
tragical history of dr faustus
tragical history of dr faustus is a seminal work in English literature that
explores themes of ambition, knowledge, and damnation. Written by Christopher
Marlowe in the late 16th century, this play dramatizes the story of Dr.
Faustus, a scholar who turns to magic and makes a pact with the devil in
exchange for supernatural powers. The narrative delves into the consequences
of hubris and the human desire to transcend natural limits, making it a
profound tragedy that has captivated audiences for centuries. This article
provides an in-depth analysis of the tragical history of dr faustus,
examining its historical context, plot, characters, themes, and enduring
significance in literary history. Readers will gain a comprehensive
understanding of the play’s intricate layers and its place within Renaissance
drama.
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Historical Background of the Tragical History
of Dr Faustus
The tragical history of dr faustus was written during the English
Renaissance, a period marked by a revived interest in classical learning,
humanism, and exploration of new intellectual frontiers. Christopher Marlowe,
the playwright, drew inspiration from earlier Faust legends that circulated
in Europe, particularly the German tales of a scholar who sold his soul to
the devil. Marlowe’s adaptation reflects the tensions of the Elizabethan era,
including religious conflict, the limits of human knowledge, and the moral
consequences of ambition. The play was first performed around 1592 and is
considered one of the earliest examples of English tragedy that combines
elements of morality play with Renaissance humanism.

Context of the Elizabethan Era
During the Elizabethan Age, England experienced significant cultural and
intellectual growth. The period was characterized by a fascination with
magic, alchemy, and the occult, which are central to the tragical history of



dr faustus. The play captures the skepticism and curiosity about these
topics, reflecting societal anxieties about the boundaries of human power and
divine authority. Additionally, the Protestant Reformation influenced the
play’s themes of sin, redemption, and damnation, emphasizing the consequences
of defying God’s will.

Sources and Influences
The story of Dr. Faustus is rooted in a variety of sources, including the
German chapbooks and the Latin Faustbuch. Marlowe adapted these narratives
but infused his version with complex philosophical questions and dramatic
intensity. The influence of classical literature, especially the works of
Plato and Aristotle, is evident in the play’s exploration of knowledge and
human potential. The tragical history of dr faustus also draws on the
medieval morality play tradition, using allegorical figures and moral lessons
to engage the audience.

Plot Summary and Structure
The tragical history of dr faustus follows the story of Dr. John Faustus, a
highly learned scholar who becomes dissatisfied with traditional forms of
knowledge. Seeking greater power and understanding, he makes a pact with
Mephistopheles, a demon servant of Lucifer, exchanging his soul for 24 years
of magical abilities. The plot is structured around Faustus’s rise to power,
his indulgence in worldly pleasures, and his eventual downfall as the time
for his soul’s damnation approaches.

Exposition and Faustus’s Pact
The play begins with Faustus’s discontent with conventional scholarship and
his decision to pursue necromancy. He conjures Mephistopheles and strikes the
fateful bargain, setting the tragic events in motion. This section
establishes Faustus’s internal conflict and foreshadows the consequences of
his choice.

Faustus’s Use of Magic
During the 24 years granted by his pact, Faustus uses his magical powers for
various spectacles, such as conjuring illusions, traveling, and manipulating
rulers. Despite these displays of power, he struggles with doubt and remorse,
which adds depth to his character and heightens the dramatic tension.



Climax and Faustus’s Damnation
As the end of the pact approaches, Faustus faces increasing despair and
attempts to repent, but ultimately, he is unable to escape his fate. The play
concludes with his tragic damnation, reinforcing the moral lessons about the
dangers of overreaching ambition and the irreversible nature of sin.

Main Characters in the Play
The tragical history of dr faustus features a cast of characters that embody
various thematic and dramatic roles. Each character contributes to the
development of the plot and the exploration of central ideas.

Dr. John Faustus
Faustus is the protagonist, a scholar whose insatiable thirst for knowledge
leads him to make a pact with the devil. His complex personality combines
intelligence, arrogance, and vulnerability. Faustus’s internal struggle
between ambition and conscience forms the heart of the tragedy.

