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Abstract: 

This study offers a critical examination of the central themes and stylistic techniques employed in 
Christopher Marlowe’s Doctor Faustus, with the aim of exploring how Marlowe integrates literary 
style and thematic concerns to construct a complex Renaissance tragedy. The theoretical 
framework adopted for this study is grounded in New Historicism and Formalist criticism, which 
allow for both contextual and textual analysis of the play. The study adopts a qualitative research 
design, relying on close textual analysis of selected scenes from the A-text version of Doctor 
Faustus. Key themes identified include the insatiable thirst for knowledge and power, the conflict 
between redemption and damnation, and the tension between free will and predestination. 
Prominent stylistic features examined include the use of soliloquy and allegory, which are shown 
to enrich character development and emphasise the play’s moral and philosophical dimensions. The 
findings reveal that Marlowe uses these themes and stylistic devices to dramatize the inner turmoil 
of the protagonist and to critique Renaissance ideals of intellectual ambition and human agency. 
The study concludes that Doctor Faustus remains a timeless and thought-provoking work, offering 
profound insights into the human condition through its interplay of style and theme. 
 
Keywords:  
Tragic action; themes, soliloquy; allegory; renaissance tragedy 

Analytical Review of Themes and Style in Christopher 
Marlowe’s Dr. Faustus 

 
Ariremako Afolabi Innocent1, Ebenezer Deji Ogunrinde2, Oladele Jiboku3 
1Department of Linguistics and Languages, Federal University, Oye Ekiti, Ekiti State Nigeria 
2Department of English and Literary Study, Federal University Oye-Ekiti 
3English Unit, Federal University of Technology,  Ilaro, Ogun State Nigeria 
Email: afolabiariremako@fuoye.edu.ng, ebenezer.ogunrinde@fuoye.edu.ng, 
oladele.jiboku@fedpolyilaro.edu.ng,  

 

 
I. Introduction 

 
Christopher Marlowe’s Doctor Faustus remains one of the most enduring works of 

English Renaissance drama, capturing complex theological, philosophical, and existential themes 
through a stylistically rich narrative. First performed in the early 1590s, Dr. Faustus explores the 
tragic downfall of a man who trades his soul for knowledge and power, illustrating the tensions 
between Renaissance humanism and Christian doctrine (Bevington & Rasmussen, 2003). The 
play serves not only as a moral warning against hubris and overreaching ambition but also as a 
reflection of early modern anxieties surrounding knowledge, identity, and salvation. 
 

A thematic analysis of Dr. Faustus reveals dominant motifs such as the conflict between 
good and evil, the insatiability of human desire, and the consequences of pride and damnation. 
These themes are woven into the fabric of the play through symbolic representations and vivid 
dramatic scenes. In this context, Marlowe crafts a narrative that mirrors the moral concerns of 
Elizabethan society while also speaking to universal questions about the human condition 
(Leech, 1962). 
 

Marlowe employs a distinctive blend of blank verse, rhetorical flourish, and allegorical 
structure, enhancing the tragic trajectory of Faustus and intensifying the emotional resonance of 

https://doi.org/10.33258/linglit.v6i1.1351
mailto:afolabiariremako@fuoye.edu.ng
mailto:oladele.jiboku@fedpolyilaro.edu.ng


Linglit Journal: Scientific Journal of Linguistics and Literature 
ISSN: 2774-4523 (Online), 2774-4515 (Print) 

Vol. 6, No. 1, March 2025, Page: 48-61 
Email: linglitjournal@gmail.com 

 

49 
www.biarjournal.com/index.php/linglit 

his fall. His use of soliloquies provides insight into Faustus’ internal struggles, while the shifting 
tone, from the elevated to the comic reflects the fragmentation of the protagonist's moral 
compass (Ribner, 1965). These stylistic elements collectively shape the reader’s interpretation of 
both character and theme, and they mark Marlowe as a precursor to the more psychologically 
complex dramatists of the Jacobean period. 

 
This study aims to provide an analytical review of the major themes and stylistic 

techniques in Dr. Faustus, drawing attention to how Marlowe constructs meaning through both 
content and form. By situating the play within its historical and literary context, this review 
contributes to a deeper understanding of Marlowe’s artistry and the enduring relevance of his 
work in literary scholarship. 

 
1.1 Purpose of Study 

The purpose of this study is to critically examine the major themes and stylistic devices 
employed in Christopher Marlowe’s Doctor Faustus. It aims to explore how Marlowe’s use of 
style such as soliloquy and allegory enhances the development of key themes within the play. The 
study provides a detailed analysis of how these stylistic features interact with thematic concerns 
to deepen the play’s moral, philosophical and dramatic impact. 

 
  

II. Review of Literatures 
 

In any tragic or serious play, dramatists often provide comic scenes or episodes to offer 
emotional relief to the audience. This technique is referred to as tragic relief. Intense tragedy 
naturally generates psychological tension, and if this is sustained without interruption, it can lead 
to emotional fatigue or disconnection for the audience. Comic interludes, therefore, serve as a 
necessary device to momentarily ease the tension and refresh the viewers' minds (Leech, 1962). 

