


A Brief Glance…Goethe’s Faust 
 
 In Goethe’s version of the Faust legend, it is broken up into two parts. The first is 
many layered and complicated, taking place in various settings. It begins in Heaven where 
Mephistopheles makes a bet with God that he can get his favorite human, Dr. Faust to walk 
away from religious pursuits. Meanwhile, in his study, Faust contemplates what else there is 
to learn. He wonders about magic and turns to it for the ultimate bout of knowledge. 
However, he does not seem successful with this attempt and contemplates suicide as the last 
option. He decides against this and then goes for a walk. A stray poodle follows him home 
and once back in his study the poodle transforms into Mephistopheles.  
 Mephistopheles presents an enticing contract to Faust: if he will promise his 
servitude to the devil in hell, the devil will promise his to Faust while he is here on earth. He 
is also told that if Faust encounters anything along the way that was given to him that makes 
him want to stay in that moment forever, he will die in that instant. Faust is asked to sign the 
contract in blood, but before doing so, Faust tells Mephistopheles he does not trust this 
contract. The devil cleverly argues him back around, and the contract is sealed. 
 In his adventures, Faust meets Margarete (or Gretchen) and falls in love.  With 
jewelry and help from a neighbor, Mephistopheles is able to get Gretchen into Faust’s arms. 
He seduces her and they sleep together. Gretchen then poisons her own mother, so 
overcome with Faust, so that he can visit her in privacy.  She discovers she is pregnant with 
his child, but because she is not a married woman, she drowns the illegitimate child and is 
convicted with the murder. Faust tries to free her from prison, but she is enraged, 
remorseful at her sin and refuses to leave with him. He flees from the dungeon and voices 
from the heavens let him know that Gretchen will be saved.  
 In part II, Faust continues to strive for the ultimate luxuries in life. He is then faced 
with four elderly women, Want, Care, Need and Debt. Their brother Death was nearby, as it 
was nearing the end of Faust’s life. Care asks if genuine affection is something he had never 
experienced and though he tries to argue that he has had everything he was ever wanted, 
some emptiness still looms inside of him that he could not explain.  Care tells him that 
humans live their lives blind, and this is a revelation to Faust. As he becomes blind, he is 
joyful and admits his sins and repents for them all. He dies and Mephistopheles comes to 
claim his soul. Angels pour forth from the heavens to distract him, and allow Faust’s soul to 
be saved and rise to the heavens, alluding to the notion that true repentance can indeed save 
one so damned.  
 This version of the Faustus tale was meant to be a closet drama, meaning a play only 
to be read and never performed.  Goethe completed the second part in 1832 shortly before 
his death. The complete version created by Goethe was printed posthumously.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



