Christopher Marlowe (1564 – 1593): 

The Tragical History of Doctor Faustus
Life and Writings:

· Marlowe was born in the same year as the greatest dramatist, William Shakespeare; however, Marlowe made his mark on the English theatre scene before Shakespeare. When he died under suspicious circumstances, he was the most respected dramatist of his age.

· Key Works:

· Tamburlaine (Parts 1 and 2): dramatizes the adventures of a 14th century Mongol warrior who acquired an expansive empire; Tamburlaine is represented as a divine scourge in certain chronicles of the time; however, this Christian note of transcendent purpose is absent in Marlowe’s plays. Rather, Tamburlaine represents the boundless energy and ambition of the individual of resolute will – the Renaissance individual who is able to take his destiny into his own hands and shape it.

· Edward II: dramatizes the tragic fate of a homosexual King of England – a victim of rebellious plots from within his own court.

· The Jew of Malta: dramatizes the greed of a Maltese merchant – who turns out to be less hypocritical than the Christians who persecute him.

· Dr. Faustus: dramatizes the ambition of one who seeks after knowledge that is beyond the normal bounds of humans

· Marlowe’s contribution to drama lies in his recovering of a certain type of classical tragic hero in the works of Sophocles and making him intelligible in English cultural terms. Harry Levin called this type "the over-reacher" after rhetorician George Puttenham's attempt to find a close English synonym for the Greek word "hyperbole" (in The Arte of English Poesie, 1589). 
· Marlowe characters have an exaggerated appetite for achievement, whether it's world conquest (Tamburlaine), knowledge as power (Faustus) or revenge and the acquisition of riches (Barabus). 
· Marlowe was a secret agent of Queen Elizabeth's government, and probably was killed by another agent, perhaps assassinated. 
· Secrecy plays a strong role in both Dr. Faustus and The Jew of Malta, Marlowe's last plays.
· In 1593, Marlowe was accused of atheism, sedition, and homosexuality – he was killed by a wound from a dagger four days later. 
Text:

· The play exists in two different versions: the A text (1604) and the longer B text (1616). The latter includes, in all likelihood, additions by other writers and was revised to meet the censorship rules of the time. We will be studying the A text.

Summary:

The play follows a rather regular pattern of alternating between the tragic main plot concerning Faustus’ deal with Lucifer and his subsequent damnation and the comic sub-plot concerning the minor characters who try to pursue knowledge/power as Faustus has done, but with more comedic results. This pattern of alternation is interrupted by the Chorus (or Wagner playing the role of the Chorus) and its commentary on the action in the mode of a historical chronicle. Also, increasingly the worlds of the tragic and the comic merge in the later scenes. 

This could be seen as an element of the tragic experience: the one who transcends the limits of the human brings together the beastly and the divine and shows how they belong together in everyone.

	Scene
	Tragic Plot
	Comic Plot
	History (Chorus)

	Prologue
	
	
	 - Chorus separates what is to come from other themes of tragedy – i.e., martial conquest, the intrigues of court, or love relationships

 - sets the stage: telling us of Faustus’ great intellectual accuity

 - outlines the plot of the play: that Faustus is “swollen with cunning” and is trying to fly, like Icarus, beyond his reach.

	Scene 1
	 - Faustus dismisses other forms of study, vows to study magic only

 -  psychomachia (good/evil angels)
	
	

	Scene 2
	
	Wagner teases scholars
	

	Scene 3
	Faustus conjures Mephastophilis 
	
	

	Scene 4
	
	Wagner gets a clown to do his bidding – a low version of Meph’s relation to Faustus
	

	Scene 5
	 - Faustus signs oath 
 - blood congeals 
 - psychomachia 
 - 7 Deadly Sins dumbshow
	
	

	Scene 6
	
	Robin and Rafe steal Faustus’ books
	

	Chorus 2
	
	
	 - Wagner tells audience of F’s trip to Mt. Olympus and his next voyage to Rome

	Scene 7
	Faustus and Mephastophilis disrupt the Pope’s dinner
	

	Scene 8
	
	Robin and Rafe summon Meph in order to avoid being caught by a Vintner; Meph turns them into an ape and a dog
	

	Chorus 3
	
	
	 - Chorus tells audience how Faustus has impressed the nobility with his learning; so he is invited to the Emperor’s for feasting

	Scene 9
	Faustus with the Emperor; he brings forth Alexander and his paramour
	
	

	Scene 10
	Faustus with the horse-trader; the trader apparently pulls Faustus’ leg off
	

	Scene 11
	Duke of Vanholt and Duchess—Mephastophilis serves grapes in winter
	
	

	Chorus 4
	
	
	 - Wagner tells audience how F will die soon and has bequeathed to Wagner all his goods; also how F is carousing with scholars

	Scene 12
	Scholars and Faustus—“Helen of Greece” and Old Man 
	
	

	Scene 13
	Faustus with scholars and then awaiting midnight (death and eternal damnation) alone in his study
	
	

	Epilogue
	
	
	 - Chorus warns audience not to follow in these footsteps


Themes / Questions:

Renaissance notions of magic –

· Nature was thought to be a secondary cause of occurrences, God always being the first cause. 

· The study of Nature bypassed God, causing suspicion of atheism. 

· Renaissance magic involved a departure from that of the Middle Ages – where magicians tried to stop or reverse natural processes. This more modern approach involved finding ways to work in harmony with nature and eventually evolved into the modern technological and scientific methods.  

Faustus’ form of magic – 

· Faustus originally intends to be a “White Magician” – to do benevolent things with his powers: to increase his intellect and his power so he may help others and possibly ease his finding a mate so he may start a family. 

