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ABSTRACT

Christopher Marlowe’s Doctor Faustus emerges from the late
Renaissance, one of the most transformative intellectual environments in
western history. The era was defined by the clash between medieval
faith and the new secular humanism. This paper places Faustus’s
downfall and the historical transition from a Christocentric to an
anthropocentric worldview. It reflects the psychic anguish that escorts
early modern individualism. How does Faustus’s ambition to “be thou
on earth as Jove is in the sky…’’ mirrors the Renaissance obsession
with infinite knowledge and superiority over nature? How does his
downfall reveal the historical impatience of the overreaching man in a
shaky moral universe? These arguments draw upon the historical
context of the Protestant Reformation, the decline of scholastic theology
etc. This study interprets Faustus’s anguish as the awareness of a man
torn between two eras. The inferno that consumes him is the inner
turmoil fabricated by historical change and it is the loss of spiritual
assurance amongst amplifying intellectual skyline. Hell becomes the
inner world of a mind that cannot reconcile Renaissance ambition with
medieval guilt. Through this lens, this paper shows how the chasing of
knowledge without spiritual balance leads to self-created perdition.
Thus, Marlowe’s tragedy stands at the crossroads of history, myth, and
human psyche, illuminating the inner depths of human perdition.
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1. Introduction

Cristopher Marlowe’s Doctor Faustus explains human mind with extreme intensity. It is written
in 1592, during the Renaissance period. This drama solidifies the period’s cognitive bustle and
its obsession with knowledge, power, ambition, and rebellion against God and nature. The
Renaissance was not only a historical era but it was a retraining of awareness, a movement from
the Christocentric medieval world to the anthropocentric modern era. As Stephen Greenblatt
mentions, “Renaissance self-fashioning begins with a sense of power over one’s identity, yet that
power is shadowed by guilt and fear” (Renaissance Self-Fashioning 1) (Greenblatt, 1980).
Marlowe sets up a psychological allegory of modernity in Doctor Faustus (Healy, 2004). The
drama’s tragic vibrancy lies more in the incorporation of inferno as a mental state than the
exhibition of perdition. Mephistopheles tells Faustus that “Hell hath no limits, nor is
circumscribed / In one self- place” (Doctor Faustus 2.1.118-119), and he articulates the new
divine meaning of the era. According to him, perdition is situated in awareness rather than any
geographical location. Hell becomes a psychological condition, an inferno within. T S Eliot
critiques that Marlow’s heroes “are consumed by their own flame; their greatness lies in the
intensity of their inner destruction” (Marlowe 75).
The myth of Faustus is taken from German legend, and Marlowe gets a medium for dramatizing
the crisis of Renaissance man. The German legend himself centered in the mythic tradition of the
overachiever blending the Promethean instinct with Biblical morality tales. Marlowe
universalized the character of Faustus as a symbol of mankind’s dual longings: to perceive the
knowledge and to surpass the knowledge. Swinburne notes, “a poem of the intellect’s rebellion
against its own bondage” (Essays and Studies 156). This uprising is due to the Hellenic sense.
It's a split of the mind and perverse behavior. At the end the intellect becomes the wrecker.
So, Doctor Faustus is at the crossroads between myth, history, and psychology. The overachiever
has a mythic intension that associates Faustus with the archetypes of Prometheus and Icarus. His
inner conflict with the divine grace and the change of outward perdition into an inward fall can
be understood in the light of the history of the Reformation. These extents come together to form
the title of this paper “The Inner Inferno”, which creates an abstract domain where monumental
desire, seismic change, and self-condemnation enflame into tragedy.
The interwoven extents are examined in detail in the following segments. First, the mythic: how
Marlow redefines the traditional concept of hubris to a modern allegory of knowledge and
destruction without bounds. Secondly, the historical: how the world of Faustus is formed by the
cognitive turmoil of the Renaissance/ humanism/ realism. Third, the psychological: ho (Burnett,
2010) w the drama unrolls Faustus’s own mind, turning outward perdition into inward distress.
Finally, Faustus’s tragedy unfolds the shadow of modern awareness and the price of intelligence
without theology and modesty. Harold Bloom notes, “Marlowe’s Faustus is the first modern man
because he is the first self-divided against itself” (The Western Canon 112).

