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Assessment 2 
The Theatre Review
Christopher Marlowe, Doctor Faustus, Globe Theatre Production,
 dir. Matthew Dunster, 2011
Perhaps the most infamous ‘Marlovian Rebel’ (Alexander Legatt, 1988) Doctor Faustus is centre-stage in this devilish Globe Theatre performance, directed by Matthew Dunster. First performed in 1594 (Greg, 1939) from the quill of Christopher Marlowe, this modern production is seamless in its brilliance. Dunster merges both versions of the play, the A text, and B Text and selects certain elements from each, as the audience discovers that the only reward of sin is death.
Faustus, acted impeccably by Paul Hilton, is an over arrogant Elizabethan scholar, who has supposedly read everything and now wishes to embroil himself in magical feats and indulge his desires for all things to excess. Faustus conjures up by magic, Lucifer’s servant Mephistopheles, played by Arthur Darvill, who tells Faustus he can have all he wants if he gives his soul to Lucifer. Faustus agonises over the decision and eventually agrees. The audience know that this cannot end well. After twenty-four years of excess and evil deeds, Lucifer appears, to drag Faustus whose eleventh hour repentance of his ways, is too late, to save him from his destiny; hell.
The standing audience in ‘The Yard’ get to interact with the cast and performance, throughout the play. Facial gestures from actors, and events such as when the bloodied Bruno, the Emperor’s choice of Pope, is dragged chained and covered in blood and gore, inches from The Yard audience’s faces, allows The Globe stage itself to become an integral part of the performance.  The set design allows the audience to experience the production as it would have been staged, in the sixteenth century. Designer, Paul Wells, adheres to the Elizabethan bare stage, with a minimum of props, which allows the actual performance, the costumes, music, and choreography to tell the play’s story. Every minute detail to authenticity is given, yet there are modern twists to engage todays audience.
Special effects, such as pyrotechnics, are used to convey magic and comedy. Comedic moments, such as when Mephistopheles conjures up ‘a wife’ for Faustus, who appears as a wild she-devil with a sparkler type firework for genitalia, are not merely for effect. Following the arrival of the she-devil running around the stage with comedic false breasts and the sparkler firework between her legs, Faustus turns to the audience saying, ‘Here’s a hot whore indeed’ which sees them roar with laughter. Visual effects are linked to the actor’s speech and performance, and quite often used to provoke audience reaction.  When the Emperor arrives on stage and welcomes Faustus to his ‘court’ he lobs a tennis ball from a racquet into the audience for emphasis.
The performance skills of Hilton and Darvill as Faustus and Mephistopheles are highlights of the production. Hilton plays Faustus with just the right combination of angst, anguish, and humour as he battles with his inner self in choosing the path of Good or Evil. Dunster cleverly directs the actors playing the Good and Bad Angels to fight around Faustus. This provides a visual battle for the audience to better understand the choice Faustus is to make.  In Act 2:1, Hilton expertly turns a short piece of dialogue spoken solemnly in the language of the law, ‘I, John Faustus of Wittenberg, Doctor, by these presents do give both my body and soul to Lucifer, Prince of the East […}’ to a comedic moment at the end as he gestures to the assembled courtly characters in the background ‘into their habitation wheresoever’. This is accomplished by a moment’s pause and a wave of the hands and rapid intonation of the voice. This knack of injecting a sliver of humour into the darker scenes, is one which Hilton carries off with aplomb. His facial gestures, and dramatic pauses, are features of the production and leave the audience under no illusion that Faustus is taking the wrong path that will lead to his downfall.
Darvill, as Mephistopheles, expertly conveys the downside of his own personal damnation, at the same time as tempting Faustus to join him. In Act 1:3, Mephistopheles stands at the far end of the stage facing the audience, while Faustus, standing behind asks, ‘And what are you that live with Lucifer?’ Darvill’s facial anguish, only seen by the audience, reveals the character’s inner torment as he replies, ‘Unhappy spirits that fell with Lucifer, conspired against our God with Lucifer, And are forever damned with Lucifer.’ His anguish quickly changes, as he turns angrily to Faustus, snatches his wrist whilst Faustus contorts in pain, any regrets, quickly brought to heel.  Throughout the play, Mephistopheles, time and again ensures Faustus always takes the path to hell.
The comedic scenes, as well as the vein of comedy running throughout the play, offer the light, to the shade of evil, ever present on stage. Here, the ability for the director to switch frequently between the A and B text versions of the play, ensures the comedy flows well. Pearce Quigley, playing Robin the clown, is central to the comedic scenes. Running around stage with a scarf and puppet trailing from his trouser region and responding to Wagner offering him French crowns with a mocking shout to the audience of ‘French! French!’ ensures they pick up on our historical old adversaries. Quigley adeptly takes Robin, a secondary character, to a central character in the comedic scenes.
Omissions in dialogue are often references to the ancient world. Latin phrases are often translated by background actors, cleverly used as Faustus’s faux library shelves, when he takes down a book. All references to ‘German’ or ‘Germany’ are omitted too, possibly not to offend an international audience.
Attention to detail, extends to telling story through costume. Faustus is seen at the commencement of the play in traditional scholar’s garb of black tunic, cap, and trousers. As we watch his descent into excess, his costume changes from subtle gold chains, to mirroring Mephistopheles with a crimson skull cap and belt, to garments in rich brocade and Kingly furs, before finally casting off his costly attire and being dragged to hell in white shirt and trousers. The clever use of costume is also displayed in the hideous masks that are used in the production. Mephistopheles first appears behind a huge grotesque ram’s head, and midway through the play, he and Faustus enter the stage on enormous, winged horses. The Seven Deadly Sins are all costumed in black and red, with subtle differences, depending on their ‘sin’. The reference and link to hell is always visual.
The final tableau is left open for audience interpretation and does not appear as a direction in either text. The appearance of Pope Adrian no longer dressed in rich capes, but now with horns, a stained battle tunic and attached to huge white wings is designed to shock. The intonation is that Pope Adrian is the ultimate fallen angel and has joined Lucifer in hell for his wickedness and excesses. An Elizabethan, Protestant audience would have responded to this with mockery.
There is clever use of music, stage, and choreography. The musicians are situated directly above the stage and are playing minimalist traditional instruments. Characters from hell emerge from stage trap doors, so they ascend to perform. The closing of the play involves the entire cast in a dance routine, all bearing puppets, and Faustus and Mephistopheles indulge in guitar playing ‘devil music’.
Once you understand that the production is amalgamating both published texts of the play, you find yourself enthralled in the storyline. The plot moves quickly, and emphasises in the final scene, that not only Faustus will end up in hell, but also Pope Adrian, guilty of the appalling treatment to Bruno and other vices of excess.  The play’s end acts as a warning to others that evil will only end in damnation. The acting by the cast whether though voice or facial gesture, allows you to follow any deviation from your prior understanding very well. The performance leaves you with an overwhelming sense that Faustus’s refusal to listen to his own conscience is his ultimate undoing.
 The production emphasises that each constituent part, whether that be an actor’s speech, gesture, costume, musical interlude, set design or use of special effects is dependent on the other. To this end, Doctor Faustus is a masterclass in sophisticated theatricality.
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