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 texts in context

Dr Faustus
by Christopher Marlowe

Dr Faustus, first performed in 1594, was a theatrical sensation from the 
outset: one performance in its first run was abandoned as the actors became 
convinced there was ‘one devil too many amongst them’. Marlowe transformed 
a moral prose tale (The English Faustbook, translated from German into English 
in 1592) into a compelling, disturbing drama of a scholar’s struggle with his 
own desires, emphasising Faustus’ own responsibility for his damnation

Jake Maskall as Mephistopheles 
and Scott Handy as Dr Faustus 
(Hampstead Theatre, London 2006)

Introduction
At the start of Dr Faustus, we see Faustus in his study 
restlessly turning over his books and rejecting in 
turn logic, medicine, law and theology. He embraces 
instead the ‘heavenly’ study of magic, summoning 
Mephistopheles, and, in exchange for 24 years of 
pleasure, political and magical power, signs away his 
soul and body to eternal damnation. 

Each age has claimed the play as its own. William 
Hazlitt, in 1820, praised Marlowe’s ‘lust of power…a 
hunger and thirst after unrighteousness, a glow of the 
imagination’. Publicity for the 2018 Globe production 
asked, ‘Dr Faustus: what are we prepared to sacrifice in 
the pursuit of power?’

Biographical context
Marlowe was a shoemaker’s son, studying at 
the King’s School, Canterbury and through a 
scholarship at Corpus Christi College, Cambridge. 
He worked as a double agent, was interrogated 
by the Privy Council and died in a pub brawl at 
the age of 29. Marlowe’s early education, with 
its focus on secular Latin (rather than Catholic 
religious) texts and its drilling in Calvinist 
theology, plus his time at Cambridge where he 
learned how to find inconsistencies within the 
Bible, could be argued to have fed his atheist 
tendencies and perhaps also his disputatious 
plays.

Religious context
Dr Faustus seems to flirt with the ferment of anti-Catholic reforms in Elizabeth’s reign, as in Act 3 Scene 1  
where the invisible Faustus snatches dishes and cups from the banquet and boxes the Pope’s ears for 
crossing himself. Marlowe’s own reported blasphemies (sent to the Privy Council in 1593 by a government 
spy, Richard Baines) might strongly suggest that Marlowe was an atheist. These included that: 
• ‘Christ was a bastard and his mother dishonest’ 
• ‘St John the Evangelist was bedfellow to Christ and leaned always in his bosom’ 
• ‘all they that love not tobacco and boys were fools’

If we believe these to be from Marlowe’s pen, they might lead us to read the play as an anti-religious 
diatribe. 

But the play see-saws between Faustus’ scornful mockery of God, terror at God’s power over him as 
predestined to be damned (a key Protestant doctrine), and a desperate desire to be saved. In his final 
moments he cries, ‘O, I’ll leap up to my God! Who pulls me down?’ (5.3). Dr Faustus is structured around 
a series of intense debates between Faustus and Mephistopheles, in which they argue about heaven and 
hell; they talk in deadly earnest, or at least the devil does. To Mephistopheles’ explanation that ‘where 
we are is hell / And where hell is, there must we ever be’, Faustus scoffs, ‘Come, I think hell’s a fable.’ 
Mephistopheles replies, ‘Ay, think so still, till experience change thy mind’ (2.1).

Context of magic
The early modern audience, rather than seeing 
Faustus and his servant Wagner as weird 
fantasists for conjuring up devils, would have 
taken it very seriously. Belief in magic, already 
part of everyday thinking in the Middle Ages, 
was re-energised by Neoplatonism that 
swept Renaissance Europe from the fifteenth 
century. This philosophy saw the earth as 
alive and the universe as controlled by spirits. 
The power of magic that ‘Stretcheth as far as 
does the mind of man’ leads Faustus to claim 
‘A sound magician is a mighty god.’ (1.1). His 
early audiences would have agreed.

Literary context
Dr Faustus is often seen as an example of a didactic, allegorical morality play (popular in the fifteenth and 
sixteenth centuries); but Marlowe takes this genre and inverts its devices so that Mephistopheles is shown 
as vulnerable — not simply evil — and the seven deadly sins are satirically comic, not instructive. Closer 
to Dr Faustus might be the older miracle or cycle plays that were performed in the streets of English 
cities in the medieval period and well into the sixteenth century by guilds of craftsmen (until they were 
outlawed by church authorities in the 1560s). 

The Corpus Christi plays, for example, celebrated the Eucharistic miracle of transubstantiation (a 
doctrine central to Catholicism and that Protestants denied, which states that the communion bread 
becomes the body of Christ). In Dr Faustus, Marlowe plays with the Corpus Christi material by having 
characters who are both absent and present on stage (as in the invisible presence of Faustus at the Pope’s 
feast in 3.1). 

Dr Faustus, in his melancholic isolation, anticipates the malcontents of Jacobean tragedies, such as 
Bosola in Webster’s The Duchess of Malfi (1611). The influence of Dr Faustus can also be sensed in 
Hamlet (c. 1600), where Hamlet’s soliloquies could be seen as inner, psychological versions of the debates 
between Faustus and Mephistopheles.

Textual context
In the same way that readers of Margaret Atwood’s The 
Handmaid’s Tale (1985) are left wondering which is the ‘true text’ 
now that two series of the television adaptation have hit their 
screens, critics argue over which text of Dr Faustus is superior. 
Most favour A (published in 1604) but some prefer B (1616), 
which has more comic scenes. 

There is no one perfect, single play script — there is even dispute 
over which parts were written by Marlowe. Leah Marcus argues 
that the B text was produced to keep that sensational ‘Marlowe 
effect’ alive, changing its emphases to match shifting religious and 
political trends. The contrasts between the two texts alert us to 
the unstable world of the early modern period, in which politics 
and religion changed swiftly and nothing was certain.
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