 
The primary purpose of these comic scenes is to provide temporary relief from the intense 

drama, but they also met the expectations of Elizabethan audiences, who often demanded such 
moments of levity. Playwrights, in turn, were compelled to incorporate these elements for 
commercial success and broader appeal. At times, these comic episodes were closely linked 
thematically or emotionally to the main plot, or they functioned as formal parodies of tragic 
scenes. While Shakespeare is widely recognized for mastering the art of tragic relief, Christopher 
Marlowe also employed this device effectively in his dramatic works, including Doctor Faustus 
(Ribner, 1965; Maxwell, 1969). 
 

Marlowe’s Doctor Faustus is widely regarded as a seminal work in English Renaissance 
drama. It is a tragedy centered on the downfall of Faustus, a man who trades his soul for 
supernatural power. At the beginning of the play, Faustus has already achieved the highest 
academic honors and mastery in philosophy, medicine, law, and theology. Yet, he remains 
unfulfilled, declaring that he is ―still but Faustus, and a man.‖ This realization propels him to 
seek power beyond human limits, even if it means aligning with demonic forces. His ambition 
ultimately leads to his tragic damnation, underscoring the dangers of overreaching human desire 
and pride (Bevington & Rasmussen, 2003). 
 

However, Marlowe’s inclusion of comic or farcical scenes in Doctor Faustus has attracted 
criticism. Many scholars have argued that these episodes are crude, vulgar, and disrupt the tragic 
tone of the play. Yet, notable literary figures such as Swinburne, Clifford Leech, J.C. Maxwell,
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and T.S. Eliot have defended Marlowe's approach. They argue that Marlowe possessed a keen 
sense of humor and that his use of comic relief should not be measured against Shakespeare’s 
more refined standard. Instead, Marlowe’s inclusion of such scenes reflects the theatrical 
conventions and audience expectations of the Elizabethan era (Leech, 1962; Eliot, 1964; 
Maxwell, 1969). 
 

As with many canonical texts, interpretations of Doctor Faustus vary widely depending on 
historical, cultural, and critical contexts. Modern readers often interpret Faustus as a 
representation of the Renaissance ideal, the ―Renaissance man‖ driven by the quest for 
knowledge, individualism, and self-determination (Greenblatt, 1980). This Renaissance context 
provides a richer layer of meaning to the text. Faustus emerges not just as a tragic figure, but also 
as a symbolic character that embodies the intellectual ambition and spiritual conflict of his age. 
Ultimately, Doctor Faustus is a richly layered tragedy, interwoven with allegory and existential 
inquiry. Marlowe’s lyrical and dramatic prowess enables the text to remain open to multiple 
interpretations, making it a dynamic work of literature that continues to resonate with 
contemporary readers and scholars. 

 
2.1 Empirical Review 

Scholarly interest in Christopher Marlowe’s Doctor Faustus has remained robust, with 
significant emphasis placed on its thematic complexities and stylistic innovations. Empirical and 
critical studies on the play reveal recurring attention to themes such as knowledge, ambition, 
damnation, and the human condition, as well as stylistic devices like blank verse, allegory, 
soliloquy, and comic relief. However, scholars differ in how they prioritize or interpret these 
elements, and newer perspectives continue to emerge, challenging traditional readings. 
 

Several early and mid-20th century studies approached Doctor Faustus primarily as a 
Christian morality play. For example, Calderwood (1963) argues that the tragedy reinforces 
orthodox Christian teachings, particularly the damnation of those who defy divine authority. He 
interprets Faustus’s fall as a moral warning deeply embedded in the religious ideology of the 
Elizabethan period. Similarly, Cole (1984) suggests that the character of Faustus embodies the 
Renaissance conflict between classical humanism and medieval Christianity, ultimately leaning 
towards religious fatalism. 
 

Conversely, more recent empirical studies have interpreted Doctor Faustus through the 
lens of Renaissance individualism. Greenblatt’s (1980) seminal work on Renaissance self-
fashioning posits Faustus as a figure shaped by the cultural and ideological shifts of the period. 
According to Greenblatt, Faustus is less a cautionary example and more an experimental 
representation of the emerging self, a man attempting to define his identity outside institutional 
religious norms. 
 

In line with this, Bevington and Rasmussen (2003), in their critical edition of Doctor 
Faustus, provide historical and textual analysis that aligns with Greenblatt’s argument. They 
emphasize Marlowe’s depiction of knowledge as both a tool for empowerment and a path to 
destruction. Their empirical comparison of the A-text (1604) and B-text (1616) also suggests that 
changes over time reflect broader cultural anxieties about knowledge, power, and spiritual 
authority. 
 