Mephistopheles
Mephistopheles is the demon servant who facilitates Faustus’s deal with
Lucifer. He represents the darker forces tempting humanity but also exhibits
moments of pity and regret. His role is pivotal in advancing the plot and
embodying the supernatural elements of the story.

Good and Evil Angels
The Good Angel and Evil Angel serve as allegorical figures that symbolize
Faustus’s moral conflict. The Good Angel urges repentance and humility, while
the Evil Angel encourages Faustus to continue in his damnable pursuits. Their
appearances highlight the theme of free will versus predestination.

Secondary Characters
Other characters, such as Wagner (Faustus’s servant), the scholars, and
various historical figures conjured by Faustus, provide comic relief,
contrast, and context. These roles enrich the narrative and reflect the
societal attitudes toward Faustus’s actions.



Themes and Symbolism
The tragical history of dr faustus is rich with themes and symbolism that
explore human nature, morality, and the limits of knowledge. These elements
contribute to the play’s lasting impact and interpretive depth.

Ambition and the Quest for Knowledge
One of the central themes is Faustus’s relentless ambition and desire to
transcend human limitations through forbidden knowledge. This quest
ultimately leads to his downfall, illustrating the dangers of intellectual
arrogance and hubris.

Good vs. Evil
The play dramatizes the eternal struggle between good and evil forces, both
externally in the form of angels and demons, and internally within Faustus
himself. This duality emphasizes the moral choices that define human destiny.

Sin and Damnation
The inevitability of sin’s consequences is a dominant motif. Faustus’s pact
symbolizes a surrender to evil, and his eventual damnation serves as a
cautionary tale about the price of forsaking spiritual salvation.

Symbolism in the Play

The Pact: Represents ultimate sacrifice and moral transgression.

Magic and Sorcery: Symbolize the pursuit of forbidden power and
knowledge.

Faustus’s Books: Reflect the limits of traditional learning and the
desire to surpass it.

The Chorus: Acts as a moral commentator, guiding the audience’s
interpretation.

Literary Significance and Legacy
The tragical history of dr faustus holds a significant place in the canon of
English literature. It marks a transition from medieval morality plays to



Renaissance tragedy and has influenced countless writers and adaptations over
the centuries. The play’s exploration of timeless themes such as ambition,
knowledge, and morality ensures its continued relevance and scholarly
interest.

Influence on Literature and Culture
Marlowe’s portrayal of Faustus has inspired numerous works, including
Goethe’s famous Faust, which expanded and reinterpreted the legend. The
tragical history of dr faustus also contributed to the development of the
tragic hero archetype in English drama, highlighting the complexity of human
ambition and fallibility.

Modern Interpretations
Contemporary scholars analyze the play through various lenses, including
psychological, religious, and philosophical perspectives. The tragical
history of dr faustus remains a subject of performance and academic study,
demonstrating its enduring power to provoke thought about the human
condition.

Key Contributions to Renaissance Drama

Introduction of a complex tragic protagonist driven by internal1.
conflict.

Blending of classical themes with contemporary Elizabethan concerns.2.

Use of supernatural elements to explore moral and existential questions.3.

Innovative use of blank verse to enhance dramatic expression.4.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the central theme of 'The Tragical History
of Dr. Faustus'?
'The Tragical History of Dr. Faustus' primarily explores themes of ambition,
the quest for knowledge, the consequences of overreaching, and the conflict
between good and evil.



Who wrote 'The Tragical History of Dr. Faustus'?
Christopher Marlowe is the author of 'The Tragical History of Dr. Faustus', a
play written in the late 16th century.

What is the plot of 'The Tragical History of Dr.
Faustus'?
The play follows Dr. Faustus, a scholar who makes a pact with the devil,
Mephistopheles, trading his soul for 24 years of magical powers and
knowledge, ultimately leading to his tragic downfall.

How does Dr. Faustus's deal with the devil symbolize
Renaissance attitudes?
Faustus's deal reflects Renaissance tensions between humanism and religious
doctrine, showcasing the dangers of excessive pride and the desire to
transcend human limits.

What role does Mephistopheles play in the story?
Mephistopheles is the demon who serves Lucifer and becomes Faustus's servant
after the pact, embodying temptation and the consequences of Faustus's
choices.

