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Preface

“Doctor Faustus” or “The tragical history of the life and death of Doctor Faustus” is a play by Christopher Marlowe first performed in 1594 and later published in 1604. “Doctor Faustus” is adapted from the German “Faust”.

Plot

Faustus is bored; he has reached the limits of knowledge in many disciplines. He asks his servant to call on two famous magicians. These magicians explain to him how to call on the Good angel and the Bad angel: they give their own perspective of Satan, and Faustus is dissuaded. Then Mephistophilis, Lucifer’s servant, appears and talks to Faustus. He explains to him how hell has no physical location, rather that it is a state of mind. Faustus is surprised by his appearance as he has not called for him, but Mephistophilis explains that for anyone who abjures the scriptures, the Devil will send his emissary. Faustus strikes a deal; he will get 24 years of life during which Mephistophilis will be his servant, after which he will be damned and live in hell for eternity. Faustus will consistently ignore the opportunities for salvation which are presented to him. He is damned for eternity.

Icarus

The myth of Faustus has become so famous that we often forget it is not new. Its parallel with the Greek myth of Icarus is obvious. In both cases, the presumptuous man pays the ultimate price for getting too close to the devil; Man is a victim of his own hubris.

Controversy

“Doctor Faustus” is probably the most controversial of all Elizabethan plays because of its theme, the constant mentions of the devil, and Faustus’ refusal to accept redemption when it’s offered to him. Marlowe was accused of nearly everything. In 1632, William Prynne goes so far as saying there were actual devils appearing in the play, and that some people were driven mad by the mere sights. But the most important issue Marlowe was confronted with was the accusation of promoting Calvinism. The fact that Faustus sells his soul to the devil, then refuses salvation, shows he was predestined and was not part of the elect. His damnation was inevitable. At the time Marlowe writes the play, Calvinism was on the ascent in England. With his strange death and the “legend” that derived from it, Marlowe may have paid the ultimate price for his blasphemous play.

The two versions

There are two versions of the play. One is the 1604 quarto, the A text, which is a much shorter version. The 1616 quarto is a version called the B text. For years, scholars have not agreed on which one was the most “genuine”. For a long time, it was considered that the A text was corrupt; now, the A text appears more genuine. Moreover, the name Mephistopheles (coming from the original German Faustbuch) is spelt differently in each version.

Sources

Marlowe’s play is based on a book of stories concerning the life of Johann Georg Faust. It was written by an anonymous German author under the title “Historia von D. Johann Fausten” in the latter half of the Sixteenth century, about 20 years prior to Marlowe writing it. A new publication was then released by publisher Johann Spies in 1587, seven years before the first performance of the play by the Admiral’s men.
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The Author
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Christopher Marlowe (1564-1593) was an English playwright during the golden age of Elizabethan theatre. 

Short biography

It is often hard to believe that William Shakespeare was not the most famous playwright of his time. He was famous, rose to prominence, but came to be the symbol of English literature only in the nineteenth century. The most famous playwright of his time (until his tragic death) was Christopher Marlowe. He was born in February 1564 in Canterbury; his dad was a shoemaker. He attended the King’s school in Canterbury, then Christi College at Cambridge. It is believed his first play was “Dido, Queen of Carthage”, followed in 1587 by “Tamburlaine the Great”. Then in 1589 (presumably), there was “The Jew of Malta”, and “Edward the second” in 1593, then “The massacre of Paris”, loaded with controversial themes, and finally his most famous play, Doctor Faustus, the first famous adaptation of the trope of selling one’s soul to the devil. He also wrote the renowned poem “Hero and Leander”, and translated Lucan, Ovid…

A mysterious life

Speculations about his life and what he may have been hiding are countless. Firstly, some scholars believe he was a spy recruited during his University years in Cambridge. Then, it is also thought he was a counterfeiter of coins, that he was arrested numerous times, that he had travelled to the Netherlands and other places. He has been called blasphemous, a heretic, and more recently his works have been criticized for being anti-Semitic (“The Jew of Malta”) or anti-Protestant (“The massacre of Paris”) in the same way he was a heretic four centuries before with Doctor Faustus. 

