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Christopher Marlowe’s Doctor Faustus, like Goethe’s Faust, begins in Faustus’ study.
Faustus, renowned for his learning, is reading, going through the entire range of
medieval disciplines—Aristotelian logic, Galenic medicine, Justinian law, Jerome’s
Vulgate. His rapid deductions, after quoting to himself snatches from the concerned
texts, read like a pastiche of the vanity of all human knowledge one encounters in De
vanitate scientiarum (1526) by Cornelius Agrippa (1486-1535), a rumored alchemist
and master of the occult.! Faustus rejects logic as sterile, and medicine and law as
“mercenary,” unfit for the gentleman-scholar, who, according to the contemporary
code,? did not study or work for gain—these are “Too servile and illiberal” for him,
(1.1.34).3 He dismisses theology as self-contradictory, sinfulness being intrinsic to
the human condition and yet punished by death. He settles finally for necromancy.
Medicine and the rest leave Faustus “still ... a man,” while the magus may breach
human limits: “A sound magician is a demigod” (1.1.21, 61).

The scene stages a moment of decision after a dispute in the mind, a convention
in the early modern theater studied by Joel Altman.* Medieval and Renaissance rhet-
oricians would have termed the process addubitation, a verbal chain that involves
doubt, including self-doubt, and its resolution. “Addubitation or doubting is a kinde
of deliberation with our selues,” wrote Abraham Fraunce in his 1588 manual on
rhetoric.> However, the Chorus has already alerted the audience that Faustus had had
his mind made up:

And glutted now with learning’s golden gifts,

He surfeits upon curséd necromancy;

Nothing so sweet as magic is to him,

Which he prefers before his chiefest bliss.
(Prologue, 23-26)

Like the commentator outside the frame in a narrative painting, the Chorus points to
Faustus, framed by his book-lined study. One might discern in the device a strategy
to diminish Faustus’ seemingly daring transgression. It brings to the fore—and this is
a point | would wish to stress—less the question of spiritual choice than of perfor-
mance and enactment.®

The enactment in this instance involves pretense. The pretense is that of chancing
upon random texts: stray passages from Aristotle, Galen, Justinian, and Saint Jerome’s
Latin translation of the Bible. Scholars who read the play as an orthodox Christian
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text focus on Faustus’ deliberate elisions. To take the instances best known, he reads
the line from Romans 6:23 in Jerome’s Latin: “Stipendium peccati mors est. . . . Ha!
/.. .The reward of sin is death?” (1.1.37-39). Hard on its heels come two lines from
1 John 1:8 and their English rendering:

Si pecasse negamus, fallimur
Est nulla in nobis veritas.

If we say that we have no sin,
We deceive ourselves, and there is no truth in us.
(1.1.40-43)

Faustus glosses the lines as a version of unremitting fatalism. We must necessarily sin,
and hence die—and that too an everlasting death: “What doctrine call you this?
Che sera, serd” (1.1.47). The sentence from Romans 6:23 had in fact ended with the
promise of grace, the gift of eternal life in Christ, while the one from 1 John 1:8
is followed by 1:9, which assures humankind that confession of sins will lead to
spiritual absolution. Faustus skips the parts that do not suit his intent. Like a skilled
forensic orator, he uses the first three parts of Ciceronian rhetoric in their recom-
mended order: he introduces the argument (inventio), arranges the texts (dispositio),
and articulates the argument in a given style of disputation (elocutio).” Although the
passages seem to be random samples, they are so disposed as to add up to a conve-
nient syllogism.? In the process, he is willing to be less than faithful to the fifth ele-
ment of rhetoric: memory (memoria).

Those who stress Marlowe’s daring point out that as reprobate Faustus has no
choice, and that the scene, as also the play in general, enables Marlowe to allude to
the insoluble contrarieties in the Calvinistic doctrine of predestination. Further, de-
bates on the precise moment when Faustus irrevocably damns himself show no
symptom of fatigue. Does he damn himself before the play begins? Does this follow
the pact with the devil? Or does it issue from the sin of demoniality, that is, after sex
with the devil, who appears in the guise of Helen of Troy?® The text itself offers dis-
crepant evidence: Mephistopheles—oddly, a compulsive truth-teller—says one
thing, the Good Angel another, and the Old Man still something else.

It seems to me that Faustus is made to enact such moments so that we might learn
that the denouement is foreclosed. He is the habitué whose natural inclination to sin
leaves him “free” not to choose good. Does he have the will to choose to repent?
Faustus asks himself the question: “Now, Faustus, must thou needs be damned? /
Canst thou not be saved?” (2.1.1-2). His wavering mind seems to be caught on the
hop in the ambiguity of “needs” and “canst.” He admits that when he looks toward
the heavens, he finds cause to repent (2.3.1). However, the devil’s crew bullies him
into despair, although the compulsion accords with his deepest design: “My heart is
hardened; | cannot repent” (2.3.18). Faustus turns obdurate, and “cannot” hardens to
“shall not” a few lines down the text so that he may misrepresent his abandoned
predicament as “freedom,” as a choice between an impossible option and a perverse
one: “l am resolved, Faustus shall not repent” (2.3.30).
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Faustus, one may argue, anticipates the problem much discussed in recent moral
psychology. One may claim that one was free to act otherwise than the way one did,
although that is not to say that the performed action had no cause. Cause, as has
often been pointed out, could be distinguished from choice, and need not rule out
the freedom of the will.1? But if, like Faustus, one insisted that one had the freedom
to choose only one option and might not have been able to choose any other, the
distinction would hardly lead to a difference or tilt the argument in favor of free will.
Commentators have at times considered Faustus” predicament in this flawed bargain
of the tainted human will as a close reflection of the anxiety caused by the Calvinistic
doctrine of predestination and election.!"