One major area of divergence among scholars lies in the evaluation of Marlowe’s comic 
scenes. Early critics such as Boas (1940) and Leech (1962) dismissed these scenes as coarse and 
disconnected from the tragic core of the play. However, later critics including Maxwell (1969) 
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and Riggs (2004) provide a more integrated reading, suggesting that the comic episodes mirror 
Faustus's own folly and contribute structurally to the theme of moral degeneration. Empirical 
performance-based studies, such as those conducted by Orgel (2013), indicate that these comic 
scenes often serve to engage the audience emotionally and provide a dramatic counterpoint to 
Faustus’s inner turmoil. 
 

Modern scholarship has also explored the play through postcolonial and psychoanalytic 
lenses. For instance, Uddin (2021) utilises a Lacanian framework to examine Faustus’s desire for 
the unattainable as a symbolic lack that structures his identity. The study suggests that Faustus’s 
damnation is not only religious but psychological, a result of fractured subjectivity shaped by 
impossible desires. This interpretation shifts the play from a theological narrative to a 
psychological and existential investigation, marking a significant departure from earlier readings.  
There is also growing scholarly interest in the stylistic aspects of Marlowe’s language. Studies 
such as those by Cheney (2018) explore Marlowe’s use of rhetoric and blank verse as tools for 
character construction and ideological critique. Cheney contends that Marlowe’s stylistic choices 
are deliberate acts of political resistance, especially against institutionalized religion and academic 
orthodoxy. While earlier studies often framed Marlowe within a deterministic religious context, 
recent empirical analyses reflect a broader and more nuanced understanding of Doctor Faustus. 
Contemporary scholars emphasize its multi-layered nature, viewing the play as an intersection of 
theology, politics, psychology, and aesthetics. The divergence in interpretations, from religious to 
humanist, from formalist to psychoanalytic, indicates the richness and complexity of Marlowe’s 
text and highlights the necessity of multi-dimensional critical approaches. 
 

In summary, the empirical literature on Doctor Faustus reveals both convergence and 
divergence in scholarly interpretations. There is general agreement on the central themes of 
ambition, knowledge, and damnation, but considerable debate exists around the purpose of 
comic relief, the moral framing of the protagonist, and the ideological underpinnings of 
Marlowe’s style. This review emphasises the evolving nature of literary criticism and affirms 
Doctor Faustus as a timeless text that invites continuous exploration. 

 
III. Research Methods 

 
This study adopts a qualitative research design, specifically using the method of textual 

analysis. Textual analysis is suitable for this study because it allows for a close reading and 
interpretation of literary texts, focusing on both thematic concerns and stylistic elements. This 
method facilitates the in-depth examination of Christopher Marlowe’s Doctor Faustus, exploring 
how meaning is constructed through language, form, and content. The primary data for this 
study is Christopher Marlowe’s dramatic text The Tragical History of the Life and Death of 
Doctor Faustus. Both the A-text (1604) and the B-text (1616) versions are considered to provide 
a comprehensive understanding of thematic and stylistic variations. Secondary sources include 
relevant journal articles, critical essays, scholarly books, and dissertations that analyze Marlowe’s 
work within historical, literary, and philosophical frameworks. 

 
The study employs thematic and stylistic content analysis. Thematic analysis involves 

identifying, categorizing, and interpreting recurring ideas and messages in the text. The analysis is 
interpretive and critical, drawing on established literary theories such as formalism, historicism, 
and Renaissance humanism to contextualize the findings. 
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IV. Results and Discussion 
 
4.1 Theme of the Insatiable Thirst for Knowledge and Power 

One of the most dominant and enduring themes in Christopher Marlowe’s Doctor Faustus 
is the insatiable human desire for knowledge and power beyond natural limits. The protagonist, 
Doctor Faustus, is portrayed as a Renaissance scholar who is discontented with the traditional 
limits of human learning and craves forbidden knowledge, which he believes will elevate him to 
divine status. In Act 1, Scene 1, Faustus reflects on his scholarly accomplishments and expresses 
his dissatisfaction: 
 

Philosophy is odious and obscure; 
Both law and physic are for petty wits; 

Divinity is basest of the three… 
(Doctor Faustus, A-text, 1.1.105–107) 

 
From the above, Faustus dismisses conventional fields of knowledge such as philosophy, 

medicine, law, and theology as inadequate. His disdain for theology is particularly revealing, as he 
rejects religious salvation in favour of temporal power. This moment amplifies his overwhelming 
ambition and foreshadows his tragic downfall. Faustus’s thirst for power is further revealed when 
he contemplates using necromancy to become ―a mighty god‖: 
 

A sound magician is a mighty god: 
Here, Faustus, tire thy brains to gain a deity. 

(Doctor Faustus, A-text, 1.1.61–62) 
 

This statement positions Faustus as a symbolic ―Renaissance man,‖ who challenges 
medieval theological constraints and embraces the humanist pursuit of self-elevation. As 
Greenblatt (1980) suggests, Faustus embodies the Renaissance aspiration toward self-fashioning 
and intellectual sovereignty, even at the risk of damnation. 
 
