishment. At the end of the play, Prince Edward sentences Mortimer to death, 
but puts Isabella to trial. The play does not tell us whether Isabella is eventually found guilty 
and punished. Possibly, showing Isabella being punished by her own son would be 
horrendous. At the same time, showing her going scot-free would be a travesty of justice. 
Hence, Marlowe chooses the middle-path; Edward III puts Isabella to trial with a stern 
disposition. The order he passes on his mother in the final scene of the play (Act V Sc. vi) is 
worth quoting in full: 

"Mother, you are suspected for his death 

And therefore we commit you to the Tower 

Till farther trial may be made thereof; 

If you be guilty, though I be your son,  

Think not to find me slack or pitiful." (78-82) 

The outcome of the trial falls beyond the scope of the play. The chronicles though suggest 
that the Queen was not punished, and she lived for many years in considerable style—
although not at Edward III’s court—until her death in 1358.  
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Margaret, the only other noticeable female character in the play, finds an even sorrier 
place in the scheme of things. Her character is not a fully-developed one. She appears only 
twice in the play. She is King Edward's niece. She is going to marry Gaveston who is 
Edward's minion. One wonders whether it is an attempt on the part of Edward to attach 
Gaveston to kinship with his family. In her first appearance in Act II Sc.i, she appears rather 
as a naive lady, eagerly awaiting Gaveston's return and genuinely believing the profession of 
love made by Gaveston to her in a letter: “I will not long be from thee, though I die.”/This 
argues the entire love of my lord”.The audiences, with their prior knowledge of Edward-
Gaveston liaison, however, would not be so gullible as to buy the confession of Gaveston's 
love for Margaret. However, this strand of the play is not developed by the playwright. Even 
after Gaveston's murder, we do not get to see or hear about Margaret's reaction. 

In her second-cum-last appearance in Act II Sc. ii, Margaret is seen introducing 
Younger Spenser and Baldock to the King: “Two of my father’s servants whilst he liv’d,—/ 
May’st please your grace to entertain them now”. Interestingly, in this scene, Margaret for 
once, urges Edward to behave properly with Isabella. She tells Edward: 'Sweet uncle! speak 
more kindly to the queen.' But the more important development is that Young Spenser and 
Baldock use Margaret to promote themselves and get favourable positions in Edward's court. 
Young Spencer would soon take the position of Gaveston after the latter is killed, while 
Margaret is not to be seen or heard again. Thus, not unlike Isabella, Margaret is also more 
acted upon; she has little agency. 

Conclusion: 

Queen Isabella thus never gets the better of the gender system that promotes men at 
the helm of power. She never attains the stature of Margaret – not the Margaret discussed 
above – but Margaret, the wife of Henry VI in Shakespeare’s play. In Shakespeare’s Henry 
VI, Queen Margaret fights as a warrior to uphold her son’s claim to the throne. Isabella’s 
tragedy is that she never dares to take the bull by the horn. Instead, she takes to scheming and 
intriguing. Her misfortune stems as much from the hidebound patriarchal royalty as from her 
own drawbacks. 
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