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To what extent is the tragedy of Faustus unavoidable, and thus how just is his downfall?
The extent to which Faustus’ tragic fall is unavoidable has been debated by many.[footnoteRef:1] The inevitability of his damnation is in conflict with many factors within the play, such as with who the blame rests for his fall, the motives leading up to his end, and whether he is damned by his very nature, via the will of God, or through the convention of tragedy itself. The subject of justice is inseparable from the debate of his inexorable fall, as both audience and reader are left to reflect whether Faustus gained his just deserts[footnoteRef:2] in his denouncement from God, or whether he was the unfortunate victim of elements outside of his own control. [1: David C. Webb, ‘Damnation in “Doctor Faustus”: Theological Strip Tease and the Histrionic Hero, in Critical Survey, 11 (1999), pp. 31-47 (p. 31) <https://www.jstor.org/stable/41556876> [Accessed 2nd February 2021].]  [2: Dr Peter Mitchell, Marlowe, Edward II (Unpublished Lecture, University of Wales Trinity Saint David, 2020-2021), p. 8.] 

A major factor in judging whether Faustus’ fate is avoidable is the subject of blame that is passed around within the play. In assessing this, the role of the chorus is incredibly important. The chorus begins both versions of the play and, as the main commentator of the action,[footnoteRef:3] warns the audience that Faustus has become “swoll’n with cunning of a self-conceit” and like Icarus has mounted “above his reach”, so that the “heavens conspired his overthrow.”[footnoteRef:4] Clearly, the chorus wants the audience to consider Faustus as the cause of his own downfall for having the pride to aspire too high.[footnoteRef:5] Their epilogue also echoes this, as they ward against those who would “practise more than heavenly power permits”.[footnoteRef:6] Therefore, Faustus’ end is his own fault and, as such, his fate could have been avoided had he not chosen to inspire the wrath of the Heavens. In this case there is a sense of justice to his doom, as Heaven regains its former authority by rewarding “aspiring pride and insolence”[footnoteRef:7] with its due punishment - just as Lucifer was thrown from Heaven[footnoteRef:8] and Adam and Eve expelled from Eden.[footnoteRef:9] Moreover, the Good Angel echoes these sentiments in their last appearance in the B-text, telling Faustus that he could have been saved if only he’d “given ear” to them.[footnoteRef:10] Again, this supposes that it was Faustus’ own choice to spurn the Good Angel and rush towards his damnation. In consequence, the tragedy could have been largely avoided and his ending is a just reward for his sinful pride.[footnoteRef:11] [3: Adam Augustyn and others, ‘Chorus: Theatre’, in The Encyclopaedia Britannica, 2020 <https://www.britannica.com/art/chorus-theatre> [Accessed 2nd February 2021].]  [4: Christopher Marlowe, ‘Dr Faustus’, in Dr Faustus: The A- and B- Texts (1604, 1616) A Parallel-Text Edition, ed. by, David Bevington and Eric Rasmussen (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 2014), pp. 28-29.]  [5: Marlowe, The A- and B- Texts, pp. 3-4.]  [6: Marlowe, The A- and B- Texts, pp. 190-1.]  [7: Marlowe, The A- and B- Texts, pp. 50-1.]  [8: Susan Snyder, ‘Marlowe’s “Doctor Faustus” as an Inverted Saint’s Life’, in Studies in Philology, 63 (July 1966), pp. 565-577 (p. 567) <https://www.jstor.org/stable/4173538> [Accessed 2nd February 2021].]  [9: Dr Peter Mitchell, Marlowe, Doctor Faustus (Unpublished Lecture, University of Wales Trinity Saint David, 2020-2021), p. 8.]  [10: Marlowe, The A- and B- Texts, p. 183.]  [11: Webb, p. 32.] 