Despite being warned by the Good Angel, Faustus ignores all moral caution: 
 

Good Angel: O Faustus, lay that damned book aside, 
And gaze not on it, lest it tempt thy soul… 

(Doctor Faustus, A-text, 1.1.70–71) 
 

The moral conflict is externalised through the allegorical figures of the Good Angel and 
Evil Angel, illustrating the inner turmoil that arises from his desire to transcend human 
limitations. Faustus ultimately chooses the path of forbidden knowledge and signs a pact with 
Lucifer, selling his soul for 24 years of supernatural power. The tragic irony of Faustus’s 
ambition becomes evident in Act 3, Scene 1, where instead of gaining profound secrets of the 
universe, he uses his powers for trivial pursuits like conjuring historical figures and playing tricks 
on the Pope: 
 

Was this the face that launch'd a thousand ships…? 
(Doctor Faustus, A-text, 5.1.89) 

 
This famous line, spoken as Faustus gazes upon Helen of Troy, highlights the shallowness 

of his ambitions. Rather than achieving enlightenment or divinity, Faustus succumbs to sensual 
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pleasures and spectacle. As Kirschbaum (1942) notes, Faustus’s tragedy is not just that he makes 
a pact with the devil, but that he squanders his potential on foolish displays of power. 
 
By Act 5, Scene 2, Faustus is consumed by regret and terror as he faces eternal damnation: 

O soul, be changed into little water-drops, 
And fall into the ocean, ne’er be found! 

(Doctor Faustus, A-text, 5.2.113–114) 
 
 

This climactic moment signifies Faustus’s realization that his pursuit of limitless knowledge 
and power has led only to despair. His final soliloquy is a desperate, yet futile, plea for 
redemption, reinforcing the play’s central warning against intellectual hubris. 
 

Critics have interpreted Faustus’s desire as representative of the Renaissance shift from 
theocentric to anthropocentric values. According to Cheney (2018), Marlowe dramatizes the 
tensions between individual ambition and religious orthodoxy, presenting Faustus not merely as 
a sinner but as a symbol of human aspiration. Meanwhile, Bevington and Rasmussen (2003) 
emphasise that the tragedy lies in Faustus’s misuse of agency, his desire for knowledge is not 
inherently evil, but his intent and application corrupt it. 
 

Faustus’s fate aligns with Marlowe’s exploration of moral and philosophical questions: Is 
the pursuit of knowledge inherently dangerous, or is it the corrupt motivations behind that 
pursuit that lead to ruin? This theme resonates with modern anxieties about scientific ethics and 
the limits of human ambition. 

 
4.2 Theme of the Conflict between Redemption and Damnation 

One of the most emotionally and morally complex themes in Doctor Faustus is the 
conflict between the possibilities of redemption and the inevitability of damnation. Throughout 
the play, Faustus exists in a state of spiritual liminality, constantly wavering between repenting 
for his sin and persisting in his pact with Lucifer. This thematic conflict is dramatized through 
Faustus’s internal struggles, symbolic characters, and theological debates, underscoring the 
tension between divine mercy and human obstinacy. From the outset, Faustus is warned of the 
spiritual dangers of necromancy. In Act 1, Scene 1, the Good Angel advises: 
 

O Faustus, lay that damned book aside, 
And gaze not on it, lest it tempt thy soul, 

And heap God’s heavy wrath upon thy head! 
(Doctor Faustus, A-text, 1.1.70–72) 

 
This early intervention signals the availability of redemption if Faustus heeds divine 

counsel. However, the Evil Angel tempts him with glory and power: 
 

Go forward, Faustus, in that famous art 
Wherein all nature’s treasure is contained. 

(Doctor Faustus, A-text, 1.1.74–75) 
 

The dual voices symbolise the classic Christian battle between good and evil, or more 
precisely, between grace and sin. Despite his initial doubts, Faustus proceeds to summon 
Mephistopheles and ultimately signs the pact with Lucifer in Act 2, Scene 1: 
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Lo, Mephistopheles, for love of thee, 
I cut mine arm, and with my proper blood 

Assure my soul to be great Lucifer’s. 
(Doctor Faustus, A-text, 2.1.60–62) 

 
Yet, even after this dramatic act of commitment, the possibility of repentance persists. In 

Act 2, Scene 3, Faustus begins to regret his decision: 
 

When I behold the heavens, then I repent, 
And curse thee, wicked Mephistopheles, 

Because thou hast deprived me of those joys. 
(Doctor Faustus, A-text, 2.3.1–3) 

 
This moment illustrates Faustus’s internal torment. He is aware of the joy and peace that 

come with salvation, yet he quickly shifts back into fear and despair when Mephistopheles 
threatens him. As critics like Cole (1984) observe, Faustus is tragically caught between belief in 
God’s mercy and fear of divine wrath, a condition that reflects Protestant doctrines of 
predestination and reprobation. The theme intensifies in Act 5, Scene 1, when an Old Man 
pleads with Faustus to repent and assures him that God’s mercy is still available: 
 