There were precedents for Faustus’ predicament on the early modern stage: in
Nathaniel Woodes’ The Conflict of Conscience (1581) Philologus is persuaded by
Sensual Suggestion that he is a reprobate, that Christ had suffered not for him but
only for the elect.'? Does his tortured awareness of Christ’s sacrifice and divine grace
imply that he is yet redeemable? Similar questions have been raised about Faustus.
William Empson went to the extent of suggesting that the insertions in the B text
(a longer version derived from an independent authority) were demanded by the
censor to bring a disruptive play in line with Protestant orthodoxy.!?

These debates often miss the element of purposive performance in the enact-
ment. The surest indication of the performative dimension is to be found in Faustus’
imitation of Saint Augustine chancing upon a passage in Romans 13:13-14. The
crucial act of reading a chance-blown passage is described in Confessions 8.12 (ca.
398).'* On hearing a child’s voice, Augustine picks up a copy of the Bible and reads
the passage that first hits his eye. The passage leads to a conversion as dramatic as
that of its author, Paul. It shakes Augustine out of his life of profligacy, and he feels
the pall of doubt lift and the light of certitude shine on him. The motif reappears in
Petrarca’s The Ascent of Mont Ventoux (ca. 1350), where the text the author runs
into is, appropriately, the tenth chapter of Augustine’s Confessions, which reminds
Petrarca, who had gone on a trip to Mount Ventoux, that men travel to admire high
mountains, vast seas, huge rivers, and revolving stars, but abandon themselves.'

In both cases, the texts are religious. One finds a modern Indian parallel in
the fifth chapter of the Bengali autobiography Atmajibani (1898) of Debendranath
Tagore, father of the poet Rabindranath. Here again the text is religious, or at least a
philosophical meditation on divine presence. A despondent Debendranath Tagore
chances upon a verse from the Isa Upanisad inscribed on a wind-blown leaf. He
seeks out a Sanskrit scholar who explains to him the import of the passage. The text
is the first two lines of the ISa Upanisad: 1S3 vasyamidam sarvam yatkimca jagatyam
jagat/tena tyaktena bhunjita ma grdhah kasyasvid dhanam.'® Loosely translated, the
verses mean that whatsoever moves on earth should be covered by the Lord. There-
fore, enjoy through detachment. Do not covet, for to whom does wealth belong?'”
Debendranath Tagore’s story, too, is one of radical conversion. Son of Dwarkanath
Tagore, a wealthy and ostentatious colonial entrepreneur, Debendranath gave up a
life of ease and indulgence to head the Brahmo Samaj, an austere sect that professed
a monotheistic version of Vedic Hinduism. He also founded the Tattvabodhini Sabha,
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a society of spiritual seekers, and edited its important journal. Debendranath Tagore
devoted much of his life to travel: not to the courts and castles of Europe that his fa-
ther visited, but to quiet places in the Himalayas for contemplation, and to the rural
retreat in Bengal he named Santiniketan, where his more gifted son Rabindranath
would later found a university.

In Faustus’ case, the verses are certainly from religious sources—Romans 6:23
and 1 John 1:8. How “free” is he to choose the texts to stage the play of addubita-
tion? The question is made complicated by Mephistopheles’ later claim that he had
betrayed the learned Faustus in deepest consequence by turning the leaves and
guiding his eye when he was reading (5.2.100-104)—a detail tellingly missing from
Marlowe’s sources.'® Calvin had spoken of salvation as a decision—but one that is
solely God's. It is a “free” gift of God, the efficient cause being the love of God the
Father, the material cause the obedience of the Son, and the instrumental cause
the illumination of the Spirit.'” Faustus seems to have been enacting a blasphemous
moment of solitary decision-making, although Mephistopheles’ disclosure would
undermine his performative autonomy.

There are elements of blasphemic correspondences in the staging of other mo-
mentous events: the pact with the devil parallels the Covenant with God (2.1); Christ’s
blood streams in the firmament (A Text 5.2.78), recalling Faustus’ sealing of the
diabolical bond with his blood, which congeals at the moment of consummation
(2.1.62); Faustus’ joyrides with Mephistopheles through time and space borrow from
the thrill and dread in the contemporary literature on travel, especially to places in-
accessible to English Protestants such as the Papal court (3.1-2);2° the parade of the
Seven Deadly Sins (2.3) and of Helen (the latter invoking the most arrestingly lyrical
passage in the play, at 5.1.94-113) are symptoms of desire and beauty; and there is
the narrowing down of time from twenty-four years to stage-time, as the clock strikes
the dreaded midnight hour when Faustus is to be carried off to an eternity of death
(5.2.138-191)—a paradox that is set across the mystery of time’s intersection with
the timeless embodied in the Incarnation. Such analogies between the divine and
the devilish enabled Jerzy Grotowski to reverse the routine codes in his 1963 The-
atre Laboratory production of the play in Opole, Poland. It represented Faustus as a
martyr who dares the divine, rather than the diabolical, trap to betray humans in
spiritual consequence.?!

