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    Aside from attracting attention for maybe being William Shakespeare, Christopher Marlowe is primarily known for his dramatic death. On 30May 1593, in a house just south of the River Thames, Ingram Frizer stabbed Marlowe through the eye. This brawl accordingly follows the narrative that Marlowe was, at one time, a secret government spy with a penchant for violence and, on top of that, a reputation for atheism and homosexuality. Many critics have argued that, more than any other contemporary playwright, Marlowe’s autobiographical experiences seep into his work: in EdwardII with its homosexual tension and Doctor Faustus with its challenging atheistic representation of devils. But in his work, many have argued that Marlowe is one of England’s foremost early modern playwrights, and with his adoption of iambic pentameter (it was Ben Jonson who coined the term “Marlowe’s mighty line”) and his innovative use of the new outdoor playhouses he can very much be seen as Shakespeare’s precursor.
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    Doctor Faustus is one of the Elizabethan playwright Christopher Marlowe’s most popular and famous plays. It is based on a German legend about the eponymous Doctor Faustus, who sells his soul to Lucifer in return for 24years of unparalleled power and access to necromancy. At the end of these 24years he must be damned to Hell for eternity. The play primarily deals not only with Faustus’ Promethean ambition, but also with the inevitability of his fate and the psychological struggle he faces when he begins to face up to the prospect of eternal damnation: he knows exactly when he will die. The play garnered much critical attention at the time of its first performance, mostly due to its representation of devils onstage. Many see it as a precursor to Shakespeare – not least because Marlowe is seen as one of the key innovators of iambic pentameter, in which most of Shakespeare’s work is written.

  


  
    SUMMARY


    ACT I


    After a prologue (spoken by the play’s chorus) that starts the performance and introduces Faustus as an academic but nevertheless over-zealous and ambitious man of learning, the first scene of act one opens in Faustus’ study. He sits, contemplating the area of study that he will turn to next: he arrives at magic and necromancy. This is the art “Faustus most desires” (i.i.54). Before Faustus confers with his friends, Valdes and Cornelius, the Good Angel and Evil Angel first visit him; while the former tries to dissuade him from magic, the latter urges him towards it. Following this visitation, Faustus greets his friends, both of whom further convince him to take up magic and necromancy by listing all that he could accomplish. Valdes and Cornelius both then promise to teach Faustus how to perform magic. But first, they must eat. Meanwhile, two other scholars confront Wagner (Faustus’ servant) and question him over his master’s whereabouts. After several attempts, Wagner yields and tells the scholars that Faustus is dining with Valdes and Cornelius. The two scholars, more concerned than ever that Faustus is falling into bad company and towards black magic, set out to go inform the rector.


    Later in the evening, Faustus begins his incantations alone on stage. He draws a circle on the ground and, after pronouncing a Latinate spell, he summons a devil called Mephistopheles. At first this devil appears in his ugly, native form and so Faustus commands him to go and come back in the form of a Franciscan friar. Mephistopheles reveals that he is a servant of Lucifer and needs his permission before he can do Faustus’ bidding. Upon questioning, Mephistopheles further confesses that he came to Faustus of his own accord – not Lucifer’s – all because Faustus abjured God’s name and the scriptures, presenting himself as a soul ripe for devilish temptation. Faustus further questions Mephistopheles about his origin, and how he came to be a devil. But Mephistopheles, stricken with terror after remembering how he was thrown out of Heaven, asks Faustus to stop his frivolous questions. Faustus asks Mephistopheles to tell Lucifer that he will offer his soul in return for a voluptuous life, full of magic and power, lasting 24years.


    In the meantime, Marlowe parodies the selling of Faustus’ soul in a comic subplot in which Wagner tries to manipulate Robin the clown to bind himself to him for seven years. While Robin is at first cautious and disinterested in Wagner’s attempts, Wagner manipulates the clown by giving him money and later summoning two devils in an attempt to scare Robin into agreeing. Wagner’s attempts work: Robin promises to serve him if Wagner will teach him how to summon devils.


    ACT II


    Faustus is back in his study, and now begins to waver between the salvation of Heaven and the attraction of necromancy. He struggles with the concept that he might be damned for eternity: is there any way out? The Good Angel and Evil Angel appear once again in attempt to align Faustus to their own moral views. Once they exit, Faustus summons Mephistopheles. He tells the studious conjuror that Lucifer has agreed to buy his soul, as long as Faustus will sign the contract with his own blood. When Faustus goes to write the deed, however, his blood congeals and he questions whether this might be a sign, whether his soul is not his to give. Mephistopheles quickly lends Faustus a flame, and his blood once more begins to flow, allowing the contract to be signed and completed. To celebrate, Mephistopheles summons several demons wearing crowns to perform a pageant. Faustus then reads the terms of the contract aloud, which state that Faustus will have the ability to become a spirit and that Mephistopheles must do his bidding, but after 24years Lucifer can bear away his body – including his soul and everything that comes with it. With his newfound powers, Faustus is free to ask Mephistopheles anything he so desires and first questions him about Hell. After being dissatisfied with his answers, Faustus demands that his new supernatural servant give him a wife. But Faustus turns his new devilish wife away, and Mephistopheles promises him as many courtesans as he desires, and further gives him books of spells, a book of the planets and a book of herbs, all containing the mysteries of science, logic and life. Meanwhile, the subplot once again mirrors Faustus’ demands as Robin is given a book and, despite not being able to read, boasts to Rafe the stable boy about what he will learn.