Yet, yet thou hast an amiable soul, 
If sin by custom grow not into nature; 

Then, Faustus, will repentance come too late? 
(Doctor Faustus, A-text, 5.1.41–43) 

 
Here, the Old Man serves as a Christ-like figure, representing the enduring offer of 

redemption. However, Faustus, though emotionally moved, again turns away. Instead of 
repenting, he embraces Helen of Troy in a final act of sensual indulgence: 
 

Sweet Helen, make me immortal with a kiss. 
(Doctor Faustus, A-text, 5.1.93) 

 
This moment is symbolic of Faustus’s final descent into spiritual blindness. Rather than 

choosing God, he chooses illusion and lust; ironically, seeking immortality through a kiss while 
forfeiting eternal life. In his final hour (Act 5, Scene 2), Faustus gives a desperate soliloquy 
pleading for divine mercy: 

 
My God, my God, look not so fierce on me! 
Adders and serpents, let me breathe awhile! 

… 
O, spare me, Lucifer! 

(Doctor Faustus, A-text, 5.2.143–152) 
 

Despite his pleas, Faustus does not fully repent. He expresses fear of hell, not love for 
God, which makes his repentance incomplete. As Bevington and Rasmussen (2003) explain, 
Faustus’s tragedy is not that he cannot be saved, but that he refuses to genuinely embrace 
salvation when it is within reach. 
 

The conflict between redemption and damnation is one of the most theologically charged 
elements of Doctor Faustus. Early Christian humanist interpretations viewed Faustus as a 
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cautionary tale, emphasising the damnation that results from rejecting divine grace (Calderwood, 
1963). However, modern critics like Greenblatt (1980) argue that Faustus’s struggle reflects a 
deeper anxiety about the limitations of free will in a world governed by conflicting ideologies. 
 

Furthermore, Uddin (2021) analyses Faustus’s psychological state through a Lacanian lens, 
arguing that his failure to repent is rooted not in theological ignorance but in a fractured identity 
that seeks wholeness through false ideals. Ultimately, Marlowe does not offer a clear-cut answer 
as to whether Faustus could have been saved. Instead, he presents a dynamic, unsettling 
portrayal of a man tormented by conflicting desires for divine forgiveness and worldly glory. The 
theme of redemption versus damnation adds emotional depth and moral complexity to the play, 
keeping it relevant for modern audiences confronting their own ethical and existential dilemmas. 

 
4.3 Theme of Free Will versus Fate (Predestination) 

Another central philosophical tension in Christopher Marlowe’s Doctor Faustus is the 
conflict between free will and fate, or predestination. The play explores whether Faustus is the 
master of his own destiny through the exercise of free will or whether he is doomed by divine or 
cosmic forces beyond his control. This debate is integral to the tragic structure of the play and 
reflects wider theological disputes of the Elizabethan era, particularly concerning Calvinist 
doctrines of predestination and human agency. From the beginning of the play, Faustus exercises 
what appears to be free will. In Act 1, Scene 1, he surveys the disciplines he has mastered, law, 
medicine, theology and voluntarily turns to necromancy: 

 
These metaphysics of magicians 

And necromantic books are heavenly… 
(Doctor Faustus, A-text, 1.1.112–113) 

 
Faustus’s choice to pursue black magic is not forced upon him; it is a decision made out of 

intellectual dissatisfaction and personal ambition. As Cheney (2018) asserts, this conscious 
rejection of divine knowledge in favour of forbidden learning illustrates Marlowe's focus on 
human autonomy and self-determination. However, the play soon introduces ambiguity. When 
Mephistopheles warns Faustus that he is damned for turning away from God, Faustus asks 
whether it is too late to repent. In Act 2, Scene 3, he wonders: 

 
Tell me, where is the place that men call hell? 

(Doctor Faustus, A-text, 2.3.17) 
 

Mephistopheles answers: 
 

Hell hath no limits, nor is circumscrib’d 
In one self place; for where we are is hell, 
And where hell is, there must we ever be. 

(Doctor Faustus, A-text, 2.3.18–20) 
 

This exchange reveals a deterministic worldview. Hell is not merely a physical destination 
but a state of being, suggesting that once Faustus has made his choice, he is already beyond 
salvation. This perspective resonates with the Calvinist idea that one's eternal fate is preordained 
(Cole, 1984). Still, the drama repeatedly offers Faustus chances to repent, suggesting that free will 
remains operative. In Act 5, Scene 1, the Old Man pleads: 
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Yet, yet, thou hast an amiable soul, 
If sin by custom grow not into nature; 

Then, Faustus, will repentance come too late? 
(Doctor Faustus, A-text, 5.1.41–43) 

 
The Old Man represents divine mercy and insists that Faustus still has the agency to 

choose repentance. His presence reaffirms the Christian doctrine of free will: that salvation is 
available up until the last breath. Despite these repeated interventions from the Good Angel and 
the Old Man, Faustus continually postpones repentance. In his final soliloquy in Act 5, Scene 2, 
he cries: 

 
O, I'll leap up to my God! Who pulls me down? 