At the same time, there is the addition of blame on Mephistopheles for his role in the B-Text as he himself admits to Faustus in the final act: “‘Twas I that, when thou wert i’the way to heaven, / Dammed up thy passage.”[footnoteRef:12] Certainly, whenever Faustus is in the throes of moral torment Mephistopheles either diverts his attention, as he does after he has signed the contract,[footnoteRef:13] or threatens him into subordination.[footnoteRef:14] Mephistopheles’ confession lessens the share of blame on Faustus for his own tragedy, insinuating that he has been led astray. This further implies that his end is inevitable to a greater extent, as he had less control over his actions. By these means, his ending could be said to be more unfair, as a tricked man instead of a guilty man is sent to Hell. Yet, Faustus cannot be said to have been wholly tricked by Mephistopheles. Faustus’ own words, “‘twas thy temptation / Hath robbed me of eternal happiness.”[footnoteRef:15], as he accuses Mephistopheles for his damnation, still connotes free will on Faustus’ side - given that temptation in itself is not an enforcement of will. He may have been distracted by Mephistopheles, but Faustus did not go into the arrangement without warning.[footnoteRef:16] Even before Mephistopheles is bound to Faustus, appearing before him of his own accord,[footnoteRef:17] he tells him of hell and of his own eternal torment at being disallowed “everlasting bliss”[footnoteRef:18] (though admittedly his tune changes after being bound).[footnoteRef:19] He also freely admits to Faustus that he can feel he is “in danger to be damned”.[footnoteRef:20] Still Faustus arrogantly states, “I’ll willingly be damned here” ignoring the notion of hell. [footnoteRef:21] Nor can Faustus be truly threatened by Mephistopheles, as the Good Angel continually promises safety if he repents,[footnoteRef:22] and Mephistopheles admits his inability to harm the old man due to his faith.[footnoteRef:23] Arguably, if Faustus really did not really believe in hell he would not be so anguished by the parts of him that fear retribution, calling into question this initial proclamation of disbelief. It is possible then, that Faustus simply does not want to accept the fact he may be damned, in the same fashion as the three duped “heirs” in Ben Jonson’s Volpone do not want to accept that they’re being tricked.[footnoteRef:24] If Faustus was tricked he was tricked of his own free will, happily blinded by his pride and greed.[footnoteRef:25] As such, Faustus’ end was not as inevitable as he wants to believe, or his punishment any less just. [12: Marlowe, The A- and B- Texts, p. 181.]  [13: Marlowe, The A- and B- Texts, pp. 66-7.]  [14: Marlowe, The A- and B- Texts, pp. 170-1.]  [15: Marlowe, The A- and B- Texts, p. 181.]  [16: James Ross Macdonald, ‘Calvinist Theology and “Country Divinity” in Marlowe's “Doctor Faustus”’, in Studies in Philology, 111 (Fall 2014), pp. 821-844 (p. 829) <https://www.jstor.org/stable/24392105> [Accessed 2nd February 2021].]  [17: Marlowe, The A- and B- Texts, pp. 48-51.]  [18: Marlowe, The A- and B- Texts, pp. 52-3.]  [19: Marlowe, The A- and B- Texts, pp. 76-7.]  [20: Marlowe, The A- and B- Texts, pp. 50-1.]  [21: Marlowe, The A- and B- Texts, p. 68.]  [22: Marlowe, The A- and B- Texts, pp. 82-3.]  [23: Macdonald, p. 830.]  [24: Dr Peter Mitchell, Jonson, Volpone, (Unpublished Lecture, University of Wales Trinity Saint David, 2020-2021), p. 3.]  [25: Mitchell, Volpone, p. 3.] 

If Faustus is blind to his fate, then at the heart of his inescapable downfall and the justice thereof, are the means for which he acquires Mephistopheles’ power in the first place. Right from the beginning, Faustus wishes for power in order to live in “voluptuousness”[footnoteRef:26] and throughout the play he puts his power to increasingly shallow uses.[footnoteRef:27] In the A-Text he is no better than Robin and Rafe, using the power for trivial ends;[footnoteRef:28] whereas in the B-Text Faustus’ japing holds quite serious consequences as it causes the deaths of two cardinals.[footnoteRef:29] In the B-Text, as Faustus is doomed to his fate, Mephistopheles announces, “Fools that laugh on earth must weep in hell.”[footnoteRef:30] There is righteousness in this proclamation, asserting that Faustus must repay the pleasure he has had on earth with eternal torment in Hell. His downfall therefore was freely set in stone by his own actions. However, right up until he seals his fate by lying with the succubus,[footnoteRef:31] the externalised moral quandary of Faustus is optimised in the Good and Evil Angels still battling over his soul.[footnoteRef:32] This suggests that repentance for his debauchery is not such a far-fetched thing for Faustus. Even so, Faustus “cannot”[footnoteRef:33] repent. Either Faustus is superficial to the extent that he feels he cannot repent his paltry aspirations, or his lack of will stems from an entirely different source. Despite his inclination towards corporeal desires, Faustus undoubtedly wanted to achieve great things.[footnoteRef:34] Faustus displays “discontent with traditional learning”[footnoteRef:35] and the first thing he does with his new found powers is to ask questions[footnoteRef:36] - possibly seeing the acquisition of his powers as an extension of his being a scholar. Nevertheless, Faustus finds that the power he trades his soul for is sub-par.