Cosmic domain
Every myth is a reflector of humanity’s shared consciousness, and the legend of Faustus is the
most lasting of these reflectors (Deats, 2019). Even before Marlow’s Doctor Faustus, the myths
of the overachiever had changed the reality of human beings and the Earth. Adam and Eve took
forbidden knowledge, Prometheus resisted Zeus to steal the fire. These narratives are divided by
culture and age but share a common universal pattern. The incidents suggest the hunt for
limitless knowledge and the result is downfall. Though Marlowe adapts the legend of German
Faust Buch of 1587, he reconfigures it into a Renaissance tragedy of self- awareness.
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Joseph Campbell notes in his book The Hero with a Thousand Faces, that the mythic hero’s
journey “is the story of one who ventures forth to realize the powers of the soul, but who may
fall victim to his own discovery” (217). Marlowe’s Faustus depicts the same pattern. He is the
polymath hero who tries to seek knowledge in metaphysical world. He has already earned the
knowledge of conventional curriculum of logic, medicine, law, theology and seeks the new
domain of mastery (McDonald, 2004). In his opening soliloquy, Faustus says,
“Philosophy is odious and obscure;
Both law and physic are for petty wits;
Divinity is basest of the three.”
(Doctor Faustus 1.1.106-108)
Here, Marlowe depicts the cognitive pride of his age. The overachiever is not from the ancient
period but a Renaissance scholar. He is not armed with fire or wings but with forbidden magic
and black magic. A. C. Swinburne noted, “Faustus is the Prometheus of thought, bound not to
the Caucasus, but to the wheel of his own brain” (Essays and Studies 158).
In reshaping the Faust myth, Marlow blends the Promethean and Luciferian traditions.
Prometheus resists divine law for the sake of enlightenment and Lucifer resists it for the sake of
pride. Faustus tragically blends both impulses. When he commands Mephistopheles to serve him
and sells his soul to Lucifer, he describes a symbolic transformation of Christian monastery.
Mephistopheles warns him of the spiritual cost:
“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 1.3.76-80)
This most significant dialogue recasts hell as a psychological state or a form of existential exile
in this play. Faustus fails to identify the warning. His over ambition blinds him to the allegory
unfolding before him. Northrop Fyre argues, “The tragic hero of myth always enacts the
archetype of separation- his fall is the price of individuation” (Anatomy of Criticism 214).
Thus, the tragedy becomes an allegorical dramatization of human alienation. His desire to
“command all things that move between the quiet poles” (Doctor Faustus 1.1.58) echoes not only
the pride of Adam but also the desire of the modern mind to subdue the world. It reflects the
human will that forgets its own boundary.
The Good and Evil angels represent the mythic personifications of psychic conflict, and it is
more than Christian morality. They reflect the dual forces which govern the soul in Greek and
Gnostic cosmologies. According to Carl Jung’s theory, the evil angel embodies the repressed self
or the unconscious desire that the conscious ego denies. Faustus’s tragedy extends as the
articulation of this inner turmoil. It is an ancient myth retold through Renaissance psychology.
Marlowe also reshapes the Icarian archetype or the eagerness to remove the mortal limits through
intellect. Faustus’s ascending imagination reflects Icarus’s ascent, and his despair reflects the fall.
The picture of wings reappears throughout the play.
“Had I as many souls as there be stars,
I’d give them all for Mephistopheles.”
(Doctor Faustus 1.1.90-91)
In this overblown statement, the language of excess becomes the symbol of tragedy. The mythic
pattern of overachieving repeats as linguistic expansion. Faustus’s statements surpass his wisdom.
Harry Levin notes, “Faustus’s tragedy is that of language itself- words that aspire to infinite
meaning but fall back into silence” (The Overreacher 47)
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The mythic framework thus sets up the foundation of Marlowe’s psychological tragedy.
Faustus’s downfall is not merely a divine punishment but the unavoidable result of self-pride
beyond limits (Maguire, 2004). In classical myth, the tragic hero’s sin is hybris but in Doctor
Faustus, hybris becomes intellectual rather than physical. It suggests rebellion of mind.
The final scene of the play completes the mythic cycle. When the clock announces the eleventh
hour, Faustus laments the limits of time. His earlier haughtiness dissolves into nihilistic fear. His
last soliloquy becomes a modern echo of both Adam’s lament and Prometheus’s suffering:
“O soul, be changed into little water-drops,
And fall into the ocean, ne’er be found!”
(Doctor Faustus 5.2.182-183)
This petition for dissolution is the culmination of the overachiever's conversion. From self-
earnestness to self-destruction. In mythic terms it is the descent into hell, the descent from light
to darkness. From a psychological perspective, it is an "ego breakdown”.
So, Doctor Faustus's eternal punishment is a mythic one, not divine revenge, but a universal truth.
Marlowe’s reshaping of the Faustian legend universalizes the theme of perdition or the tragedy
of modern mind that dares to rival the supreme authority of God. He discovers that his hell burns
within himself.