(Doctor Faustus, A-text, 5.2.76) 
 
This line encapsulates the psychological and spiritual paralysis Faustus experiences. The cry 

―Who pulls me down?‖ raises a profound question: is it the devil, divine justice, or Faustus 
himself who ensures his damnation? According to Bevington and Rasmussen (2003), this 
moment reflects the tragic irony that while Faustus claims to desire redemption, he lacks the 
resolve to choose it. Critically, Faustus’s repeated expressions of despair, rather than genuine 
repentance, ultimately seal his fate. As Calderwood (1963) argues, Faustus is not a victim of fate, 
but of his own persistent failure to embrace grace when it is offered. His damnation is tragic not 
because it is inevitable, but because it is avoidable. 

 
The tension between free will and fate in Doctor Faustus reflects the shifting theological 

and philosophical landscape of Marlowe’s time. On the one hand, the play upholds the 
Renaissance ideal of human agency and reason. On the other, it emphasises the theological 
notion of inevitable punishment for sin. Greenblatt (1980) interprets Faustus as a figure of 
Renaissance self-fashioning who attempts to forge a new identity through knowledge but is 
eventually crushed by the very structures he sought to transcend. 

 
Faustus’s downfall is, therefore, both self-inflicted and culturally constructed. The 

ambiguity in the play’s resolution allows for on-going debate about whether Faustus is a free 
agent or a predestined soul. Marlowe neither fully condemns nor absolves Faustus, instead 
leaving audiences to grapple with the implications of human choice in a universe governed by 
moral and metaphysical laws. 

 
4.4 Style used in Dr Faustus 
a. Use of Soliloquy 

A soliloquy is a dramatic device that allows characters, often protagonists to speak their 
innermost thoughts aloud, usually when alone on stage. In Doctor Faustus, soliloquies are central 
to character development, thematic exposition, and emotional depth. They serve not only to 
reveal Faustus’s internal conflicts but also to structure the tragic arc of the play. 

 
From the opening scene, Marlowe employs soliloquy as a narrative and psychological tool. 

In Act 1, Scene 1, Faustus delivers an extended soliloquy as he surveys the limits of various fields 
of knowledge: 
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Settle thy studies, Faustus, and begin 
To sound the depth of that thou wilt profess: 

Having commenc'd, be a divine in show, 
Yet level at the end of every art… 

(Doctor Faustus, A-text, 1.1.1–4) 
 
This opening soliloquy introduces the audience to Faustus’s intellectual pride and 

existential ambition. It sets the stage for the tragic action that follows, and importantly, draws the 
audience into his private deliberations. As Cheney (2018) notes, Marlowe’s soliloquies function 
as dramatic monologues that blur the boundaries between public performance and private 
confession. Another powerful soliloquy appears in Act 2, Scene 1, just before Faustus signs the 
pact with Lucifer: 

 
Now, Faustus, must thou needs be damn’d, 

And canst thou not be saved? 
What boots it, then, to think of God or heaven? 

(Doctor Faustus, A-text, 2.1.1–3) 
 
From here, the soliloquy reveals Faustus’s inner turmoil and spiritual despair. He debates 

with himself whether to repent, but ultimately silences his conscience and proceeds with the 
damnable agreement. The soliloquy captures the intensity of his psychological fragmentation and 
his struggle between divine grace and satanic temptation. According to Kirschbaum (1942), 
Marlowe’s use of soliloquy here dramatizes Faustus’s moral awareness, deepening the audience's 
sense of tragic inevitability. The most famous and emotionally charged soliloquy is found in Act 
5, Scene 2, during Faustus’s final hour: 

 
Ah, Faustus, 

Now hast thou but one bare hour to live, 
And then thou must be damn’d perpetually! 

Stand still, you ever-moving spheres of heaven, 
That time may cease, and midnight never come… 

(Doctor Faustus, A-text, 5.2.73–77) 
 
This soliloquy is a tour de force of Elizabethan tragic verse. It employs vivid imagery 

―stand still, you ever-moving spheres‖ and appeals to cosmic forces to stop time—a symbolic 
attempt to delay his doom. The language is elevated, poetic, and desperate. Marlowe intensifies 
the emotional power of the scene by giving Faustus the stage alone, fully exposed to the weight 
of his existential crisis. As Bevington and Rasmussen (2003) observe, this soliloquy not only 
heightens dramatic tension but also forces the audience into a profound reflection on time, 
mortality, and damnation. The function of these soliloquies extends beyond emotional 
expression. They also frame the philosophical and theological debates of the play. For instance, 
Faustus’s constant vacillation between repentance and pride is largely internal and is 
communicated most effectively through his solitary reflections. These speeches become a mirror 
of Renaissance humanism—showcasing the intellectual complexity of man in a world governed 
by divine law. 