A mysterious death

A warrant for Marlowe’s arrest was issued on the 18th of May 1593 for reasons which remain unclear. He then dies on the 30th of May. The “official” account of his death (only found in 1925…) states he was engaged in a drunken brawl with three men, including an Ingram Frizer, who stabbed him above the right eye and thereby killed him instantly. But that is naturally disputed. Some scholars claim such a wound could not have caused an instantaneous death, while others challenge the credibility of the witnesses mentioned in the official account. The bottom-line is that no one knows, and there are so many theories about his death that it would take a book, not a preface, to cover them all. But it is clear that most scholars are keen on conspiracy theories, either because they believe he was spy, or a Catholic supporter, or a heretic, or an atheist…

It is often assumed Marlowe was a homosexual (same as Shakespeare. Scholars quote certain excerpts in order to justify this, which aren’t entirely convincing in that describing masculine beauty, or evoking desire for a male body, did not necessarily mean one was homosexual. 

Shakespeare

But the most important influence Marlowe had was on Shakespeare. For example, “Anthony and Cleopatra” was influenced by “Dido, Queen of Carthage”, “The Merchant of Venice” by “The Jew of Malta”, “Macbeth” by “Doctor Faustus, and it goes on…

It goes on to the point that one of the most common theories (although widely denied by contemporary scholars) claims Marlowe did not die, that the official account is a forgery and the witnesses were bribed, and that Marlowe changed his identity and carried on writing under the pen name of William Shakespeare.
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Dramatis personae.

The pope.

Cardinal of lorrain.

The emperor of germany.

Duke of vanholt.

Faustus.

Valdes, Cornelius, friends to Faustus.

Wagner, servant to Faustus.

Clown.

Robin.

Ralph.

Vintner.

Horse-courser.

A knight.

An old man.

Scholars, friars, and attendants.

Duchess of Vanholt

Lucifer.

Belzebub.

Mephistophilis.

Good angel.

Evil angel.

The seven deadly sins.

Devils.

Spirits in the shapes of Alexander the Great, of his paramour and of Helen.

Chorus.

   
The tragical history of Doctor Faustus 

Enter CHORUS.

CHORUS.

Not marching now in fields of Thrasymene,
 Where Mars did mate[Note_1] the Carthaginians;
 Nor sporting in the dalliance of love,
 In courts of kings where state is overturn'd;
 Nor in the pomp of proud audacious deeds,
 Intends our Muse to vaunt[Note_2] her[Note_3] heavenly verse:
 Only this, gentlemen,—we must perform
 The form of Faustus' fortunes, good or bad:
 To patient judgments we appeal our plaud,
 And speak for Faustus in his infancy.
 Now is he born, his parents base of stock,
 In Germany, within a town call'd Rhodes:
 Of riper years, to Wertenberg he went,
 Whereas[Note_4] his kinsmen chiefly brought him up.
 So soon he profits in divinity,
 The fruitful plot of scholarism grac'd,
 That shortly he was grac'd with doctor's name,
 Excelling all whose sweet delight disputes
 In heavenly matters of theology;
 Till swoln with cunning,[Note_5] of a self-conceit,
 His waxen wings did mount above his reach,
 And, melting, heavens conspir'd his overthrow;
 For, falling to a devilish exercise,
 And glutted now[Note_6] with learning's golden gifts,
 He surfeits upon cursed necromancy;
 Nothing so sweet as magic is to him,
 Which he prefers before his chiefest bliss:
 And this the man that in his study sits.

Exit.

   
Scene I

FAUSTUS discovered in his study.[Note_7]

FAUSTUS.

