Theatre Review of Doctor Faustus
The theatre production of Doctor Faustus as performed by the Globe Theatre and directed by Matthew Dunster in 2011 is an interpretation of the playtext The Tragical History of Doctor Faustus written by Christopher Marlowe. It is an interesting interpretation that turns a tragedy written during the “era of greatness in Elizabethan tragedy” (Bevington, 2002) into a dark comedy, but it falls slightly short of the mark in a few regards. Marlowe was a debaucher and freethinker at a time when such things were not common, similar to his character Faustus, and as such it is difficult to tell whether his play is meant to be subversive or conforming to religious ideas. This modern version fails to be either – though it is perhaps difficult to strike religious fear into the hearts of audiences in the same way it would have been when it was first performed. 
The spiritual dimension of the play is upstaged by its comedic elements, causing the play to lose its original meaning. Many jokes seem to be adapted or extended from the original text to fit our audiences, and the humour seems that it would also appeal to those of the past. However, this use of base humour does create more bawdy nature to the show than in Marlowe’s playtext.
While it is difficult to imbue meaning into this play for a modern audience, its didactic nature seems completely lost. Marlowe’s play challenged “the very backbone of Elizabethan culture by interrogating two of its fundamental institutions, the church and the university” (Kinney, 2005), while this version fails to conclusively capture a feeling of ‘psychomachia’ (Kinney, 2005) throughout. Despite including the prologue and epilogue speeches, meant to teach the audience about blasphemy and avoidance of sin, the overly jovial musical conclusion after the curtain call, leaves the play’s tragic end to be forgotten by audiences. While this version follows the playtext fairly closely, it has become a different play – it is simply not ‘dark’ enough to capture its true nature.
Paul Hilton’s portrayal of Faustus is more seductive and slick than the original text perhaps called for – he does well in representing a man commanding immense power, but when he gains this power it is as if he always had it. There is no doubt he displays Faustus as ambitious, but he does not fuel the character’s desires in the same way. There is simply a lack of representation of Faustus as a frustrated scholar, and it seems to instantly jump to him turning to the dark arts and blasphemy, without the consequences and considerations of such acts. The issue here is that it is very easy for audiences to relate to Faustus’s scorn and lack of belief, but far less so to his fear of hell on his deathbed. It seems inconsequential, due to our modern beliefs. There is also little of Faustus’s self-torment, of which there was far more in the original playtext. Whether down to various cuts made to the playtext or the choice to interpret the character this way, it does not truly show Faustus as the Everyman and the Vice, despite clearly displaying his Machiavellian nature (Kinney, 2005).
Multiple aspects of the play have been altered or changed completely, whether it be for the simplification of the plot, or simply to suit the interpretation the producer intended. There is very little stage direction in original playtext so it is difficult to say how much the action on stage varied to that of the past; multiple scenes have been omitted or changed, creating an entirely different tone. 
Mephistopheles becomes a ‘devil sitting on his shoulder’ in this version as seen through the addition of lines tempting him to power seen in multiple instances. It does create less dread for Faustus’s fate, as he is never alone with his thoughts long enough to contemplate this until close to his death. In the original playtext Faustus is given much warning of hell, and this lack within this performance does not go unnoticed. Faustus is not characterised in the same way, which affects the rest of its piece and its tone.

Another instance of change is that of the scene of the horse-courser finding he has been tricked out of his money for Faustus’s horse; it is entirely different and is played out for its comedic element, while also erasing the historic aspect of having a reference to Queen Elizabeth’s physician, Doctor Lopus (Bevington, 2002).
One cannot argue that the audience wasn’t engaged in this performance, as they gasped and laughed at appropriate moments throughout, though it seemed that a few comedic additions fell on deaf or simply unamused ears. A large source for this engagement was undoubtedly down to the remarkable special effects used at various intervals, often up close to the audience members (thanks to the protruding sliver of the stage in the standing section), as well as the humorous acts that took place such as wringing out clothing above the audience’s heads or asking an audience member to catch an item and receiving a round of applause. 
Those not situated in the standing section of the theatre did look somewhat less invested, perhaps due to their distance from where the action was happening. An issue with the globe is that the marble pillars on stage often block actors from the viewpoint of certain seats, so they miss small but integral parts of the production. Unfortunately, actors often stand against these pillars, making them invisible to a section of the audience; this unfortunate occurrence was witnessed through Mephistopheles, as played by Arthur Darvill, who lent against them in many a scene. It is frustrating to see productions that do not take the layout of the stage fully into consideration when blocking and staging. 
Faustus occasionally being tortured by Mephistopheles for overstepping his bounds creates a dramatic build-up for a rather lacklustre hell in comparison, and even the summoning of Mephistopheles does not stand out against the backdrop of other events sadly. The play relies on its formidable special effects to captivate audiences between comic moments and falls somewhat in pace between such effects. The only issue one could take with the otherwise awe-inspiring effects is that of the castle balloon being used to represent an enchanting castle in the air – it completely breaks the immersion of the otherwise period accurate play by including such a modern item and does not use any other such items within the play, creating a baffling contrast.
The creative, intriguing puppets and plethora of impressive costumes aid the production in bringing to life the demons of hells, both literal and mental. Faustus’s costumes become more lavish, a representation of his growing sin, but he still wears a darker colour palette, seemingly a reminder of his despair and damnation. While the lack of set allows the audience to focus on other elements such as the costuming, puppeteering and practical effects to provide a more immersive narrative, due to the bareness of the stage, it becomes far more obvious where the production has stumbled in those regards. The absence of creative costuming and effects when hell comes forth to take Faustus is disappointing and seals the ending’s doom as unimaginative and lacking of the true terror the play should provide. The costuming and puppets look cheap and poorly done, which does not allow the audience to feel the same fear that they would have done despite not being religious, if it were done properly.
This iteration of the play is entertaining, with a side of bloody violence that satisfies some appetites, but leaves others wanting. Comedy reigns supreme in what is meant to be a tragedy, but one cannot fault the production for trying. The interpretation that is communicated is that of a comedic transformation of a tragic morality play, that tries to include darker themes but ultimately is let down by its finale. One can see there was the intention to stick to its original interpretation despite its failures, and there seems to be no room for alternative interpretations.
References
Bevington, David, et al., English Renaissance Drama: A Norton Anthology, ed., (New York and London: W.W. Norton, 2002), pp. 245, 276.

Kinney, Arthur F., ed., Renaissance Drama: An Anthology of Plays and Entertainments, 2nd edn (Oxford: Blackwell, 2005), p. 195, cols 1-2.


