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“The ethics of most of the greater Elizabethan dramatists is only intelligible as leading up to, 

or deriving from, that of Shakespeare: it has its significance, we mean, only in the light of 
Shakespeare’s fuller revelation.”  

(T.S Eliot, “Thomas Heywood” in Elizabethan Dramatists pg. 104) 
 

This quote, from one of Shakespeare’s most famous modern critics, is fairly correct: our 
knowledge of Renaissance playwrights, not named Shakespeare, is contingent on their 
reputations in light of Shakespeare’s plays. This has shrouded these playwrights in mystery, 
and has left them, justifiably, only known to specialized scholars or artists. But some have 
superseded that association with Shakespeare, and have enhanced their own reputations 
through their achievements in drama, popular myth, or notoriety. Christopher Marlowe is 
one of the essential playwrights of the Renaissance theatre, only rivalling Shakespeare in 
impact.  
 
Christopher Marlowe has a resonance in our twentieth century state of mind, because of his 
work, no doubt, but also because of his infamous reputation that has grown throughout the 
centuries. Marlowe has been suspected, in his own time and in afterlife, as being a spy, an 
atheist, a homosexual, and even the real writer of Shakespeare’s plays. His literary career, 
which spanned only a few years before his untimely and violent death, was fortuitous, 
prosperous, and makes him one of the most remembered characters of the Elizabethan era.  
 
Marlowe’s arguably most popular and everlasting play The Tragical History and Life and 
Death of Doctor Faustus shows Marlowe’s dramatic skills at its height, as his unique human 
psychology, bombastic verse structure, and comprehensive dramaturgy is showcased in this 
play, based on the German prose story, translated into English, The Historie of the damnable 
life, and deserved death of Doctor John Faustus. This story was based on a true story of 
some merit about a Protestant scholar and reputed magician. Marlowe’s adaptation of the 
source material is built on humanist traditions of the burgeoning Renaissance that Marlowe 
was a part of. Marlowe attended Cambridge University, and from there became a worldly 
traveler. He may be described as a “university wit,” much like other playwrights of the new 
professional theatre, Robert Greene and George Peele. But Marlowe’s other actions with 
the source material are sympathetic to the notion of skepticism of god, the acquisition of 
knowledge to bring meaning to life, and an openness and capacity for witchcraft. These 
sympathies follow Marlowe throughout his other plays, such as Tamburlaine, and The Jew of 
Malta, where critics have attempted to measure Marlowe’s atheistic and prideful 
tendencies as told through dramatic presentation.    
 
Overall Dr. Faustus shows Marlowe’s most diverse skills in expression, with rhetorical 
debates about theology put up against farcical scenes of low comedy. But herein we have a 
crux that must be understood: the split history of the A-text and B-text of the play. The A-
text of Dr. Faustus was published in 1604, with the play having a wide probable timeline for 
composition. The publishing of the first play is also mired in doubt about authenticity, as 
publishing records show that there are discrepancies to who owned the original manuscript, 
and the strong possibility that the A-text is a so-called “Bad Quarto,” or a reported 



performance text, complied by actors of a touring company, though this speculation about 
the A-text has been debated and/or debunked. The B-text was published in 1616, and 
seems to have been a collaboration with another playwright, who provided the bawdy, farce 
scenes, which are not without merit, but do distract from the overall sweep of Faustus’ rise 
and fall. Both texts differ in length, verse, and even character names, and situations. We are 
using the B-text, as much research has conjectured that the B-text is closest to the original 
manuscript copy of Marlowe, despite obvious collaboration, but as John D. Jump, editor of 
the Revels edition of the play said, “Marlowe’s collaborator, whoever he was, or his 
collaborators, whoever they were, evidently worked in subordination to him. Marlowe had 
presumably conceived the play; and, writing its crucial scenes himself, he made it essentially 
his own.” (Doctor Faustus, The Revels edition of the play, ed. By John D. Jump from his 
introduction, pg. xlv)  
 
We can be sure that Marlowe’s Dr. Faustus (as we will call it) was one of the most popular 
plays of the Renaissance theatre, with eight printings of the play, either the A or B text, over 
the course of twenty years. The play was being performed as late as 1642 (the year before 
the closing of the theatres) at the Fortune Theatre by Prince Charles’ Men. The story of a 
renegade, bent against the universal piousness of his own existence, seeking out power and 
pleasure, would of course appeal to any playgoer, and still does. Faustus resembles 
Marlowe’s other tragic heroes (Tamburlaine, Barabas, Edward II, Dido, etc.) He seems in his 
plays to use classical allusion to show strength of mind, embellished rhetoric and hyperbole 
to show strength of imagination, and impossible feats brought out in spectacle to show 
strength of fame. Marlowe’s heroes are individuals, untethered to common notions or 
ideals of the society that frames them, including religious doctrine or sexual morals.  
 
