Theatre Review

Christopher Marlowe – Doctor Faustus

The Globe Theatre, Dir. Matthew Dunster, 2011.

The first point I would like to cover in this review is the authenticity of the performance. By authenticity in this instance, I am referring to the adherence of the performed work to the way it would have been presented in the early 17th century. This is perhaps particularly important, given the venue at which the show was performed. There are several aspects or questions to consider in this appraisal; firstly, does the audience have an expectation that they will witness an event which is entirely true to Marlowe’s own vision for the play, and is that expectation increased because of the historic aspect of the venue? Secondly, should the director feel a responsibility to tailor the performance to that venue, more so then they would in a different environment. There is a third question which in a way, hangs off the first. That being the question of how intellectually accessible the play would be to a modern audience if it were produced without any regard to the politics and social norms of the 21st century? If there are satirical aspects to the original text or script of the play, how likely is it that they would be understood by the average man or woman of today who is not an expert on life in the Elizabethan era? And how can the director and crew create a production that will appeal to all demographics in the audience? One must remember also that, theatre in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries was an elitist pastime, a place that only the extremely well educated would be go for entertainment. Theatre going audiences of the time were likely familiar with the classical elements of Greek tragedies for example, so this and other plays of the time began their existence with the intention of the author being that there was no need to ‘dumb down’ the content in any way. (https://www.britannica.com/art/theater-building/The-Elizabethan-stage). Of course that is not the case today, and theatre goers range from those with an in-depth knowledge of history and the history of the performing arts, to the average person who is simply seeking some elegant entertainment. Matthew Dunster has done an excellent job of navigating these issues in his direction of the play. He has taken scenes or even individual lines from both the A and B texts of the play and combined them to make a coherent and entertaining re-telling of the story, along with the using some satirical humour which is relevant to the current time. 

His vision is made clear from the outset of the performance, where he has substituted one actor, the character of Wagner, to present the speech which according to the script, is to be delivered by the chorus. Although it is perhaps difficult to imagine a group of people reciting a speech in unison while keeping the words clear and understandable for an audience, that is it would seem, what Marlowe had in mind for the play. Wagner presents this opening speech, while faithful to the original text, in the style of the modern actor. The whole cast in fact, employ a very contemporary approach to their roles, with the exception perhaps of the main characters, Faustus and Mephistophilis. This makes them stand out among the company, and only serves to make their characters even stronger within the production. There is also a good mix in the individual performances of the actors, of emphasising comedic and dramatic elements of their characters, and creating a juxtaposition between the two. The Pope, for example while being an entirely malevolent character, is over-played, to the point of him being a caricature. The performance as a whole has the feel of being rather light-hearted, and has several comedic scenes which have been extended beyond the original text. This in itself raises a question, is the play a comedy or a tragedy? The full title of the original play is The Tragicall (sic) History of The Horrible Life and Death of Doctor Faustus. So the title sets it up as a tragedy. There are of course comedic elements in the original script, both A and B texts, but the overall message of the play is tragic, if not somewhat didactic. This is one major way that Dunsetr’s production deviates from the supposed intention of the author, and it is an indisputably major point. Dunster’s production would come under the umbrella in modern day terms, of being light entertainment. I believe that Marlowe’s intention was for the play to have a moral message, but or also have comedic elements, which were perhaps used as a tool to to give the audience a release from the tragic, moral message. This in essence gives the author the ability to keep up the didactic message of the play for the entirety of the performance.

With regard to the technical elements of the performance, costuming in the play seems to follow the norms of the stage costumes from the early seventeenth century, which follows the sumptuary laws of the time. The Elizabethan stage was one of the few places the public could see flamboyant clothing up close. Not to mention that to wear such clothes must have given the actors a personal boost, wearing costumes that they would not ordinarily be allowed to wear (http://www.elizabethan-era.org.uk/elizabethan-costume.htm). Similarly, the props used in the play seem to be in keeping with the properties that may have been used in a production of this type, at the time. One thing that I noted particularly however, was the lack of the ‘fireworks’ that are in the stage directions of the original (1604) script. It seems odd to me, particularly as other small pyrotechnic effects were used during the performance. I can only assume then, that this was an artistic decision taken by the director, rather than a health and safety requirement. While sound effects during the show were largely provided by live musicians, playing instruments of the time, I noticed several occasions where there seemed to be effects which were from modern instruments, perhaps a synthesiser. This was particularly noted in act 2, scene 8, where a sound effect accompanies the ‘floating castle.’ Of course that whole effect is very modern. It would not have been possible to use helium-filled balloon in a 17th century performance.

In summation then, the ultimate purpose of a performance such as this is to entertain an audience. That is one thing that has not changed from the seventeenth century to this, and Dunster has fulfilled that prerequisite perfectly, with the way he has broadly adhered to the original text, while combining a modern day sense of humour through current satirical references. His approach led to a performance of the play that was in my belief, very much in keeping with what would have been Marlowe’s original vision. After all, if the play contained satirical humour of the time, then rather than keeping those outdated references, it would be logical and artistically sound to substitute them for satirical humour that is relevant to today. I would also make the assumption that people of today are generally more sophisticated, or at least less easily affected psychologically by things they might see on a stage. So although as I said previously, this play is deemed light entertainment today, the same approach may have presented itself as being highly dramatic four hundred years ago.