At Cambridge, Marlowe had studied ethics and political philosophy. As a gradu-
ate student, he went on to read natural philosophy, metaphysics, astronomy, mathe-
matics, and Greek. The curriculum, together with lessons in rhetoric, a keen interest
in dramatic performances, and long exposure to the heated theological debates at
Cambridge on such matters as predestination and free will must have induced Mar-
lowe to look closely at orthodox beliefs. Presumably, the training also made Marlowe
aware of the relationship of ethical questions to self-articulation through language
and performance.?? It is no surprise that Doctor Faustus should have struck Alan Sin-
field as a play that unsettled any comfortable version of orthodox theology by its very
nature as dramatic performance.?* Sinfield’s comment recalls Stephen Greenblatt’s
influential essay on Marlowe, which discussed the self-invention of Marlovian
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heroes. In Faustus’ case, the hero’s self-invention involves performance as a perverse
figuration of Christ as god and martyr.?* My stress is not on the ambivalence of
signification typical of theatrical representation on the early modern stage, which
fascinated Sinfield and Greenblatt. This essay is concerned with the performative
dimension and its implication for what may be termed the ethical in Doctor Faustus.
There is no ethical silence “which passeth show”: the ethical is manifest only in
show, in verbal and gestural articulation. That seems to me one of the crucial lessons
of the early modern English theater. Simultaneously, this essay will try to mine an
ancient Sanskrit manual on drama, Bharata’s Natyasastra, to pick up a few leads
toward that end.

Events in the Old Testament are deemed to have foreshadowed those in the New.
Abraham’s sacrifice of Isaac could be read as a figural anticipation of the agnus dei
theme in Christ’s crucifixion. The theme involves sacrifice, obedience, and faith.2>
Faustus’ compact with the devil, on the other hand, is a contrapuntal variation that
centers on self-love, transgression, and doubt. The Old Testament episode is crucial
to Seren Kierkegaard’s discussion of the ethical in Fear and Trembling (1843). Kierke-
gaard maintains that the ethical is universal, self-immanent, and autotelic. The ethi-
cal as universal, however, needs to be manifest. The individual as immediate, as
physical and psychical being, is not manifest. The individual’s ethical task is “to de-
velop out of this concealment and reveal himself in the universal.” Faith, such as
Abraham’s, “is not the first immediacy, but a subsequent immediacy.” The first imme-
diacy is aesthetic. On broaching the aesthetic question, Kierkegaard introduces the
problem of tragedy. Ethics requires revelation; aesthetics, as in Sophocles’” Oedipus
Rex, needs concealment. Kierkegaard’s discussion of tragedy glances back at Hegel’s
distinction between the ethical-universal in objective tragedy and the aesthetic-
individual in the subjective,?® and, somewhat remotely, forward to the distinction
drawn by Sartre between “being-in-itself” (étre-en-soi) and “being-for-itself” (étre-
pour-soi) in Being and Nothingness.?” In tragedy, says Kierkagaard, even aesthetics
requires revelation in the interest of the ethical issue at stake. This is the case, for in-
stance, when the hero “by his action intervenes disturbingly in another man’s life.”
Thereafter the tragic hero, like Agamemnon declaring to Iphigenia her fate in Eurip-
ides’ Iphigenia in Aulis, dares ethics at the risk of endangering aesthetics since, as we
have learned already, “ethics requires revelation.”?®

Although not conceived in Hegel’s or Kierkegaard’s terms, such a trespass onto
the ethical turf had impelled Plato to deplore mimesis, understood as dramatic rep-
resentation, as more of a civic menace than diegesis, that is, simple storytelling
or third-person narrative. The ontological reasoning behind Plato’s objection to all
mimetic arts is in a sense less urgent and more general than his civic and ethical
arguments against dramatic imitation. Dramatic imitation, argued Plato, degraded
divine figures by showing them to be mutable. Moreover, dramatic mimesis exagger-
ated the representation of affect, which, in its turn, paralyzed reason, while poetic
mimesis as a whole compromised the truth claims of philosophy.?° The latter may not
be the right sequence for stating the case. It is more accurate to say that the truth
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claims of philosophy had to be established by Plato by striking at the roots of the
oracular mystique of expressive utterance. Alain Badiou described this Platonic view
against poetry as a form of expression that offered “seduction without concept, legit-
imation without idea.”3°

Aristotle was following the mimetic-diegetic division when he distinguished trag-
edy from epic by pointing out that tragedy was mimetic, that is, “in the form of
action, not of narrative,” implying “personal agents,” while epic mixed the mimetic
with the diegetic. Yet Aristotle insisted that action, rather than agents, was the primary
means of achieving the ethical aim of tragedy.>’ He may have been responding to
Plato’s dislike of making gods behave like mortals, not to speak of the exaggerated
emotions of tragic personae. For Aristotle, tragedy served an important ethical and
civic function by cleansing viewers of an excess of fear and pity, by inducing a bal-
anced reflection on the philosophical import of the mythos enacted. Plato dealt the
initial blow on behalf of philosophy against the shamanic bewitchment of poetic
language that seemed to allow its captivated consumers a privileged access to truth.
But more important, his mistrust of drama was rooted in its power of affective repre-
sentation, which was at the same time an ethical unconcealment, and as such a
threat to the state’s prescription in matters relating to moral conduct. It is hence no
paradox that Aristotle’s argument on behalf of the philosophical claims of tragedy
should also center on such unconcealment through recognition or anagnorisis at the
level of the plot.