· The “ White” magician or magus was a rare wise man who could connect with God in order to manipulate objects or events. 

· But, the shift to “Black” magician occurs early. When he performs his conjuring in Scene 3, he does not pray to God but to devils. 

· However, Mephastophilis arrives of his own free will, so in a certain sense, Meph. is the magician and Faustus is merely a pawn who has given up what small power he previously had for the pretence of that of another.

· The type of magician Faustus is allowed to imitate is limited by Meph. as well as what kind of magic he is permitted to perform. Mephistopheles refuses to conjure a wife for Faustus; rather he insists on a lusty paramour, Helen. The only magic Faustus does perform are childish tricks against the Pope.

Is the Play a Criticism of Religion? – 

· Marlowe had been accused of being an atheist, and if this is true, it casts a great deal of doubt on his ability to moralize from a Christian stance. 

· Also, there are inconsistencies in the play with respect to whether or not Faustus really has a choice in his damnation. Is damnation the only avenue left open for Faustus?  

· The lines in the prologue of the play, "And melting heavens conspired his overthrow," suggest that God himself is aligned against Faustus. This would lead to a fatalistic view of Faustus – not one where he was “guilty” of over-reaching, of pride and of not setting his sights on the Divine.

· Similarly, whenever Faustus considers repenting to God, Lucifer steps in and seems to forcibly stop him. Lucifer is present in the play; God is not.

· Faustus’ actions also arise in a good light inasmuch as it is his desire for knowledge and power beyond the scope of man that damns him. This audacity in daring to question his place in the universe is almost a Renaissance virtue – and especially in the plays of Marlowe.

· The scene with the Seven deadly sins is also illustrative. Rather than a parade of monstrous figures which reveals the spots on his own soul, the parade is somewhat comical and Faustus seems to scoff at the 7 deadly sins rather than learn from them.

Below are the 7 Deadly Sins and the 7 Cardinal Virtues. 
	The Sins
	The Virtues

	Pride
	Humility

	Greed           
	Charity       

	Anger
	Kindness          

	Envy                      
	Love       

	Gluttony
	Temperance 

	Sloth
	Zeal

	Lust
	Self-Control


Or, a Defence of Religious Doctrine – 

· The standard way to read Marlowe's Doctor Faustus is as a simple, yet dramatic, morality play: Faustus trespasses in areas forbidden to man, sells his soul, and is ultimately damned. A clear lesson for Marlowe's Renaissance audience.

· For Marlowe’s Renaissance audience, the graphic depiction of conjuring devils and making pacts with them would have seemed very real and very frightening – not comic. 

· The common man of the sixteenth century still believed that the devil and his accomplices could be real physical beings. They believed that one could become a magician with an association of the devil. Wizards and magicians were considered men who had made a pact with Satan and, in return for their pledge of allegiance, were given evil aid in performing superhuman acts. 

Poet as Magus – 

· Magic as an art with the power to bring forth appearances was often compared to the power of literary art to do likewise. Christopher Marlowe, Edmund Spenser, and William Shakespeare all brooded on the magical, transforming power of art. 

· This power of art was sometimes associated with the development of civilization and virtue, as Sidney claims in The Defence of Poetry. However, it was also sometimes associated with the demonic qualities manifested by the "pleasing words" of Spenser's enchanter, Archimago (The Faerie Queene, Book 1) or in the incantations of Faustus. Where Shakespeare’s Prospero lies in this continuum is still an open question (The Tempest)

· In Faustus' first description of his book of necromancy, for instance, "Lines circles, schemes, letters and characters" (1:51), his magic is presented as just a specialized sort of writing and reading.

· Similarly, when signing the contract with Lucifer, the emphasis is on the written component of the contract – and how a writer’s block of sorts can stop one’s ink from flowing.

Faustus’ Perspective – 

· In Scene 3, when Mephistophilis first is conjured, Faustus finds his shape too terrible and asks him to return in a changed shape, that of a Fransciscan friar.  This starts a thematic pattern of "shapes vs. reality" in which Faustus seeks to control the external appearances of things while allowing their true natures to escape his control. 
· The "Pope" and the "Emperor" pose some problems for the "comic/tragic" judgment. Their roles are culturally significant, but the play treats them as less than serious people for at least part, or all of the scene.  Once again, surface appearances become the focus of Faustus' "magic," but the surfaces he manipulates include the most powerful people in Europe.  What does this say about the true nature of the real Pope's and Emperor's power? 
The Ending –

· A Question of ending in B-text –the ending of the B-text expresses the soul's damnation through the correlative of the dismembered body. 

SCENE 13a

Enter the SCHOLARS.

1 SCHOLAR. Come gentlemen, let us go visit Faustus,
For such a dreadful night was never seen,
Since first the world's creation did begin.
Such fearful shrieks and cries were never heard.
Pray heaven the doctor have escaped the danger.


2 SCHOLAR. O help us, heaven! See, here are Faustus' limbs,
All torn asunder by the hand of death.


3 SCHOLAR. The devils whom Faustus served have torn him thus;
For 'twixt the hours of twelve and one, me thought
I heard him shriek and call aloud for help;
At which self >> note 30 time the house seemed all on fire,
With dreadful horror of these damned fiends.


2 SCHOLAR. Well gentlemen, though Faustus' end be such
As every Christian heart laments to think on,
Yet for he was a scholar, once admired
For wondrous knowledge in our German schools,
We'll give his mangled limbs due burial;
And all the students clothed in mourning black,
Shall wait upon his heavy funeral.
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