[footnoteRef:37] Before trading his soul in, Faustus does not concede the possibility that the servant of Lucifer cannot grant him whatever he wants[footnoteRef:38] and his questions remain unsatisfactorily answered.[footnoteRef:39] Perhaps then, he sees there is nothing he can else he can do with his power than to fritter it away. In this manner, he is irrevocably damned from the moment he signed the contract, because as a scholar he cannot repent having wanted to know more.[footnoteRef:40] It is also debatable that, as a curious man, Faustus’ fate was unavoidable from the start, because he would always try to find out more.[footnoteRef:41] Faustus himself leans into this idea in his last speech, in which he deplores, “you stars that reigned at my nativity, / Whose influence have allotted death and hell,”[footnoteRef:42] illustrating his belief that his fall was fated to happen due to the very nature they imposed upon him. This is strikingly similar to the character of Annabella in ‘Tis Pity She’s a Whore, who too laments the stars at her nativity causing the incestuous love between her and Giovanni, bringing about their inevitable demise.[footnoteRef:43] There is a sense of inequity and pity in Faustus having damned himself for no reason, as like with Annabella, to fight against fate Faustus would have to change the fundamentals of his being - which he simply may not be capable of doing.[footnoteRef:44] [26: Marlowe, The A- and B- Texts, pp. 52-3.]  [27: Warren D. Smith, ‘The Nature of Evil in “Doctor Faustus”’, in The Modern Language Review, 60 (April 1965), pp. 171-175 (p. 171) <https://www.jstor.org/stable/3720056> [Accessed 6th February 2021].]  [28: Smith, p. 173.]  [29: Marlowe, The A- and B- Texts, p. 109.]  [30: Marlowe, The A- and B- Texts, p. 181.]  [31: Pauline Honderich, ‘John Calvin and Doctor Faustus’, in The Modern Language Review, 68 (January 1973), pp. 1-13 (p. 1) <https://www.jstor.org/stable/3726198> [Accessed 2nd February 2021].]  [32: Marlowe, The A- and B- Texts, pp. 60-185.]  [33: Marlowe, The A- and B- Texts, pp. 76-7.]  [34: Smith, p. 174.]  [35: Mitchell, Doctor Faustus, p. 4.]  [36: Marlowe, The A- and B- Texts, pp. 68-9.]  [37: Smith, p. 172.]  [38: Marlowe, The A- and B- Texts, pp. 52-3.]  [39: Marlowe, The A- and B- Texts, pp. 80-1.]  [40: Mitchell, Doctor Faustus, p. 12.]  [41: Christopher Marlowe, ‘Doctor Faustus’, in English Renaissance Drama: A Norton Anthology, ed. by, David Bevington and others (New York: W. W. Norton, 2002), pp. 245-285 (p. 249).]  [42: Marlowe, The A- and B- Texts, pp. 186-7.]  [43: John Ford, ‘‘Tis Pity She’s a Whore’, in English Renaissance Drama: A Norton Anthology, ed. by, David Bevington and others (New York: W. W. Norton, 2002), pp. 1905-1969 (p. 1956).]  [44: Mitchell, Doctor Faustus, pp. 11-12.] 

On the subject of Faustus’ nature leading to his end, Arthur F. Kinney states that Doctor Faustus questions the inconsistent relationship between faith and education.[footnoteRef:45] Reprising the Chorus’ assertion of Faustus’ pride in practising “more than heavenly power permits”, there is evidently an imposed limit on human power and knowledge according to the law of God. In the downfall of Faustus it is these limits that oppress him.[footnoteRef:46] He binds Mephistopheles to himself for the answers he craves, which in order to do so is “to believe that human beings may rise above their fundamentally wretched place in the cosmos, (and) that they may escape their irreducible dependence on God’s grace”.[footnoteRef:47] This exemplifies that the downfall of Faustus is not to do with his actions, or even the selling of his soul, but specifically that he dared to step out of his place in the Great Chain of Being.[footnoteRef:48] Given Marlowe’s notorious beliefs,[footnoteRef:49] Faustus’ downfall could be calling into question the justice of these supposed limits determined by the Church.[footnoteRef:50] This is particularly prominent as Faustus, being dragged down to hell, cries out in one last ditch effort: “I’ll burn my books” – presumably meaning his scholarly articles.[footnoteRef:51] In this light, Faustus’ fall is a battle of his nature against the nature of Heaven that, being human, he is simply unable to win.[footnoteRef:52] Faustus’ downfall is not strictly inexorable as he could have yielded to God, though his nature makes this extremely unlikely, but it is this containment of free will that makes his damnation unreasonable. Faustus (like others) is technically free to question, although he “must (…) needs be damned”[footnoteRef:53] in order to do so, as to be anything other than obedient to God’s will results in eternal damnation.[footnoteRef:54] [45: Mitchell, Doctor Faustus, p. 4.]  [46: Marlowe, The A- and B- Texts, pp. 3-4.]  [47: Genevieve Guenther, ‘Why Devils Came When Faustus Called Them’, in Modern Philology, 109 (August 2011), pp. 46-70 (p. 8) <https://www.jstor.org/stable/10.1086/662147> [Accessed 2nd February 2021].]  [48: Adam Augustyn and others, ‘Great Chain of Being: Philosophy’, in The Encyclopaedia Britannica, 2020 <https://www.britannica.com/topic/Great-Chain-of-Being> [Accessed 5th February 2021].]  [49: Mitchell, Doctor Faustus, pp. 5-7.]  [50: Snyder, p. 568.]  [51: Marlowe, The A- and B- Texts, pp. 188-9.]  [52: Marlowe, The A- and B- Texts, pp. 3-4.]  [53: Marlowe, The A- and B- Texts, pp. 60-1.]  [54: Guenther, p. 68.] 