Marlowe is part of the great bursting forth of humanistic and secular ideas that the 
Renaissance theatre supported. Dr. Faustus is a tragedy, like Hamlet, and another play that 
resembles its morality structure, Macbeth. The tragedy is about the human mind coming to 
terms with how it is situated in the hierarchy of the world, mostly in regards to god, but also 
social forces and institutions. As Renaissance scholar Jonathan Dollimore has stated, the 
“preoccupation of Jacobean theatre,” is “its interrogation of providentialism” (Jonathan 
Dollimore, Radical Drama: Its Contexts and Emergence, pg. 19); and Dr. Faustus is a prelude 
to those great tragedies by showing, “the heroic aspirations of ‘Renaissance Man’.” (ibid, pg. 
19) Marlowe’s great tragedies, despite their dramaturgy being based on a morality tradition 
and not on the advent of realism, are the precursors to immense debates about the purpose 
of life, the fear of the afterlife, and man’s relationship to god.  
 
Not only did Marlowe explore themes with a coy, dangerous, questioning attitude, but he 
was one of the first (and most popular) playwrights to use blank verse (iambic pentameter) 
to his dramatic advantage. Unlike Shakespeare, who’s dramatic interiority is more poetically 
and subliminally released, or Ben Jonson, who’s verse and prose is collected with precision, 
and used for its fullest effect, Marlowe has a strident style, like a drum banging in the 
distance, over and over again. This makes his characters less realistic, and more epic, and his 
poetry more explicit than psychological. As Harry Levin said, “driven by impetus towards 
infinity and faced with the limitations of the stage, the basic convention of Marlovian drama 
is to take the word for the deed.” (Harry Levin, Christopher Marlowe: The Overreacher, pg. 
62) This means that the heroic drive of plays like Tamburlaine (both parts) and The Jew of 



Malta lack subtlety. Dr. Faustus is guilty of this as well, but it seems to be Marlowe’s 
strongest character piece, if only seen in the text of the protagonist scholar Faustus, and his 
demon companion Mephostophilis.  
 
The truth is that Marlowe’s exciting plays are controversial, not only in their deeply 
troubling conceits of religious oppression, homosexual depravity, and anti-Semitic clichés, 
but also their dramatic audacity. Like Shakespeare, Marlowe seems to be reaching for 
something truly theatrically ambiguous with his plays. It’s reasonable to believe that 
Marlowe is affecting his audience with wide discursive narratives, with human subjects, and 
circumstances of violence, cruelty, passion, terror, and ecstasy. Despite his early death 
cutting off Marlowe’s literary aspirations, he is important to our understanding of theatrical 
expression, both in our own times, and in regards to Shakespeare’s theatre.  
 
For Dr. Faustus, our minds are torn between a relatability with a scholar seeking his own 
powerful objectives, to the striking amount of times Faustus is begged to repent, seek out 
god, and save his soul. We, the audience, compelled to be a witness to lust, greed, and 
other mortal sins, while also enjoying the antics of a privileged master of arts. As one critical 
edition of the play questioned about Dr. Fausuts: "is the play an orthodox study of sin and 
punishment, or is it an integral part of Marlowe’s study of towering ambition and pride? 
Surely it is both” (Doctor Fausuts: The A- and B-texts, a parallel-text edition, Revels Student 
editions edited by David Bevington and Eric Rasmussen, pg. 2 of their introduction). 
 
Our goal when reading plays of the Renaissance is always to find that essential idea that 
helps us discover our humanity. Our task, if you can call it that, as audience members, is to 
listen and identify the big questions that the playwright is presenting. Marlowe was 
confident in his dramaturgy, and his critical faculty to challenge assumed norms makes his 
plays full of vehement questions for us to ask ourselves. Dr. Faustus is a play that continues 
to fascinate, because it is theatrically satisfying, and demands critical inquiry of all audience 
members about the basic question of what is beyond our corporal life on earth.  
 