In referring to Sartre earlier, | was recalling his notion of the chasm of nothing-
ness separating thinker and the object of thought. Performance and articulation of
choice confer on the subject the semblance of a social being, if not an ethical one.
The difference between choice and responsibility, or even the admissibility of Sartre’s
ideas, is of minor consequence for my purpose. What is important is his stress on the
performative in fashioning identity, as when he describes the socially encoded be-
havior of a waiter in a café, conferring on him the normative identity of a waiter irre-
spective of whatever else he may do in the course of a day. He can acquire the being
of a waiter only in the mode of “being-what-I-am-not.”3? Identity from the standpoint
of moral psychology is a function of the forceful use of language (including body
language) and emotive performance. Moral quietude is the consequence of what
Sartre would have termed bad faith, mauvaise foi*3*—an ability to tell ourselves, like
Faustus in his study, that we have “freely” considered the matter, and later claim that
we never had “choice.”

One could add to this the consideration of the emotive force of poetic language
and its resemblance to ethical statements. Poetic language and dramatic performance
are best designed to arouse feelings, as Plato had insisted. On the other hand, ethical
statements, as A. J. Ayer and the emotivists insisted, are not assertoric, neither verifi-
able nor falsifiable: they are simply statements of feeling.>* A theory of meaning, as
Michael Dummett observed in a different context, is to be considered in association
with a theory of force.®> Ethical articulation would lose meaning without a consider-
ation of a theory of force. Such force, one would imagine, would be mere dissimula-
tion to a listener harboring a Platonic prejudice against actors and plays.
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The actor’s lines carried force—more so to the viewers in the early modern play-
house in England where the best poets of the time found a lucrative career in the
repertory companies and custom-built commercial theaters. The dissimulation was
an act of forcing the soul to the conceit, not of the dissimulation of the hypocrite,
which, incidentally, signified an actor in Greek.>® Hamlet rues his inability to suit
language and action to his ethical responsibility after listening to an actor describe
the slaying of Priam. He calls himself a “rogue and peasant slave” (2.2.552)% be-
cause he has the “motive and the cue for passion” yet cannot act, whereas the actor
can weep at the plight of characters from the Trojan fiction:

s it not monstrous that this player here,
But in a fiction, in a dream of passion,
Could force his soul so to his whole conceit
That from her working all his visage waned,
Tears in his eyes, distraction in’s aspect,
A broken voice, and his whole function suiting
With forms to his conceit?

(2.2.553-559; italics added)

There are two species of dissimulation, then—one in which “one may smile and
smile and be a villain” (1.109), and the theatrical “hypocrite” or actor that Hamlet
turns to, and turns himself into, so that his inchoate ethical self may break through
the silence of concealment and find firm articulation. The contrast is made plain
when Hamlet asks his mother to examine closely two portraits or miniatures in the
so-called closet scene, that of his father and that of Claudius: “The counterfeit pre-
sentment of two brothers” (3.4.53; Hamlet uses the word “hypocrite” in line 41:
“Calls virtue hypocrite”). In An Apologie for Actors (1612), the playwright Thomas
Heywood observed that stage performance could bewitch the viewer

as if the Personator were the man Personated, so bewitching a thing is lively and well
spirited action, that it hath power to new-mold the harts of the spectators, and fashion
them to the shape of any noble and notable attempt.38

Hamlet’s words seem to bear out theater’s power to melt the identities of the imper-
sonator and the one impersonated, and the bewitchment it produces in the viewer.

The actor, in Sartre’s terms, exists in the mode of “being-what-he-is-not.” One
might contend that the question of mauvaise foi is irrelevant in the actor’s case since
actors do not script their parts and, as a consequence, genuinely lack choice. But the
actor’s lack is not simply a matter of Stoic apatheia: the actor’s performance com-
bines representation on stage with the effects of utterance and performance. It stages
the act of unconcealment and places the ethical issue at stake in a clearing that
Heidegger would call lichtung, “the Open.”*? Consider the following instance, again
from Hamlet. Hamlet believes that his inky cloak of mourning does not reveal the
force of feeling within: “Seems, Madam? Nay, it is. | know not ‘seems’” (1.2.76). The
“customary suits of solemn black” do “indeed ‘seem’” (78, 83):
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For they are actions that a man might play;

But I have that within which passeth show—

These but the trappings and the suits of woe.
(1.2.84-86)

aw aw

“Seems,” “action,” “play,” and “show” are terms that link the major referents to
playhouse practice. These suggest that Hamlet, who had started losing faith in the
self-evidence of truth ever since he attempted to ascertain the “honesty” of his fa-
ther’s ghost, still hopes for an implacable ethical core beyond the contingent variants
of “show.” That was in the first act. As Hamlet progresses through the subsequent
scenes, playing “actor” with the players in 2.2, and commissioning the staging of The
Mousetrap in 3.2, he graduates to the roles of actor, director, patron, and viewer,
plotting to “catch the conscience” (2.2.607) of fellow-viewer Claudius and also im-
pel himself to action. Hamlet, who had earlier claimed that he had that within “which
passeth show,” can now reject the easy notion of “show” as an uncomplicated sign
that had hardly anything more than an indexical function. After the climactic “dumb
show” that represents the murder of Gonzago in an inset pantomime, Ophelia re-
marks: “Belike this show imports the argument of the play” (3.2.133). But drama for
Hamlet has now a more fundamental hermeneutic task: the actor’s job is to articulate
the responsibility of the ethical agent, to unconceal the ethical. Hence, his flippant
reply to Ophelia’s legitimate remark disregards the innocent assumption of how a
“dumb show” on stage is supposed to work, and his sexual distemper is evident as he
plays on the lewd connotation of the word “show”:

opHELIA: Will he tell us what this show meant?
HAMLET: Ay, or any show that you’ll show him. Be you not ashamed to show, he’ll not
shame to tell you what it means.