 
Marlowe’s strategic use of soliloquy in Doctor Faustus contributes to the psychological 

realism of the protagonist. Unlike earlier morality plays with flat allegorical figures, Marlowe’s 
Faustus is dynamic, flawed, and introspective. His soliloquies grant audiences access to the 
recesses of his mind, making his fall from grace more personal and tragic. Calderwood (1963) 
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argues that these moments of introspection render Faustus ―damned not merely in soul but in 
consciousness,‖ as he is acutely aware of the spiritual consequences of his actions. 

 
Moreover, soliloquies in Doctor Faustus reflect Marlowe’s mastery of blank verse, unrhymed 

iambic pentameter which allows for both rhetorical grandeur and emotional subtlety. The 
rhythm of the verse mimics natural speech while elevating it to poetic form, enabling Faustus to 
express lofty ideals and deep regrets with equal force. In sum, soliloquy in Doctor Faustus is not 
just a formal device but a crucial medium through which Marlowe explores character, theme, and 
tragedy. It bridges the internal and external dimensions of the play, turning Faustus’s personal 
damnation into a universal meditation on choice, consequence, and the human condition. 

 

b. Allegory 

One of the most prominent stylistic features in Christopher Marlowe’s Doctor Faustus is his 
use of allegory. Allegory is a narrative technique in which characters, events, or settings 
symbolically represent abstract ideas or moral qualities. Drawing heavily on the medieval 
tradition of morality plays, Marlowe incorporates allegorical elements to dramatize the internal 
moral and spiritual conflict within Faustus, especially the tension between good and evil, 
salvation and damnation, and reason and temptation. In Act 1, Scene 1, the appearance of the 
Good Angel and Evil Angel is an explicit use of allegory. These characters do not represent 
individuals but abstract concepts, moral conscience and temptation. For instance: 

 
Good Angel: O, Faustus, lay that damned book aside, 

And gaze not on it, lest it tempt thy soul. 
(Doctor Faustus, A-text, 1.1.70–71) 

Evil Angel: Go forward, Faustus, in that famous art 
Wherein all nature’s treasure is contain’d. 

(Doctor Faustus, A-text, 1.1.74–75) 
 
This binary opposition externalises Faustus’s inner conflict, turning a psychological or 

spiritual struggle into a dramatic spectacle. According to Cole (1984), the angels’ appearance as 
embodied forces of good and evil reflects the influence of morality plays, where personified 
virtues and vices competed for the protagonist’s soul. 

 
Another strong allegorical figure is Mephistopheles, who is not merely a servant of Lucifer 

but also a symbolic representation of damnation disguised as knowledge. In Act 2, Scene 1, when 
Faustus asks about the nature of hell, Mephistopheles replies: 

 
Why, this is hell, nor am I out of it. 

Think’st thou that I, who saw the face of God 
And tasted the eternal joys of heaven, 

Am not tormented with ten thousand hells 
In being deprived of everlasting bliss? 
(Doctor Faustus, A-text, 2.1.118–122) 

 
As seen above, Mephistopheles serves as an allegorical warning. Though Faustus seeks 

power, Mephistopheles’s confession reveals the cost of separation from God. He stands as a 
dark mirror to Faustus, showing what his future holds. As Greenblatt (1980) notes, 
Mephistopheles is both tempter and tortured soul, representing the paradox of hell as both 
spiritual and psychological torment. Perhaps the most poignant allegorical moment comes in Act 
5, Scene 1, when the Old Man enters: 
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Accursed Faustus, miserable man, 
That from thy soul exclud’st the grace of heaven, 

And fly’st the throne of his tribunal seat! 
(Doctor Faustus, A-text, 5.1.40–42) 

 
The Old Man is widely interpreted as an allegorical figure of Christian perseverance or 

divine grace. He urges Faustus to repent, offering a final chance at redemption. Unlike the comic 
characters who mock Faustus’s situation, the Old Man elevates the moral seriousness of the 
drama. Bevington and Rasmussen (2003) argue that his character brings a moment of spiritual 
clarity, representing the enduring offer of salvation. The play concludes with a chorus that 
explicitly states the moral lesson, reinforcing the allegorical dimension: 

 
Faustus is gone: regard his hellish fall, 

Whose fiendful fortune may exhort the wise 
Only to wonder at unlawful things, 

Whose deepness doth entice such forward wits 
To practice more than heavenly power permits. 

(Doctor Faustus, A-text, Chorus) 
 

This closing passage echoes the structure of traditional morality plays, where the 
―everyman‖ character (here, Faustus) serves as a warning against sin and pride. The allegorical 
structure of the play ensures that the audience is not just entertained but morally instructed. 