Settle thy studies, Faustus, and begin
 To sound the depth of that thou wilt profess:
 Having commenc'd, be a divine in shew,
 Yet level at the end of every art,
 And live and die in Aristotle's works.
 Sweet Analytics, 'tis thou[Note_8] hast ravish'd me!
 Bene disserere est finis logices.
 Is, to dispute well, logic's chiefest end?
 Affords this art no greater miracle?
 Then read no more; thou hast attain'd that[Note_9] end:
 A greater subject fitteth Faustus' wit:
 Bid Economy[Note_10] farewell, and[Note_11] Galen come,
 Seeing, Ubi desinit philosophus, ibi incipit medicus:
 Be a physician, Faustus; heap up gold,
 And be eterniz'd for some wondrous cure:
 Summum bonum medicinae sanitas,
 The end of physic is our body's health.
 Why, Faustus, hast thou not attain'd that end?
 Is not thy common talk found aphorisms?
 Are not thy bills hung up as monuments,
 Whereby whole cities have escap'd the plague,
 And thousand desperate maladies been eas'd?
 Yet art thou still but Faustus, and a man.
 Couldst[Note_12] thou make men[Note_13] to live eternally,
 Or, being dead, raise them to life again,
 Then this profession were to be esteem'd.
 Physic, farewell! Where is Justinian?

Reads.

Si una eademque res legatur[Note_14] duobus, alter rem,
 alter valorem rei, &c.
 A pretty case of paltry legacies!

Reads.

Exhoereditare filium non potest pater, nisi, &c.[Note_15]
 Such is the subject of the institute,
 And universal body of the law:[Note_16]
 This[Note_17] study fits a mercenary drudge,
 Who aims at nothing but external trash;
 Too servile[Note_18] and illiberal for me.
 When all is done, divinity is best:
 Jerome's Bible, Faustus; view it well.

Reads.

Stipendium peccati mors est. Ha! Stipendium, &c.
 The reward of sin is death: that's hard.

Reads.

Si peccasse negamus, fallimur, et nulla est in nobis veritas;
 If we say that we have no sin, we deceive ourselves, and there's no truth in us.
 Why, then, belike we must sin, and so consequently die:
 Ay, we must die an everlasting death.
 What doctrine call you this, Che sera, sera,[Note_19]
 What will be, shall be? Divinity, adieu!
 These metaphysics of magicians,
 And necromantic books are heavenly;
 Lines, circles, scenes,[Note_20] letters, and characters;
 Ay, these are those that Faustus most desires.
 O, what a world of profit and delight,
 Of power, of honour, of omnipotence,
 Is promis'd to the studious artizan!
 All things that move between the quiet poles
 Shall be at my command: emperors and kings
 Are but obeyed in their several provinces,
 Nor can they raise the wind, or rend the clouds;
 But his dominion that exceeds in this,
 Stretcheth as far as doth the mind of man;
 A sound magician is a mighty god:
 Here, Faustus, tire[Note_21] thy brains to gain a deity.

Enter WAGNER.[Note_22]

Wagner, commend me to my dearest friends,
 The German Valdes and Cornelius;
 Request them earnestly to visit me.

WAGNER.

I will, sir.

Exit.

FAUSTUS.

Their conference will be a greater help to me
 Than all my labours, plod I ne'er so fast.

Enter GOOD ANGEL and EVIL ANGEL.

GOOD ANGEL.

O, Faustus, lay that damned book aside,
 And gaze not on it, lest it tempt thy soul,
 And heap God's heavy wrath upon thy head!
 Read, read the Scriptures:—that is blasphemy.

EVIL ANGEL.

Go forward, Faustus, in that famous art
 Wherein all Nature's treasure[Note_23] is contain'd:
 Be thou on earth as Jove[Note_24] is in the sky,
 Lord and commander of these elements.[Note_25]

Exeunt Angels.

FAUSTUS.