(3.2.136-139)%0

Faustus and Hamlet both cast themselves as actors, both read on stage, and both
use performance to articulate their ethical beings. One can fault Faustus for bad
faith since he stages an apparently argumentative route to arrive at a decision when
his mind was already made up, pretending to be a free agent but “free” only not
to choose good. Hamlet learns only through shock and pain to rely on dramatic ut-
terance and emotive performance of the actor as the shaping force behind ethical
identity of the portrayed agent, and as a hermeneutic task for the viewer. Hamlet’s
infamous inertia is not simply the result of doubt or vacillation, but a slow battle to
accept that ethical identity is not defined by the noble “mind” that suffers. To be
moral is to act, to perform like a player against the immediacy and random external-
ities of fortune (see 3.1.58-62). However, for both Faustus and Hamlet, there is noth-
ing beyond the dramatic text, nothing within “which passeth show.”

In the English theater of Marlowe’s time, there was a strong sense that repeated
dramatic mimesis demanded that the community of viewers be a sort of moral
witness. Tragedy, for instance, was defended as a genre that “maketh Kinges feare to
be Tyrants, and Tyrants to manifest their tyrannicall humours.”#! Albertino Mussato’s
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Latin play Ecerinis (1315), the first secular tragedy in Renaissance Italy, which tells
the story of the tyrant Ezzelino 11l (1194-1259) of Verona and Padua, was expected
to perform such a civic function. Enactment vivified, if not constituted, the ethical
being of agents portrayed, even if the play were to be on historical or fictional events
of far-off times and places. The seemingly anachronistic self-consciousness of Casca
after the stabbing of Caesar in Shakespeare’s Julius Caesar, a tragedy staged in London
in 1599 in a language unknown to ancient Rome, is hardly surprising:

How many ages hence

Shall this our lofty scene be acted over,

In states unborn and accents yet unknown!
(3.1.112-114)

Casca is expecting the scene to serve a republican function for the community, not
unlike that expected of Mussato’s pseudo-Senecan play.

Kierkegaard’s comments on tragedy, particularly Greek tragedy, may seem simi-
larly anachronistic: the book in question carried more than a grain of the autobi-
ographical. Hermann Frankel speaks of the absence of the distinction between self
and not-self in Homer as a result of which we miss an “inner life” in Greek epic he-
roes, and, one may add, Greek tragic heroes on stage. We may set this remark, as
Bernard Williams does, alongside Jean-Pierre Vernant’s comment on the moment
of tragedy. Vernant maintains that tragedy marks a moment in the evolution of the
introspective subject: “the tragic sense of responsibility arises when human action
becomes the subject of a reflection, a debate, but has not yet acquired a status auton-
omous enough to be self-sufficient.”4? The tragic protagonist on the early modern
English stage is glimpsed at the cusp when the autonomy of human action appears at
odds with a sense of the self encountering a not-self.*> As far as Doctor Faustus is
concerned, the encounter is especially acute for the hero and the audience. Faustus
is not a distant “outsider” such as Tamburlaine and the Jew of Malta, the protagonists
of Marlowe’s other major tragedies. In him the viewers of the time could examine, at
a remove, the precarious situation of their own souls that the doctrine of election
forced them to confront.*

Faustus may be seen, as those who sympathize with his heterodoxy see him,
as seeking autonomy of human action on the edge of despair, without recourse
to a sense of secular agency. He knowingly theatricalizes, to borrow a phrase
from Jonathan Dollimore, the “impasse of despair.”4> He is hence constrained to
stage addubitation in the absence of genuine choice, if we are regarding his trans-
gression in a sympathetic light. Even if we are not, there is no denying that the
enactment of the transgression does not ensure that experience is “a guarantor of
certainty”:

In the theatre we hear the magnificent poetry and witness the scenic illusion, but are

afforded no normative fixed point in the play’s staging by which to resolve skeptical
questioning.*6
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The fashioning of ethical volition, one might say, has to be achieved through the
enactment of this impasse. The terminal difficulty of Faustus’ situation is represented
not simply by his complex fictional character, but, for instance, by the use of such
cardboard supernatural figures as the Good and Bad Angels, who enact a spiritual
battle with a foretold outcome. Faustus” willful misreading and the shows that he
manages on stage are “determinants” or “excitants” (proposed renderings of the
Sanskrit word vibhava in Bharata?’) that the actor uses—and Faustus is here an
“actor”—devices through which the hidden is uncovered. It is a revelation of the
terrible price of human responsibility in the face of the absent assurance of mastery
of truth. It is both a bold and perverse version of ethical unconcealment, and an
abandonment of the subsequent immediacy of faith.*3