How does 'Dr. Faustus' address the theme of
redemption?
Throughout the play, Faustus struggles with repentance but ultimately refuses
to seek forgiveness, highlighting the tragic inevitability of his damnation.

What literary devices are prominent in 'The Tragical
History of Dr. Faustus'?
Marlowe employs dramatic irony, blank verse, allegory, and symbolism to
deepen the play’s themes and character development.

What is the significance of the Good Angel and Evil
Angel in the play?
The Good Angel and Evil Angel represent Faustus's internal moral conflict,
with the Good Angel urging repentance and the Evil Angel encouraging his pact
with Lucifer.

How has 'The Tragical History of Dr. Faustus'



influenced later literature and culture?
The play has influenced countless works dealing with Faustian bargains,
symbolizing human ambition and moral consequences in literature, film, and
popular culture.

What is the ending of 'The Tragical History of Dr.
Faustus' and its significance?
The play ends with Faustus being dragged to hell as his time expires, serving
as a cautionary tale about the dangers of hubris and rejecting redemption.

Additional Resources
1. The Tragical History of Doctor Faustus by Christopher Marlowe
This is the original Elizabethan tragedy that tells the story of Dr. Faustus,
a scholar who makes a pact with the devil in exchange for magical powers. The
play explores themes of ambition, knowledge, sin, and redemption. Marlowe's
work is a cornerstone of English Renaissance drama and remains a powerful
commentary on human desire and the consequences of overreaching.

2. Doctor Faustus: The Life of the German Faust by Alfred Weigert
This book provides a historical perspective on the Faust legend, tracing the
origins and evolution of the story in German folklore and literature. It
offers insights into how the character of Faust has been interpreted over
centuries, including the influences that shaped Marlowe’s and Goethe’s
versions. A valuable resource for understanding the cultural background of
the Faust myth.

3. Faust: A Tragedy by Johann Wolfgang von Goethe
Goethe’s two-part dramatic work is one of the most famous adaptations of the
Faust legend. It expands on Marlowe’s themes with philosophical depth,
exploring the human quest for meaning, the conflict between good and evil,
and the nature of redemption. This classic has had a profound influence on
Western literature and thought.

4. The Devil and Dr. Faustus by R. A. Foakes
This critical study examines the character of Dr. Faustus and the play’s
historical context. Foakes analyzes Marlowe’s use of language, symbolism, and
dramatic structure to uncover deeper meanings within the tragedy. The book is
essential for students and scholars interested in Renaissance drama and
Marlowe’s artistic techniques.

5. Faustus and the Traditions of the Renaissance by Nicholas Brooke
Brooke’s book situates the story of Faustus within the broader intellectual
and cultural movements of the Renaissance. It explores themes such as
humanism, the conflict between science and religion, and the changing views
on knowledge and power. This work helps readers appreciate the historical
significance of Marlowe’s play.



6. The Faust Myth: Religion and the Rise of Representation by Jeffrey L. High
This book explores the religious and philosophical underpinnings of the Faust
legend, including its connections to Christian theology and the concept of
the devil. High discusses how the myth has been represented in various
artistic forms and what it reveals about human nature and morality. It offers
a multidisciplinary approach to understanding the tragedy of Dr. Faustus.

7. Marlowe’s Doctor Faustus: A Critical Guide edited by John D. Cox
A collection of essays by leading scholars, this guide provides diverse
interpretations of Marlowe’s play. Topics include textual analysis,
performance history, and thematic explorations such as the nature of evil and
the role of the supernatural. It is a comprehensive resource for anyone
studying the tragedy.

8. Faustus and the Renaissance Culture by David Bevington
Bevington examines how the Faust legend reflects Renaissance cultural
anxieties and aspirations. The book discusses the interplay between human
ambition, religious belief, and artistic expression in Marlowe’s work. It
highlights the tragedy’s relevance to understanding Renaissance society and
literature.

9. The Faust Tradition in Literature: From the Middle Ages to the 20th
Century by H. M. Daleski
This book traces the development of the Faust story across different literary
periods, showing how the character and themes have been adapted and
reinterpreted. It includes analyses of major works, including Marlowe’s play,
and discusses the enduring appeal of the Faust myth. A broad survey for
readers interested in the literary history of the tragedy.
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