Historical dimensions
Marlow’s Doctor Faustus cannot be separated from the historical period of late sixteenth century.
It is a period that reshaped the limits of faith, knowledge, and identity. The play’s storyline
unfolds at the turning point where Renaissance humanism encounters Protestant theology. Paul
Kocher notes, “Faustus is the direct child of Renaissance learning, but also its victim.”
(Christopher Marlowe: A Study of His Thought 132).
The Renaissance humanist movement was inspired by Erusmus, Pico Della Mirandola and
Machiavelli (White, 2004). They had placed humanity at the center of creation. Pico’s Oration
on the Dignity of Man asserted that man, “the intermediary between all creatures,” possessed the
power to shape his own destiny. Marlow’s Faustus asserts this anthropocentric desire:
“A sound magician is a mighty god;
Here, Faustus, tire thy brains to gain a deity.”
(Doctor Faustus1.1.62-63)
This moment shows the thought of Renaissance. It implies that the knowledge might make man
equal to God. Faustus's rational liberty becomes the same as spiritual pride. The medieval idea of
salvation was undermined by the Reformation. Martin Luther challenged the power of the church
and gave special emphasis to the personal life of the church believer. However, Faustus will
reject the scripture and faith. He believes in reason and magic. “Divinity, adieu!” he says.
(Doctor Faustus 1.1.108). It is the historical revolt or the scholar's effort to substitute human
mind for Divine. Faustus is put into a psychological world where there is no guarantee of grace,
and no guarantee of redemption.
Marlowe is dramatizing the anxiety for redemption of the Reformation. His regret and pride are
the driving forces of Faustus' story. It is an expression of the theological dilemmas of the time.
My hearts so hardened that I cannot repent (Doctor Faustus 5.2.180).
Thus, divine grace is inaccessible to the damned. It also reflects spiritual paralysis and modern
alienation. Faustus represents the new intellectual class of Renaissance Europe. It shows the
conflict between Christian humility and classical ambition. Stephen Greenblatt says, “The
renaissance produced a subject who could shape his own identity, yet who trembled before the
emptiness of that freedom” (Renaissance Self-Fashioning 9). Marlowe describes Faustus’s
shifting tones from the quest for power to the despairing awareness of loss.
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He cries,
“I’ll burn my books- ah, Mephistopheles!”
(Doctor Faustus 5.2.190)
It reflects the end of Renaissance dream itself (Sullivan, 2004). The destruction of scholastic
theology shapes the play’s intellectual landscape (Wilson, 2004). Marlowe describes Faustus’s
restless mind which master’s every discipline only to find nonsufficient. He dismisses divinity as
“odious and obscure” (Doctor Faustus 1.1.106). He narrates an age in which metaphysics could
no longer answer human longing.
Doctor Faustus vividly describes the scientific curiosity that would define the seventeenth
century. Faustus desires to “search all corners of the new-found world” (Doctor Faustus 1.1.80).
It suggests the zeal of discovery and the imperial ambition of Elizabethan era. But the pride
driven curiosity leads to spiritual ruin. Faustus’s ambition mirrors the England’s expanding
empire which seeks to conquer the unknown (Bednarz, 2004).
From a greater historical perspective, Faustus shows the transition from the medieval to the
modern. There are many reasons why this tragedy is not just about sin, it's also about dislocation.
The fate of an age that forfeited the synthesis of knowledge and faith” (Divine Poetry and Drama
in the Sixteenth Century, 203) is what Lily B. Campbell says when referring to Faustus's
damnation.
The play's structure even captures the historical tension. The theme of the first scenes is that of
Renaissance wit and defiance, and the last scenes are a theme of moral chaos and despair. It
reflects the loss of intellectual balance which once led Europe. It is a means of marking this outer
change in an age and the internal division in the mind.
The mythic and historical became one at the end of the 16th century as the ethical vision. The
Faustian archetype is someone with the desire to be in control, but who falls into the trap of his
own desires. It is the myth of modernity, Harold Bloom writes, “The quest for total knowledge of
the mind, and its resulting despair, is the myth of Faust” (The Western Canon 113).
So, Doctor Faustus is the first tragedy to reflect the most menacing statement of modern times.
Faustus embodies the Renaissance itself along with its brilliance, daring nature, and how it was
doomed by the excess of its own light.