The staging of choice in Doctor Faustus takes place in order to unconceal the ethical
predicament of the fictional dramatic character. Faustus, or rather the actor playing
Faustus, commences the process by reading “found” texts, by playing the actor who
strikes us as having scripted his own play. However, a distinction needs to be made.
The performance is for shaping the character’s ethical identity, or, in Faustus’ case, for
articulating an identity presumably in the making when the action begins. But it is
obviously not for his benefit. Nor is it for the actor. The question of benefit, the utile
of poetry, brings in the viewers. Even if we maintain the primacy of the aesthetic and
its alleged disinterest in universally applicable rules of practical action, the uncon-
cealment requires viewers as witness to the event. When Mussato’s anti-tyrant
play Ecerinis was performed, for instance, the community was expected to play
witness and serve as “moral anchor.”#® Dramatic performance needs a witness to
the event that for Heidegger was the symptom of all significant art, a “happening of
truth.”>0

It is at this point that | wish to refer to the Sanskrit manual on theater and drama-
turgy, the Natyasastra, attributed to Bharata (ca. eighth century), for the text extant,
although the composition may have started a few centuries back and the surviving
text bears marks of plural authorship.>! The relevant passages involve the distinctness
and fusion of performer, character, and viewer in shaping ethical identity, and to the
concept of loka pramana as a source of legitimacy for drama. The remarks that follow
do not stem from a study in literary “influence” or cultural comparison. Rather, these
are reflections on the converging lines of response to the ethical implications of
theatrical representation that we find in two periods and two cultures separated by a
sizable distance.

The Natyasastra lists three sources of knowledge or evidence (pramana) that con-
fer epistemological legitimacy on dramatic performance: loka, veda, and adhyatma
(26.119). It is the first that especially pertains to viewers. The spectators belong to the
human communities whose actions in different circumstances are portrayed on stage
for the performance to qualify as natya, that is, drama. At the same time, the theater
audience’s approval and recognition of such representation through performance,
words, music, and dance justifies drama as epistemic evidence.>?
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Such an apology obviously bears upon the ethical status of stage representation
for both performer and viewer, as much as Aristotle’s comments do on the arousal of
pity and fear in the spectators. Nevertheless, Bharata's justification seems to be more
relevant to the viewer than the performer or the character portrayed. The ethical
import for the spectator more than for the character and the actor is signaled in the
important statement in chapter 25 of the Natyasastra. It states that rulebooks and in-
struction manuals do not exhaust the range of the world’s ideas and human activities
(na ca Sakyam hi lokasya sthavarasya carasya ca / sastrena nirnayam kartum bhava-
cestavidhim prati [25.122]). That is to say, the heuristic function of manuals on ethics,
among other things, may be served by drama, music, and dance. Besides, people
vary in their natures (svabhava). Drama rests on the portrayal of different kinds of
people. Such portrayals constitute loka pramana. The range of svabhava is the source
of dramatic ideas, the latter signified also by the word bhava or mental state (nanasilah
prakrtayah sile natyam pratisthitam / tasmallokapramanam hi kartavyam natyayok-
trbhih [25.123]).

Read together, the statements seem to be attempting to associate the self-image
of spectators with their response to dramatic representation. The svabhava (nature,
also a compound of sva=own + bhava = nature, conduct, idea) of people—and
they include the gods and demons (trilokasyasya sarvasya natyam bhavanukirtanam
[1.106])—is the source of dramatic idea or bhava. In the lines quoted above from
chapter 25 (122-123), Bharata noted that the svabhava represented in drama, dance,
and music could be constant or changing: na ca Sakyam hi lokasya sthavarasya
carasya ca (25.122). At any rate, it is through the recognition of such features by the
culturally competent (adhikarin)>® that drama is able to serve its ethical purpose—
reforming the wicked, restraining the concupiscent, humbling the immodest, in-
stilling courage in the timid, encouraging the brave and the noble, instructing the
ignorant (1.108-109). Hamlet may well have used this section of the manual in in-
structing the troupe of players who traveled to Elsinore.

Is there more than a claim for the ethical impact of drama in all this? Is there a
simultaneous bid for the performative as constituting ethical identity? If so, whose
identity are we talking of—the portrayed character’s, the performer’s, or the view-
er’s? Such are the questions that link this section of my discussion with that of Mar-
lowe and Shakespeare.

Although not posed in this manner, not dissimilar questions are raised in discus-
sions of the Natyasastra, especially by Abhinavagupta (ca. tenth to eleventh centuries
c..),>* arguably the most profound of the later commentators. Abhinavagupta, in
his commentary on Anandavardhana’s Dhvanyalokah (ca. ninth century c.e.), had
defined the word sahrdaya as the reader or listener of poetry who feels one with the
subject matter (or, if the poet is the subject, with the poet). The sensitive listeners
achieve this sense of identity by clearing the speculum of the mind through a dis-
ciplined study of the way poetry works (yesam kavyanusilanabhyasa-vasad visa-
dibhute mano mukure varpaniya tanmayibhavana-yogyata te hrdaya-samvadabhajah
sahrdayah).>
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Abhinavagupta also composed a great commentary on the Natyasastra, and it is
not impossible to adapt his remark in the commentary on Dhvanyalokah to the expe-
rience of the theater audience. The sahrdayas or competent readers must acquaint
themselves with poetic resources and the hermeneutic process that is employed. Al-
though there is no thought in Bharata of the shifting expectations of viewers over
time, one may justifiably recall Hans-Georg Gadamer’s adage on the message of any
text—that what the text says must be what it says to us: re-cognition of a text is
necessarily self-cognition.>® Similarly, what the play says must also be what it says
through certain structured means. These take the form of vibhava (the stimulus, de-
terminant, and device that produce affect or bhava in the human mind), anubhava
(facial and bodily expressions that express bhava so engendered), and vyabhicari
bhava (the minor, passing, and mixed bhavas produced by the major or sthayi ones.>”