 
Marlowe’s use of allegory in Doctor Faustus blends medieval dramatic tradition with 

Renaissance humanism. While characters like the Good and Evil Angels, Mephistopheles, and 
the Old Man personify abstract theological principles, Faustus himself is a hybrid figure, 
simultaneously an allegorical ―Everyman‖ and a Renaissance intellectual (Cheney, 2018). As 
Kirschbaum (1942) observes, Marlowe elevates the morality play formula by embedding these 
allegorical structures within a complex psychological portrait of Faustus. The style thus allows 
multiple levels of meaning: moral, spiritual, philosophical, and dramatic. Through allegory, 
Marlowe does not just preach but perform the moral consequences of hubris and the rejection of 
divine authority. Marlowe’s strategic use of allegorical style ensures that Doctor Faustus operates as 
both personal tragedy and universal moral drama, resonating with both Elizabethan religious 
culture and modern existential concerns. 

 
4.5 Discussion of Findings 

One of the most prominent findings is that the theme of insatiable thirst for knowledge 
and power drives the tragic arc of the protagonist. Faustus, as a Renaissance intellectual, reflects 
the period's aspiration for individual achievement and control over nature through reason and 
science. However, his relentless ambition ultimately leads to self-destruction. As Cheney (2018) 
notes, Faustus becomes ―the embodiment of Renaissance self-fashioning,‖ attempting to shape 
his destiny without regard for divine limits. 

 
The repeated appearances of the Good Angel, the Old Man, and references to God's 

mercy suggest that Faustus is never entirely without hope. However, his continuous rejection of 
repentance demonstrates a tragic misuse of free will. Bevington and Rasmussen (2003) 
emphasise that Faustus’s downfall lies not in divine predestination but in his conscious refusal to 
choose salvation, illustrating the Christian doctrine of moral responsibility. While Faustus 
appears to act out of free will, his increasing despair and repeated expressions of helplessness 
raise the question of whether his damnation is inevitable. As Cole (1984) explains, Marlowe 
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mirrors the theological uncertainty of the Elizabethan era, especially in light of Calvinist views of 
predestination. Nonetheless, the repeated opportunities Faustus is given to repent support the 
conclusion that he is the architect of his own ruin. 

 
From a stylistic standpoint, the use of soliloquy was found to be instrumental in expressing 

the internal conflicts of Faustus. These soliloquies provide access to his private thoughts, regrets, 
and desires, deepening the psychological realism of the character. According to Kirschbaum 
(1942), Marlowe’s soliloquies elevate Doctor Faustus from a morality play into a nuanced tragic 
drama, aligning with Shakespearean psychological complexity. Similarly, the strategic use of 
allegory allows Marlowe to fuse medieval morality play traditions with Renaissance themes. 
Characters like the Good and Evil Angels, Mephistopheles, and the Old Man serve symbolic 
functions, dramatizing the protagonist’s moral and spiritual conflict. Calderwood (1963) affirms 
that through allegory, Marlowe not only maintains theological resonance but also constructs a 
universal moral fable that warns against hubris and spiritual blindness. 

 
A crucial finding is the interdependence between Marlowe’s themes and stylistic choices. 

The themes of ambition, redemption, and moral conflict are effectively dramatized through 
allegory and soliloquy. For instance, Faustus’s inability to repent is not simply narrated but 
dramatized in his agonizing soliloquies, where he pleads for time to stop and for divine mercy. 
This stylistic technique intensifies the emotional resonance of the play and aligns the audience 
with Faustus’s inner torment. Moreover, current scholarship supports the relevance of Doctor 
Faustus in contemporary discussions. Uddin (2021) applies a Lacanian psychoanalytic lens to 
argue that Faustus’s fragmentation results from an unresolved search for wholeness through 
knowledge. This interpretation reaffirms the enduring relevance of Marlowe’s exploration of 
intellectual hubris, spiritual crisis, and identity. 

 

V. Conclusion 
 

This study has critically examined Doctor Faustus by Christopher Marlowe through an 
analytical review of its central themes and prominent stylistic techniques. The analysis 
demonstrates that Doctor Faustus is not merely a Renaissance tragedy, but a richly complex work 
that engages deeply with theological, philosophical, and humanistic issues that continue to 
resonate in contemporary literary and ethical discourse. Thematically, the play explores the 
insatiable thirst for knowledge and power, the conflict between redemption and damnation, and 
the tension between free will and fate. Each of these themes is intricately connected to the tragic 
downfall of Doctor Faustus, a character whose intellectual ambition leads him to reject divine 
order in pursuit of supernatural mastery. Faustus embodies the Renaissance ideal of self-
determination but ultimately falls victim to the moral and spiritual consequences of his choices. 
His failure to repent, despite repeated opportunities, underscores the tragic irony of his fate and 
reinforces the play’s cautionary tone. Stylistically, Marlowe’s use of soliloquy and allegory 
amplifies the psychological depth and moral seriousness of the play.  This study concludes that 
Marlowe’s Doctor Faustus is not only a product of its Renaissance context but also a timeless 
reflection on human aspiration, moral conflict, and existential choice. It invites readers and 
audiences to reflect on the limits of ambition, the weight of conscience, and the enduring 
significance of repentance and grace. 
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