Psychological dimensions; inner inferno and divided self
The drama is vibrant and alive with psychology. Dr. Faustus is devoured by the inner inferno.
Theology gives rise to a metaphor of a drama awareness. It foretells the contemporary notion of
guilt, repression, and split self. Hence the tragedy is not only a Renaissance morality play, but it
is an early psychological analysis. This is a representation of the mind which is divided between
the desire to be all-powerful and the fear of being destroyed.
Faustus is introduced in the opening soliloquy as an intellectual sufferer. He abandons the
conventional subjects of logic, medicine, law and divinity. His mind is restless and his existential
angst are shown in his thoughts. But, still, Faustus, and a man, he complains (Doctor Faustus
1.1.23). It demonstrates non-conformity to constraints.
Here there is a nice parallel to Freud's concept of the “will to omnipotence”. Faustus desires all
things. It is like the childlike notion of "total control. Freud says it is "the secret dream of
mankind," the unconscious secret dream of human beings. Faustus's pact with the devil is a
psychological regression of an undisciplined desire.
Irving Ribner notes,
“Faustus’s tragedy lies in the internalization of sin: he seeks divinity not through grace but
through self-gratification” (The English History Play in the Age of Shakespeare 87).
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Faustus’s bargain represents an encounter with the shadow or repressed part of the psyche. It
contains the dark and forbidden impulses of the self. Mephistopheles are not an external devil but
an exhalation of Faustus’s unconscious or the projection of his inner corruption (Banerjee, 1993).
Jung describes the shadow as “that hidden, repressed, for the most part inferior and guilt-laden
personality whose ultimate realization is indispensable for self-knowledge” (Aion 8). Faustus
expresses the suppressed aspect of his being through Mephistopheles.
Faustus says, “Why this is hell, nor am I out of it.” (Doctor Faustus 1.3.78).
Throughout the play, Faustus’s psychological state is dramatized through his dialogue with good
and evil angels. Both personify his divided awareness. According to modern critics, good and
evil angels are the rational and irrational voices within a single self. The play shows the
dynamics of repression and return. Here the ego collapses under the weight of its divided urges.
The drama is structured using Freud's ideas of id, ego and superego. Faustus' desire is unlimited,
his mind tells him that sinning is a form of intellectual freedom, and his conscience is his pangs
of guilt. The final shot is of his failing vanity.
He cries,
“O soul, be changed into little water drops,
And fall into the ocean, ne’er be found!”
(Doctor Faustus 5.2.196-197)
The guilt language pervades Faustus's speech before his formal eternal punishment. His blood is
the sign of the body's resistance to sin violations. His blood freezes and he can't write anymore,
he says. (Doctor Faustus 2.1.63). Here the unconscious is opposed to the conscious act of sin.
Psychologically, despair is the breakdown of the ego's internal contradictions. Faustus cannot
repent because his psychic structure is no longer able to hold onto belief.
He says, “My heart’s so hardened I cannot repent” (Doctor Faustus 5.2.180).
Modern psychiatry describes it as existential paralysis.
Faustus says,
“See, see, where Christ’s blood streams in the firmament!
One drop would save my soul- half a drop: ah, my Christ!” (Doctor Faustus 5.2.71-72).
This vision blends both theology and psychology. His cry is both prayer and psychosis. His voice
mirrors his desperate attempt to restore the inner turmoil.
In modern culture, the Illuminati are not an actual institution, but rather a symbol. It features in
novels, movies, songs, and internet chatrooms as the model of hidden authority. In this way,
society looks like Faustus magic space or a metaphorical space where man's desire to control is
given a chance. Through Faustus's magic experiments, the reader discovers that man is restricted
in his ability to control nature and himself. The Illuminati myth is a mirror of the modern world's
concerns over wars, economics, epidemics, technology, celebrity culture and global
interconnectedness. Both emphasize the dichotomy between man's desire and man's restriction.
Furthermore, the themes of Doctor Faustus are felt in the Illuminati story. The image of conflict
between ambition and guilt, mastery and powerlessness, freedom, and fate (Hopkins, 2004) is
evident in both. The myth distributes the shadow of the union and makes fears and desires visible
and vocal, and it puts them into a story. This enables human beings to be imaginatively involved
with the moral dilemmas that are born of knowledge and power. The crises of Faustus' soul are
also shared with his audiences.