At a more immediate level, we are reminded of the remarks on the recognition
by early modern viewers of their own spiritual anxiety in Faustus’ staging of choice
and its consequence—the orchestrated representation of what Jonathan Dollimore
had termed the “impasse of despair.” | believe this is achieved, as in Hamlet, through
the metatheatrical devices that Faustus employs that facilitate the recognition of the
theatrical vibhavas. The viewer is caught in the midst of an unfolding truth event, as
if the “personator” were the one “personated,” and the viewer perilously close to the
predicament of the latter, and yet distanced from both by the recognition of theatrical
devices as Faustus stage-manages his ethical evolution like a deft producer-actor and
a skilled reader and interpreter of texts. Whatever one might say about the difference
between the staged and the written (or printed) dramatic script as objects of art, the
actor-producer, too, is necessarily a reader and interpreter of the text.>8

Bharata outlined the upshot of drama and its performance in the famous formula
in chapter 6 of the Natyasastra, as rasa created through the employment (or a mix)
of vibhava, anubhava, and vyabhicari bhava: tatra vibhavanubhavavyabhicarisam
yogad rasanispattih (6.31). Subsequent commentators gloss the verse in the Natyasas-
tra in a variety of ways. But the one that comes closest to what has been said above
regarding dramatic performance is to be found in the commentary of Abhinavagupta,
who maintains that knowledge needs a medium. If the medium is beyond cogni-
tion, the epistemic process cannot reach fruition. In such cases, dramatic representa-
tion does not inspire identification with events and agents, and the mind of the
viewer is unable to focus on a recognizable object of reflection. Hence, the events
need a credible, and not an idiosyncratic, representation, even if one is dealing
with miraculous and supernatural narratives (samvedyam asambhavayamanah sam-
vedye samvidam vinivesayitum eva na Saknoti ... tadapasarene hrdayasamvado
lokasamanyavastuvisayah, etc.).>® In representing extraordinary events, the dramatist
has to induce trust (pratyaya) by bringing on stage familiar characters (such as Rama)
and events. Abhinavagupta leads the exponents of the dhvani school, who interpret
Bharata to mean that rasa is suggested, that it is the obliqueness that is more potent
in generating signification “through the relation of the suggested (vyarngya) and the
suggestor (vyanjaka); the nispatti of Bharata . . . should mean abhivyakti.”®°
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But what has the text of Bharata to say about the shaping function of theatrical
performance as far as the ethical identity of character, actor, and viewer is con-
cerned? Here again one finds Abhinavagupta’s commentary useful in making sense
of the metatheatrical devices used in the early modern theater in England, especially
in Doctor Faustus. Abhinavagupta joins issue with a number of commentators, par-
ticularly Sankuka, in arguing that the actor does not lose identity in the character or
imitate a permanent mental state (sthayibhava), for one cannot imitate what one does
not know: one may simply employ recognizable determinants to suggest mental
states. At the same time, spectators do not mistake the actor for the character por-
trayed. The spectator or reader would miss the rasa if their own personal desires or
interests impede enjoyment. The following translated passage is typical of Abhina-
vagupta’s line of reasoning in his refutation of earlier commentators:

One of the principal obstacles regularly occurs when the spectator is at the mercy of the
tasting of pleasures, pains, etc., inhering in his own person. This obstacle consists in the
appearance of other forms of consciousness, due variously to the fear of being abandoned
by these sensations of pleasure, etc., to concern for their preservation, to a desire to pro-
cure other similar sensations, to the desire to get rid of them, give them open expression,
hide them, etc. Even when someone perceives pleasures, pains, etc., as inhering exclu-
sively in other persons, other forms of consciousness inevitably arise in him (pleasures,
pains, mental stupor, indifference . .. etc.) which naturally constitute an obstacle. The
means of eliminating this obstacle are the actor’s changing of dress [,] . . . which hide([s]
his true identity. . . . For the presence of all these elements eliminates the perception: this
particular individual, in this particular place, at this particular moment, feels pain, plea-
sure, etc. This elimination takes place in so far as the theatrical spectacle implies the
negation both of the real being of the actor and of the real being of the character he is
playing. Indeed, on one side there is the negation of the real being of the actor, and, on
the other, the spectator’s consciousness does not rest entirely on the being represented . . .
whol[se representation] therefore does not succeed in hiding completely the real being of
the actor.®!