How am I glutted with conceit of this!
 Shall I make spirits fetch me what I please,
 Resolve[Note_26] me of all ambiguities,
 Perform what desperate enterprise I will?
 I'll have them fly to India for gold,
 Ransack the ocean for orient pearl,
 And search all corners of the new-found world
 For pleasant fruits and princely delicates;
 I'll have them read me strange philosophy,
 And tell the secrets of all foreign kings;
 I'll have them wall all Germany with brass,
 And make swift Rhine circle fair Wertenberg;
 I'll have them fill the public schools with silk,[Note_27]
 Wherewith the students shall be bravely clad;
 I'll levy soldiers with the coin they bring,
 And chase the Prince of Parma from our land,
 And reign sole king of all the[Note_28] provinces;
 Yea, stranger engines for the brunt of war,
 Than was the fiery keel at Antwerp's bridge,[Note_29]
 I'll make my servile spirits to invent.

Enter VALDES and CORNELIUS.

Come, German Valdes, and Cornelius,
 And make me blest with your sage conference.
 Valdes, sweet Valdes, and Cornelius,
 Know that your words have won me at the last
 To practice magic and concealed arts:
 Yet not your words only,[Note_30] but mine own fantasy,
 That will receive no object; for my head
 But ruminates on necromantic skill.
 Philosophy is odious and obscure;
 Both law and physic are for petty wits;
 Divinity is basest of the three,
 Unpleasant, harsh, contemptible, and vile
 'Tis magic, magic, that hath ravish'd me.
 Then, gentle friends, aid me in this attempt;
 And I, that have with concise syllogisms[Note_31]
 Gravell'd the pastors of the German church,
 And made the flowering pride of Wertenberg
 Swarm to my problems, as the infernal spirits
 On sweet Musaeus when he came to hell,
 Will be as cunning[Note_32] as Agrippa[Note_33] was,
 Whose shadow[Note_34] made all Europe honour him.

VALDES.

Faustus, these books, thy wit, and our experience,
 Shall make all nations to canonize us.
 As Indian Moors obey their Spanish lords,
 So shall the spirits[Note_35] of every element
 Be always serviceable to us three;
 Like lions shall they guard us when we please;
 Like Almain rutters with their horsemen's staves,
 Or Lapland giants, trotting by our sides;
 Sometimes like women, or unwedded maids,
 Shadowing more beauty in their airy brows
 Than have the[Note_36] white breasts of the queen of love:
 From[Note_37] Venice shall they drag huge argosies,
 And from America the golden fleece
 That yearly stuffs old Philip's treasury;
 If learned Faustus will be resolute.

FAUSTUS.

Valdes, as resolute am I in this
 As thou to live: therefore object it not.

CORNELIUS.

END OF SAMPLE
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Notes

[Note 1] mate— i.e. confound, defeat.

[Note 2] vaunt— So the later 4tos.—2to 1604 "daunt."

[Note 3] her— All the 4tos "his."

[Note 4] Whereas— i.e. where.

[Note 5] cunning— i.e. knowledge.

[Note 6] So the later 4tos.—2to 1604 "more."

[Note 7] FAUSTUS discovered in his study— Most probably, the Chorus, before going out, drew a curtain, and discovered Faustus sitting. In B. Barnes's Divils Charter, 1607, we find; "Scene vltima, Alexander vnbraced betwixt two cardinals in his study Looking vpon a booke, whilst a groome draweth the Curtaine." Sig. L 3.

[Note 8] Analytics, 'tis thou, &c.— Qy. "Analytic"? (but such phraseology was not uncommon).

[Note 9] So the later 4tos.—2to 1604 "the" (the printer having mistaken "yt" for "ye").

[Note 10] So the later 4tos (with various spelling).—2to 1604 "Oncaymaeon."

[Note 11] and— So the later 4tos.—Not in 4to 1604.

[Note 12] Couldst— So the later 4tos.—2to 1604 "Wouldst."

[Note 13] men— So the later 4tos.—2to 1604 "man."

[Note 14] legatur— All the 4tos "legatus."

[Note 15] &c.— So two of the later 4tos.—Not in 4to 1604.

