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The Death of a Logician in Marlowe’s The Massacre at Paris

Among the dramatis personae of this play is a famous logician named Ramus,
who has a philosophical discussion with Guise, the leader of the Massacre of St
Bartholomew.

The Ramus scene is often criticised as a “quite unnecessary discussion of phi-
losophy while the murder is in progress” (Bakeles) or “a strange academic inter-
lude in a general orgy of slaughter” (Henderson), but, on the contrary, has a
strong defence, such as “an integral part of the play which serves to heighten
dramatic tension in the middle of the bloody action” (Galloway).

In any case, Guise's censure of Ramus aptly summarises the Catholic and
general criticism of Ramus and his disciples on the following two points, that is,
first their theory of flat dichotomy and secondly their assertion that the “arguments
of testimony are inartificial” .

Their former theory coincides with the new tendency in post-scholastic phi-
losophy which looks for clear and distinct knowledge. The latter assertion intends
to provide a place in logic for revealed theology. This effort to establish the logi-
cal ground for ‘belief’ continues from the universal controversy in the medieval age
to the Kantian critique in the later age. It is very interesting to see the enemy
understand precisely what are the most distinguished points in Ramism.

In the latter part of the scene, Ramus defends himself against Guise. Ramus
thinks himself to be a true Aristotelian, and to redress the confusion of the Orga-
non. The next line, “...my places, being but three, contains all his” , cannot be
understood without knowledge of a controversy between Ramus and Jacob Schegk.
The controversy occurs when Ramus draws the three laws of truth, justice, and
wisdom from the Posterior Analytics of Aristotle. The term, ‘place’ means ‘topos’ in
16th century philosophical terms.

Marlowe seems to write the drama for the audience in Cambridge rather than
in London, and also to put elements of his autobiography into the characterization
of Ramus. Here we can see how broad and how deep the influence of Ramus was on
Elizabethan intellectuals.
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