A Brief Glance…Hamlet, Prince of Denmark 
 

 The king of Denmark has been dead for two months; his 
widow has married his brother; and sudden speak of foul play is 
where we meet Hamlet, the young prince angered by his mother’s 
betrayal. His father’s ghost appears telling him that Claudius, the 
king’s brother and new king, is responsible for his death. Claudius 
poured poison in his brother’s ear.  Hamlet is outraged and 
immediately begins plotting his father’s revenge which is complicated 
by the new marriage between his father’s murderer and his mother. 
Hamlet begins acting mad, confusing the rest of the kingdom. At the prompting of Polonius, 
his trusted advisor, Claudius sends Rosencrantz and Guildenstern (old friends of Hamlet’s) 
to spy on him to see if any cause can be found. Hamlet takes his act of madness as far as 
abusing Ophelia, his once love and daughter of Polonius driving her mad. Polonius orders 
Ophelia not to associate with Hamlet any longer. 
 Claudius begins to fear his well-being and decides to send Hamlet to England. 
Before his departure, Hamlet organizes a performance by an acting troupe to essentially act 
out his father’s murder, in the hopes that this would drive Claudius to a confession. The king 
is outraged, but confesses nothing. The queen tries to reason with Hamlet after the play, 
begging him to calm down as Polonius eavesdrops from behind a curtain. Hamlet convinced 
that it is Claudius spying sends a sword through Polonius’s heart. Upon realizing he has 
murdered Polonius, he is regretful and sent to England, with Rosencrantz and Guildenstern 
by his side. The English have orders from Claudius to kill Hamlet upon arrival. Laertes, 
Polonius’ son returns from France, enraged over his father’s death. Ophelia is further driven 
mad, and drowns herself, sending Laertes into his own tailspin over the death of his two 
closest family members. 
 Hamlet manages to have the orders switched and instead has Rosencrantz and 
Guildenstern killed in England. He is then captured by pirates and brought back to Denmark 
on ransom. Claudius is furious that Hamlet has found his way back and arranges a duel 
between him and Laertes. Claudius takes measures to ensure Hamlet’s death: he drops 
poison on the tip of Laertes’ sword and he poisons the victory cup, in case Hamlet wins. 
During the match, the queen drinks of the poisoned cup. Laertes then loses the match to 
Hamlet and illegally scratches him with the poisoned sword. Hamlet not knowing his sword 
is poisoned manages to switch weapons with Laertes. Now with the poisoned sword in hand 
he cuts Laertes, fatally wounding him. The dying queen screams out that her cup was 
poisoned. Laertes, also dying, proclaims Claudius’ treachery. With a weak hand but firm 
resolve, Hamlet stabs Claudius with the poisoned sword. Horatio, a confidant of Hamlet 
wants to commit suicide out of sorrow, but Hamlet entreats him to live and tell the tale of 
this fallen family. Fortinbras, the prince of Norway arrives after conquest of England to 
become the new King of Denmark. 
 
 Hamlet is Shakespeare’s longest tragedy, and arguably one of the most performed to 
this day. The play’s many psychological layers allow for every interpretation of the play to be 
wildly different and still be true to the text. The play includes some of the most-renowned 
speeches known to man such as “What a piece of work is man”, “Speak the speech”, and 
perhaps the most famous of all, “To be or not to be.”  
 



 
Questions to Consider… 

 
1. List the major differences in character between Dr. Faustus and Dr. Luther-not just as 
people, but as professors.  What are some subtle hints in the play that point to their 
differences? 
 
2.  What do you think the visions of Gaia and the Virgin Mary (two very different mothers) 
represent to Hamlet?  
 
3.  Dr. Faustus sings three songs during his appearances at the Bunghole.  Why do you think 
the playwright chose these particular songs?  
 
4.  What were the negative implications of discovering that the earth revolved around the 
sun? What kind of discovery would have to be made today to carry the same weight as that 
of Copernik’s? 
 
5.  Why do you think the playwright chose specifically to group all the females under the 
label “Eternal Feminine”?  Who was the most prominent of all the female characters? Why? 
How can her influence be seen on all of the characters? 
 
6.  If you could ask David Davalos (the playwright) any single question about the play, what 
would it be and why?  
 
8.  What do you think the design scheme in the play is? What purpose does it serve the play? 
Name some examples.  
 
9.  What are major weaknesses of the three men in the story?  
 
10.  Which character do you most relate to? Why? 
 
 

 
 

For Future Reading 
 

If you liked Wittenberg you might enjoy these plays as well: 
 

Picasso at the Lapine Agile by Steve Martin 
Goodnight Desdemona (Good Morning Juliet) by Ann Marie MacDonald 

Rosencrantz and Guildenstern are Dead by Tom Stoppard 
Desdemona, a Play About a Handkerchief by Paula Vogel 
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www.wikipedia.com 
 
http://www.awerty.com/faust.html 
 
www.sparknotes.com 
 
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/Texts/faustus.html 
 
http://www.csuchico.edu/~cgoulding/faust/faustlinks.htm  
 
http://www.csuchico.edu/~cgoulding/faust/faustlinks.htm 
 
http://www.about-shakespeare.com/hamlet.php 
 
http://awerty.com/hamlet2.html 
 
http://history.hanover.edu/early/prot.html  
 
http://www.schoolshistory.org.uk/protestantreformation.htm 
 
http://www.newadvent.org/cathen/12700b.htm 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 