This constraint of free will and unpreventable fate within the play has been explored through the theory of Calvinism, chiefly displaying the injustice of Faustus’ end. Faustus progressively feels he was born to be damned,[footnoteRef:55] increasing his religious despair towards the conclusion of the play.[footnoteRef:56] It is argued within Calvinism that this despair is proof of his preordained demise, as to be wretched was to disbelieve in God’s grace and consequently Faustus must be already be damned:[footnoteRef:57] “Because Faustus despairs, tragedy wins out”.[footnoteRef:58] Faustus believing in his preordination from the stars does suggest an element of Calvinism, as the stars are part of the Heavens. Thus, the Heavens that made him are also the Heavens that doom him to destruction. Yet, as a tragic hero Faustus is to be pitied,[footnoteRef:59] but to pity him poses a dilemma.[footnoteRef:60] To believe in the predestination of Faustus’ death and to pity it, is to question God’s compassion in his “inscrutable” justice.[footnoteRef:61] Mephistopheles speaks of hell as a state of mind[footnoteRef:62] and thinking of this in terms of Calvinism, then earth is possibly a prelude to the suffering of Hell for those already damned. Hence, Faustus’ endless battle of morality is part of this torment.[footnoteRef:63] In this case, God’s irrevocable plan for Faustus amounts to almost torturous proportions towards the end of the play, as he is tantalised with the image of Christs’ blood, only for God’s “ireful brows”[footnoteRef:64] to plunge him deeper into despair. Here, any hope of salvation is not merely eradicated, but it highlights the undeserved end of those like Faustus who, by an unfeeling God’s will, are unable to repent and are never meant to be saved.[footnoteRef:65] Still, the mere presence of the angels does betoken an element of free will,[footnoteRef:66] as does the very assertion that the Heavens specifically “conspired” against Faustus for his pride. If Faustus was already damned then to conspire against him would be invariably pointless. There is, then, the question of whether Faustus is merely shying away from the responsibility of his damnation by casting blame on God.[footnoteRef:67] It is suggested that this ambiguity is purposely designed by Marlowe[footnoteRef:68] and indeed, when considering the heretical nature of displaying an unfeeling God, it seems plausible that Marlowe (and his collaborators) would have wanted to have kept the answer indistinct. It is also plausible that we simply cannot discern the original meaning of Faustus’ downfall, because of the amount of revisions the play has gone through.[footnoteRef:69] This ambiguity makes the state of Faustus’ unavoidable fate unstable: “It is too late and it is not too late”[footnoteRef:70] for Faustus. On one hand, Faustus has a just fate, declining from God’s grace via his own choice;[footnoteRef:71] on the other, he is unjustly punished by an oppressive, all-powerful being. [55: Macdonald, p. 825.]  [56: Mitchell, Doctor Faustus, p. 11.]  [57: Mitchell, Doctor Faustus, p. 11.]  [58: Snyder, p. 565.]  [59: Dr Peter Mitchell, Shakespeare, The Tragedy of Coriolanus, (Unpublished Lecture, University of Wales Trinity Saint David, 2020-2021), p. 1.]  [60: Guenther, p. 66.]  [61: Guenther, p. 66.]  [62: Marlowe, The A- and B- Texts, pp. 52-3.]  [63: Guenther, p. 66.]  [64: Marlowe, The A- and B- Texts, p. 184.]  [65: Bevington, English Renaissance Drama, pp. 248-9.]  [66: Bevington, English Renaissance Drama, p. 249.]  [67: Macdonald, p. 825.]  [68: Webb, p. 31.]  [69: Mitchell, Doctor Faustus, pp. 1-2.]  [70: Marlowe, The A- and B- Texts, p. 2.]  [71: Dr Peter Mitchell, Shakespeare, Measure for Measure (Unpublished Lecture, University of Wales Trinity Saint David, 2020-2021), p. 5.] 

