Dr. Faustus – Some Notes (Robert N. Watson)

The standard morality play becomes “a devastating cultural critique”

· Standard allegorical figures are 7 deadly sins & good and bad angels

· Become increasingly human: angels become Old Man and Mephistopheles
Medieval and Renaissance Perspectives

· Medieval, from Book of Matthew:  “What profits it a man if he should gain the whole world and lose his soul?”

· Renaissance, he dies for the sins of modern civilization: “tragedy is finally answerable less to an individual than to a culture”

· Faust is betrayed “by the impossibility of freeing his intellectual activity from the material sphere and materialist motives

Opens play with the choices of a Renaissance man

· Enter law school:  too boring

· Enter medical school:  people die anyway

· Graduate school in theology:  damnation is predestined

· Sorcery:  “an extension of the emergent Renaissance sciences:  astronomy, optics, ancient history, foreign languages, navigation for exotic delicacies that may be exchanged for money and court favor—later even uses his book “to attack the Pope and refute the power of Catholic rituals

The “Foolish Wish” motif from folklore:  “The world he now commands is a small and flimsy one”; in exchange for his soul he receives

· Slapstick revenge

· A little money

· Praise from the ignorant

· Unfulfilling fulfillments of he sexual fantasies

· Horrible spiritual emptiness

· Thus, he is “responsible for his own fall through his wickedness and stupidity”

Tragic catharsis:  shared tension by showing

· Fall of a great man

· A fall which rouses our pity (to the extent that it results from a character flaw

· Rouses our fear as well (we see flaw in our culture)

Sub-plot underscores the stupidity of Faustus’ bargain

· Wagner says the clown “would give his soul to the devil for a shoulder of mutton,” an offer the clown refuses unless the mutton has “good sauce to it”

· Faustus isn’t any wiser when he steels food off of the Pope’s plate

· Clown tries to use magic to pay his bar tab
· Faustus uses his to defraud the horse trader

· Clown says he will shrink himself into a flea so that he can infiltrate women’s underwear, and to enchant the kitchen-wench, Nan Spit, into dancing for him naked

· Faustus’ first demand is for a beautiful spouse; final project is conjuring Helen of Troy

“Dr. Faustus is a parable about spiritual loss in the modern world, a warning, not only about damnation in the conventional sense, but about the fatal corruption awaiting all Renaissance aspirations.”

· His early vision of glorifying the human race fades:  “ends up trying to please emperors with groceries and holography”

· Uses magic, not to turn men into gods, but instead to turn his hecklers into beasts

Confirms the anxiety that “lurked in English Renaissance culture”:

· “the fear that the brilliant dreams of converting humanity into a race of angels would instead—as in fact happened—fall into the hands of cheaters and tyrants who would use improved science and navigation to crush the spirits and plunder the lands of foreign peoples, and to brutalize their own people through improved weaponry and centralized government.”
· Learning would become merely another tool of the class system, used to impress monarchs at court in hope of stray favors; productions of beauty would be consumed in the ostentation of power