    Faustus is back in his study with Mephistopheles, and this time chastises his spirit servant for depriving him of the joys of Heaven. After another visitation by the two angels, Faustus worries about whether he should repent and return to God. But after recounting the pleasures he has received after siding with Lucifer, Faustus is resolved to never repent. Faustus asks yet more questions about the nature of the universe and the stars, but Mephistopheles refuses to tell Faustus who made the world. After the angels enter again arguing about whether Faustus’ soul can be saved, Lucifer himself enters to declare that Christ cannot save Faustus’ soul. Faustus once again abjures God and the scriptures, and so Lucifer decides to entertain him with a pageant of the seven deadly sins – all of whom are personified. Faustus meets them one by one, before Lucifer sends them back to Hell. Lucifer promises Faustus that he will see Hell at midnight; in the meantime, he gives him a book that will teach him to turn into any shape he wishes.


    ACT III


    After the chorus give an overview of Faustus’ many feats since he gained his new powers, they declare his arrival in Rome. Alongside Mephistopheles, Faustus finds himself inside the walls of the Vatican to witness – and disrupt – the feast day of Saint Peter. Faustus makes himself invisible as the Pope enters with the Cardinal of Lorraine and an assortment of friars. Faustus makes a fool of the Pope by snatching several dishes, presented as gifts, off him. The friars attempt to banish Faustus and Mephistopheles, who they believe to be evil spirits, by chanting – but the two mischief-makers vanish amongst a throng of fireworks. A comic subplot scene follows, in which Robin and Rafe trick an innkeeper by throwing around his goblet. Robin’s chanting summons Mephistopheles, who angrily turns Robin into an ape and then Rafe into a dog.


    ACT IV


    The chorus starts the act once again, describing how Faustus has finished his travels and returned home to Germany, having been invited to the palace of CharlesV, who asks to see proof of Faustus’ necromantic skill. The king talks about his admiration for Alexander the Great and his wish to set eyes upon the famous ruler and his paramour [mistress]. Faustus promises to summon their “true substantial bodies” (iv.i.49). The two figures appear; meanwhile, Faustus becomes annoyed by the sceptical and critical interjections of one of Charles’ knights. The king inspects the apparition of the paramour for a mole on her neck to verify her identity. Afterwards, Faustus asks the interjecting knight to return – he comes into court and Faustus conjures horns on his head, the embarrassing sign of a cuckold [a man whose wife has cheated on him]. The king asks Faustus to release the knight from his horns, and he promises Faustus a bounteous reward. On their way back to Wittenberg, Faustus encounters a man to whom he sells his horse for 40dollars, but Faustus warns the man not to ride the horse through water. After Faustus soliloquises about his impending damnation and falls asleep in his chair, the horse-courier enters to complain that his recently bought horse vanished after being ridden into a pond. Though Mephistopheles tries telling the horse-courier that Faustus is asleep, the man continually attempts to wake Faustus to complain; he pulls at Faustus’ leg, which comes off. Terrified by the surprise leg-pulling, the horse-courier agrees to pay Faustus another 40dollars and runs away. At the end of the scene, Faustus is summoned to the house of another Duke. At the Duke of Vanholt’s residence, Faustus has Mephistopheles instantly summon grapes from the other side of the world to satisfy the cravings of the pregnant Duchess.


    ACT V


    Wagner opens the scene by telling the audience that Faustus is soon to die, but he nevertheless continues to hold lavish banquets and dine with students. The students ask to see the most admirable lady that ever lived, Helen of Troy; Mephistopheles summons her and she passes over the stage. Satisfied with this appearance, the scholars exit. As Faustus is about to stab himself with a dagger, an old man enters to stop him and tells Faustus that is still possible to choose the path of salvation and believe in Christ’s mercy. Mephistopheles threatens to tear Faustus’ body to pieces if he repents, so he sides once more with Lucifer, commands Mephistopheles to torment the old man and asks him to summon Helen of Troy again. Faustus kisses the apparition of Helen while the old man enters to be tormented by devils. Afterwards, the scholars wonder what is wrong with Faustus; he tells them he has sold his soul to Lucifer, and the students decide to pray for him. Faustus is left alone on stage with one hour left to live, as he ponders his inevitable descent to Hell. While he tries to beg God’s forgiveness, to plead for eventual salvation and even promise to burn his books, Faustus is damned for eternity. Mephistopheles drags him down toward Lucifer. Devils exit the stage.

  


  
    CHARACTER STUDY


    DOCTOR FAUSTUS


    Faustus is the protagonist of Marlowe’s play, the figure around whom the central conceit is based: an over-reaching academic who sells his soul to Lucifer in return for 24years of unrivalled power. Marlowe’s hero is based on the classic German legend of the real-life alchemist, astrologer and magician Johann George Faustus (c.1480-1540). In the prologue, Faustus’ low birth is explained by the chorus: he was born to parents of base stock, and rose up through the ranks of academia by attending Wittenberg University (the same institution that Hamlet attends in Shakespeare’s famous play). He is an apt hand at astrology, mathematics, science, divinity and logic, and so at the beginning of the play searches for another subject to turn his hand to: magic. The prologue also foreshadows Faustus’ coming damnation, warning how “swoll’n with cunning of a self-conceit,/His waxen wings did mount above his reach” (Prologue.20). Faustus here is compared to the mythological figure of Icarus, who flew too close to the sun, and his qualities are similar to those of another figure from mythology: Prometheus. Faustus is a Promethean tragic hero whose own ambition leads to his destruction. He tries to do out-do what might be possible of man, but the only way to do so is to sell his soul to Lucifer. Marlowe shapes this sometimes two-dimensional characteristic with the psychological depth as made possible by the medium of theatre. In act four and five particularly, Faustus struggles with the possibility of


    MEPHISTOPHELES


    

    WAGNER, ROBIN AND RAFE


    

    THE GOOD ANGEL AND EVIL ANGEL
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