This paradox is ingrained into the design of the play, as by the very nature of tragedies free will conflicts with irreversible fate. Though Doctor Faustus draws aspects from the morality play,[footnoteRef:72] both titles of the text dub Doctor Faustus as a tragedy.[footnoteRef:73] In his Defence of Poesie, Philip Sidney designates the role of tragedy as to: “maketh kings fear to be tyrants”.[footnoteRef:74] The tragedy wards the audience against following in the footsteps of the tragic hero. However, the very nature of the role of the tragedy in Sidney’s Defence is paradoxical. The tragic hero makes bad choices and serves as a lesson to the audience not to repeat their mistakes (suggesting free will), but in order to serve as a lesson in the first place the hero’s downfall must occur - so are they doomed to their fate as a tragic figure. Like with Calvinism, the hero’s choices are predetermined by the playwright to lead to their destruction. The audience would know there was no hope of salvation for Faustus as he begs for time to stand still and for his damnation never to come.[footnoteRef:75] This is a parallel to another of Marlowe’s tragic figures, Edward II. The absconded king, forced to relinquish his crown, begs that night should never come so that his inevitable end would never meet him.[footnoteRef:76] It fosters pity for the tragic hero to see them hopelessly fight their fate, as the audience knows the tragedy must finally come to pass. In this manner, the end of Faustus (and Edward) is inconsistently just and unjust. It is supposed it must be Faustus’ actions that have led him to his damnation, but like with Edward II the “poetic justice”[footnoteRef:77] of it is tainted, in this instance, by the predetermination of his demise. To some the answer of “why (…) is Faustus damned?”[footnoteRef:78] is still strikingly unclear, leading one to wonder whether it is so simply because there is no other possible end for him. Then again, convention can be broken. Though it is a comedy, Volpone’s conclusion boarders the line between comedy and tragedy, as Volpone and Mosca’s deplorable actions plunge them into retribution.[footnoteRef:79] Just as judgement is proposed on Volpone and Mosca, Faustus could be pardoned by God to give his audience hope rather than despair. So, if Faustus can be saved, why isn’t he? According to David C. Webb the play purposely disallows its audience certainty as to why he is damned; hence whether he really can or cannot be saved is indefinitely undecided,[footnoteRef:80] equally causing the justice of the conclusion to remain unsatisfactorily ambivalent. [72: Mitchell, Doctor Faustus, pp. 2-4.]  [73: Marlowe, The A- and B- Texts, pp. 24-5.]  [74: Mitchell, Coriolanus, p. 1.]  [75: Marlowe, The A- and B- Texts, pp. 184-185.]  [76: Christopher Marlowe, ‘Edward II’, in English Renaissance Drama: A Norton Anthology, ed. by, David Bevington and others (New York: W. W. Norton, 2002), pp. 351-420 (p. 404).]  [77: Mitchell, Edward II, p. 8.]  [78: Webb, p. 45.]  [79: Mitchell, Volpone, pp. 2-4.]  [80: Webb, p. 31.] 

In all, the extent of the unavoidability of Faustus’ fate is left largely ambiguous. Free will is suggested through elements such as the angels and the conspiring Heavens, and yet Faustus’ choices are complicated by his nature, the theory of Calvinism and the very structure of the play itself. As he is locked in an unbreakable cycle of wanting to repent, but despairing, Faustus’ ending is evoked as unjust as it increasingly appears like it is about the horrendous fall of a man who is victim to his preordained fate. Yet, as Faustus flings the blame for his fate around, the question of if he is despairing because he has actively turned away from God, or because he never had God’s grace in the first place is left unanswered.[footnoteRef:81] Either, this was done on purpose or accidently through the conflicting notions of different collaborators. Like the will of God, the answer as to whether Faustus’ fall is inevitable or not is, for the most part, indeterminable. So too is the justice of Faustus’ end displayed, perhaps left purposely ambivalent for the audience and reader to reflect upon their own sense of morality and to make up for themselves whether they think that Faustus’ fall is justified or the unfair result of a biased heavenly grace. [81: Bevington, English Renaissance Drama, p. 249.] 
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