Abhinavagupta, exponent of the Saiva notion of pratyabhijia, which seeks to
identify the individual self-consciousness with a universal self, would be inclined to
interpret Bharata in its light. He seems to be arguing that the dramatic experience
liberates the spectator from personal interest, although such disinterestedness is dif-
ferent from religious ecstasy.®? Theater is not materially unmoored, although it is
unconcerned with the narrowly particular. When Kalidasa describes fear, it is not the
poet’s or the deer’s, but an abstract bhava arrived at through the appropriate devices,
verbal or otherwise. Hence, the cultured viewer or sahrdaya arrives at a state of mind
that recognizes anxiety yet enjoys it as dissimulation, an attitude that S. C. Sen Gupta
described as a “combination of absorption and aloofness.”®* Drama, therefore, cre-
ates identity at a distance, at a remove as it were. In this sense, as Sen Gupta points
out in connection with the views of Abhinavagupta, all art is dramatic and lyrical
at the same time. Art is the expression of personal affect; yet it is dramatic, “because
it is only by viewing his impressions from a distance that the artist can give them
universal form.”®4
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However, Bharata’s aphorism about rasa in chapter 6.31 (tatra vibhavanu-
bhavavyabhicarisam yogad rasanispattih) suggested that rasa was “born of the union
of the play with the performance of actors”: “Out of the union of the Determinants
(vibhava), the Consequents (anubhava) and the Transitory Mental States (vyabicharin)
the birth of Rasa takes place.”® If expressive devices such as vibhava create a rasa
that overcomes the limits of the particular and allows the viewer’s consciousness to
expand into the reach of the universal, such universality may be interpreted to be free
of the interestedness of the ethical. As such, it would be different from the “interested
universality,” if the phrase may be permitted, attributed to ethics by Kierkagaard in
Fear and Trembling.

Abhinavagupta’s observations suggest a way out of the apparent contradiction. It
is through the theatrical spectacle that the particularities of time and space of actor,
character, and viewer are canceled out.®® Theatrical spectacle, we recall, “implies
the negation both of the real being of the actor and of the real being of the character
he is playing” (emphasis added). One could state the matter in a different way. It is
only through theatrical spectacle and dramatic articulation that the distinctions be-
tween the “real beings” of actor and character may be made manifest. “Real being”
is an admittedly archaic phrase: we could think of individuals such as fictional char-
acters, actors, and viewers, with personal and partisan interests, as existing in Sartre’s
inert mode of “being-what-one-is-not.” Abhinavagupta’s idea of aesthetic contempla-
tion is a stimulus to engaged discrimination that is closer to the idea of ethical uncon-
cealment in Kierkegaard’s sense than the Saiva philosopher’s rhetoric would suggest.

Let us return to Faustus in his study in Marlowe’s play. As reader, Faustus is
dramatic, distanced from the texts he is reading by the role he has pre-scripted for
himself. In this, he is as much a player as the actor who would impersonate him. The
stray texts are not his personal statements: they are arranged with the deftness of a
diabolical pleader. The impressions are not lyrical: these are not intimate effusions.
But when the verse indeed turns lyrical, as when Helen passes across the stage, the
dramatic distance is never compromised. The spectators are aware of the illusion,
suspended between “aloofness” and “absorption” in their own anxieties. The char-
acter that is Faustus, on the other hand, is willing to risk eternity for the magic of the
theatrical spectacle. The “real” being of the actor is never at stake: it would have been
too hot for the censors if it were.

Hamlet is the other actor and reader on the early modern English stage who had
studied in Wittenberg. He walks in with a book in his hand in 2.2. This is the actor’s
studied distance mirrored in the portrayed character, for he has decided to put on “an
antic disposition” (1.5.173). Like the spectator discussed by Abhinavagupta, he sur-
veys the roles people play in court. The “honest ghost” (1.5.142) has rid his memory
of all anterior texts. Hamlet the reader is now simply a staged actor, choosing “being”
rather than existing as “being-what-one-is-not.” His father’s ghost directs him to “re-
member” (1.5.91), to piece together the disjectra membra that would join inventio,
dispositio, and memoria. Hamlet’s response brings into focus the dramatic distance
that the “beings” of character, actor, and viewer have to travel by constructing a new
book of memory impelled by the ghost’s revelation:
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Remember thee!
Yea, from the table of my memory
I'll wipe away all trivial fond records,
All saws of books, all forms, all pressures past,
That youth and observation copied there;
And thy commandment all alone shall live
Within the book and volume of my brain,
Unmixed with baser matter. . . .

(1.5.95-104)

Hamlet the reader is substituting one form of reading matter with another. He is
erasing from his memory his tablet (“table”) and commonplace book, including
“forms” and “pressures” that bring to mind the imposed forms and inked impressions
in the Elizabethan printing house,®” with an injunction implanted in his memory by
the “real” being of the ghost.

In both Doctor Faustus and Hamlet, the viewers witness the moment of choice
staged. In both, the actor playing the fictional character is distanced by foreground-
ing the vibhavas—theatrical spectacle and its determinants, including inset play and
dumb shows. The characters themselves dramatize their choice, so that the theatri-
calized moment mediates an ethical self that otherwise lies buried in the silence of
immediacy. In the case of Doctor Faustus, the impasse of moral contrarieties posed
by questions of human choice and divine predestination—and we are thinking of the
performative as a form of articulation of one’s moral being and not simply of Calvin’s
version of predestination—found such material representation on stage. It is in this
sense that we might claim that Abhinavagupta’s gloss on the passage in Bharata has
a bearing on Faustus’ conscious staging of a hopeless choice. Perhaps the early mod-
ern stage had an intuition that was beyond the range of the discursive apparatus of
Bharata or Abhinavagupta. It was the intuition that a performed moment of choice
was more than fictive. It was constitutive of the ethical selfhood that accounts for
Doctor Faustus being still such a disturbing play for viewers.
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