[Note 16] law— So the later 4tos.—2to 1604 "Church."

[Note 17] This— So the later 4tos.—2to 1604 "His."

[Note 18] Too servile— So the later 4tos.—2to 1604 "The deuill."

[Note 19] Che sera, sera— Lest it should be thought that I am wrong in not altering the old spelling here, I may quote from Panizzi's very critical edition of the ORLANDO FURIOSO, "La satisfazion ci SERA pronta." C. xviii. st. 67.

[Note 20] Scenes— "And sooner may a gulling weather-spie By drawing forth heavens sceanes tell certainly," &c. Donne's First satyre,—p. 327, ed. 1633.

[Note 21] tire— So the later 4tos.—2to 1604 "trie."

[Note 22] Enter WAGNER, &c.; Perhaps the proper arrangement is: "Wagner! Enter Wagner. Commend me to my dearest friends," &c.

[Note 23] treasure— So the later 4tos.—2to 1604 "treasury."

[Note 24] Jove— So again, p. 84, first col.,(See Note 59) : "Seeing Faustus hath incurr'd eternal death By desperate thoughts against Joves’s deity," &c.: and I may notice that Marlowe is not singular in applying the name Jove to the God of Christians: "Beneath our standard of Joves powerfull sonne (i.e. Christ—". mir. For Magistrates, p. 642, ed. 1610. "But see the judgement of almightie Joue," &c. Id. p. 696. "O sommo giove per noi crocifisso," &c. Pulci,—Morgante mag. C. ii. st. 1.

[Note 25] these elements— So again, "Within the bowels of theses elements," &c., p. 87, first col, See Note 90 :"THESE" being equivalent to THE. (Not unfrequently in our old writers THESE is little more than redundant.)

[Note 26] resolve— i.e. satisfy, inform.

[Note 27] silk— All the 4tos "skill" (and so the modern editors!).

[Note 28] the— So the later 4tos.—2to 1604 "our."

[Note 29] the fiery keel at Antwerp's bridge— During the blockade of Antwerp by the Prince of Parma in 1585, "They of Antuerpe knowing that the bridge and the Stocadoes were finished, made a great shippe, to be a meanes to breake all this worke of the prince of Parmaes: this great shippe was made of masons worke within, in the manner of a vaulted caue: vpon the hatches there were layed myll-stones, graue-stones, and others of great weight; and within the vault were many barrels of powder, ouer the which there were holes, and in them they had put matches, hanging at a thred, the which burning vntill they came vnto the thred, would fall into the powder, and so blow vp all. And for that they could not haue any one in this shippe to conduct it, Lanckhaer, a sea captaine of the Hollanders, being then in Antuerpe, gaue them counsell to tye a great beame at the end of it, to make it to keepe a straight course in the middest of the streame. In this sort floated this shippe the fourth of Aprill, vntill that it came vnto the bridge; where (within a while after) the powder wrought his effect, with such violence, as the vessell, and all that was within it, and vpon it, flew in pieces, carrying away a part of the Stocado and of the bridge. The marquesse of Roubay Vicont of Gant, Gaspar of Robles lord of Billy, and the Seignior of Torchies, brother vnto the Seignior of Bours, with many others, were presently slaine; which were torne in pieces, and dispersed abroad, both vpon the land and vpon the water." Grimeston's General Historie of the Netherlands, p. 875, ed. 1609.

[Note 30] Only: Qy. "alone"? (This line is not in the later 4tos.)

[Note 31] concise syllogisms— Old ed. "Consissylogismes."

[Note 32] cunning— i.e. knowing, skilful.

[Note 33] Agrippa— i.e. Cornelius Agrippa.

[Note 34] shadow— So the later 4tos.—2to 1604 "shadowes."

[Note 35] spirits— So the later 4tos.—2to 1604 "subiects."

[Note 36] have the— So two of the later 4tos.—2to 1604 "in their."

[Note 37] From— So the later 4tos.—2to 1604 "For."
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