To sum up, the myth of the Illuminati can be taken as a modern manifestation of the Faustus
archetype. He is seeking forbidden knowledge, faces unimagined forces, and is in danger of
moral decay. Both stories tell of the human need to overcome obstacles and illustrate the
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repercussions of going too far. The Illuminati myth demonstrates the peril of secrets and power
while Faustus's inferno is eternal. As a result, the play is a warning for the present-day era.
One of the more intense moments in English drama is the final moment in Doctor Faustus.
Faustus's request that the stars “stand still” (Doctor Faustus 5.2.73) is a metaphysical and a
psychological one. He would like to slow down the time, to freeze the self before the closing
down of a body.
He says,
“O, I’ll leap up to my God! Who pulls me down?
See, see, where Christ’s blood streams in the firmament!”
(Doctor Faustus 5.2.73-74)

Conclusion
The play that Christopher Marlowe wrote, Doctor Faustus, holds up because of the drama of
human awareness. The play's mythic character of the overachiever, its historical dualism of the
Renaissance, and its psychological duality of the divided self all contribute to its breath.The play
is at the same time mythic (the overachiever), historical (the Renaissance), and psychological
(the divided self). Faustus' damnation is not solely a theological issue. It is a psychic product of
going beyond the limits of desire.
The symbols of the struggle within us are the devils, angels, and chanting. The endless power
that the Renaissance people sought is turned into modern phobia of inner turmoil.
So, Doctor Faustus is a man between history, myth and psychology. Whereas his abyss of fire is
not outside the world, but within the mind.

References
1. Banerjee, P. (1993). I, Mephastophilis: Self, other, and demonic parody in Marlowe's

Doctor Faustus. Journal of English and Germanic Philology, 92(2), 222–241.
2. Bednarz, J. P. (2004). Marlowe and the English literary scene. In P. Cheney (Ed.), The

Cambridge companion to Christopher Marlowe (pp. 90–105). Cambridge University
Press.

3. Burnett, M. T. (2010). Doctor Faustus: Dramaturgy and disturbance. In E. Smith & G. A.
Sullivan Jr. (Eds.), The Cambridge companion to English Renaissance tragedy (pp. 163–
173). Cambridge University Press.

4. Deats, S. M. (2019). Marlowe's Doctor Faustus. In The Faust legend: From Marlowe and
Goethe to contemporary drama and film (pp. 39–77). Cambridge University Press.

5. Eliot, T.S. Selected Essays. Harcourt,1950.
6. Freud, S. (2005). Civilization and its discontents. WW Norton & Company.
7. Greenblatt, S. (1980). Renaissance self-fashioning: From More to Shakespeare.

University of Chicago Press.
8. Healy, T. (2004). Doctor Faustus. In P. Cheney (Ed.), The Cambridge companion to

Christopher Marlowe (pp. 174–192). Cambridge University Press.
9. Hopkins, L. (2004). Marlowe's reception and influence. In P. Cheney (Ed.), The

Cambridge companion to Christopher Marlowe. Cambridge University Press.
10. Jung, C. G. (1956). Symbols of transformation.
11. Levin, H. (1952). The overreacher: A study of Christopher Marlowe. Harvard University

Press.
12. Maguire, L. E. (2004). Marlovian texts and authorship. In P. Cheney (Ed.), The

Cambridge companion to Christopher Marlowe (pp. 41–54). Cambridge University Press.

https://eijhss.com/index.php/hss/index
https://eijhss.com/index.php/hss/index


EPH-International Journal of Humanities and Social Science Volume 11 | Issue 04 |October, 2026

https://eijhss.com/index.php/hss/index 16

13. Marlowe, Christopher. Doctor Faustus. Edited by David Bevington and Eric Rasmussen,
Manchester University Press,1993.

14. McDonald, R. (2004). Marlowe and style. In P. Cheney (Ed.), The Cambridge companion
to Christopher Marlowe (pp. 55–69). Cambridge University Press.

15. Sullivan, G. A., Jr. (2004). Geography and identity in Marlowe. In P. Cheney (Ed.), The
Cambridge companion to Christopher Marlowe (pp. 231–244). Cambridge University
Press.

16. White, P. W. (2004). Marlowe and the politics of religion. In P. Cheney (Ed.), The
Cambridge companion to Christopher Marlowe (pp. 70–89). Cambridge University Press.

17. Wilson, R. (2004). Tragedy, patronage, and power. In P. Cheney (Ed.), The Cambridge
companion to Christopher Marlowe (pp. 207–230). Cambridge University Press.

https://eijhss.com/index.php/hss/index
https://eijhss.com/index.php/hss/index

