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Introduction

Welcome to Firebird Theatre’s education resource pack for our adaptation
of Christopher Marlowe’s Doctor Faustus (text A – 1604).

We have put this pack together for anyone who may be interested in
knowing more about Firebird Theatre and how we worked on our production
of Faustus for touring theatre venues in the south west.

We are hoping it will be of interest to any group who is involved in theatre,
or story telling of any kind. In the pack you will find tasks and ideas for
working that we hope can be used in practice, particularly in schools. We
have marked tasks and ideas with a large asterisk, like this:

*
Please contact us if you would like more information about Firebird Theatre,
our production of Faustus, our workshop programme or anything else. We
want to build a relationship with our audiences and the people we work with
in the future; we would gratefully appreciate any feedback.

If you would like to be included on Firebird Theatre’s free mailing list, please
contact us at:
Firebird Theatre, 5 Dial Hill Road, Clevedon, N. Somerset BS21 7HJ
Email: firebird-theatre@blueyonder.co.uk
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Who we are: Firebird Theatre

There are sixteen of us in Firebird Theatre (formerly known as The Portway
Players). We are experienced disabled performers/actors with a consistent
track record of making plays and performances together for nearly twenty
years. We first performed in the professional theatre in 1990 at Bristol Old
Vic.

 Our main areas of work include:
·  making and performing theatre;
·  planning and delivering workshops to a range of different groups and

organisations, particularly schools and colleges;
·  supporting other disabled people to make theatre.

We see ourselves as a family of actors and our job is to make plays and tell
stories to others. We aim to reach as many people as we can, through our
plays and workshops, and through linking up with our audiences.

We want to make plays and tell stories that will stay in people’s heads long
after they leave the theatre. We make plays for everyone no matter who
they are or where they come from. We want to give new meanings and
understandings to the stories we tell. What our plays do is tackle life and
that is what we want to share. That is what Firebird Theatre does.

Why theatre is important to us

When we make plays, we work as a team; the most important thing to know
about us is that we believe that power comes when we all work together as
a group. When we make our plays, we all bring our different skills, ideas and
experiences and we share together to make a play. We are all important to
the company, each one of us; no one is the star.

Theatre is important to us because we can show people what we can do;
people used to think disabled people with learning difficulties couldn’t do
anything but when we get on that stage we can show people what we can
do. Theatre is important because people see our plays, and we hope they
will change any wrong ideas they might have about us.

Making plays is very powerful, it makes you feel part of the action, makes
you feel confident. Making plays means you have something important to
say, something important to share. It is about our lives, too. We put our own
selves into a play so that people will learn something about us and that is
important, as well.
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Why we chose  Faustus

We wanted to choose a play that would give us the chance to experiment
theatrically. We also wanted to choose a play that students and young
people were studying at school and college because we would like more
young people to come and see what we are doing.

Faustus is a very strong story. It is an exciting story with lots of opportunities
for us to try out different ideas on stage. As usual, though, as we worked on
the story and tried out our ideas, we realised that the story is about all of
us, all human beings , and we learnt that it is the feelings in the story that
we wanted to get across. In the end, we think Faustus is about what we
have understood from the Faustus story: through our ideas, poetry, art,
music, our theatre and our meanings.

The story of Faustus has strong and interesting themes. There is variety in
the story: it has comedy, sadness, love, death, sex. Faustus is not an easy
story to tell. We wanted to give new insight and meaning to the story, to try
to make it a story for everyone, so that everybody can relate to it, no matter
where they come from. We have tried to make it as accessible as possible,
so that everyone can understand it. We worked very hard on it; it is all our
voices.

Faustus is a hard-hitting play that tackles life. It is disturbing and moving
and provokes strong emotions. It is very powerful. We have used
Christopher Marlowe’s play ‘Doctor Faustus’ and developed our own script
from the way we have looked at his story, sometimes we use his words but
mainly we use our own.

“Are we not all ordinary men?”

This line is at the heart of our story of Faustus, and it is at the heart of
Firebird Theatre.
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What people say about Firebird Theatre and our
production of Faustus

“Strong design, atmospheric lighting, haunting music, a host of interesting
storytelling techniques and a genius touch of comedy." Bristol Evening Post.

John Nicholson from Peepolykus wrote: “This telling of Faustus is original,
personal, moving, funny and quirky. It will provide a rare opportunity for UK
audiences to see something exciting and unexpected.”

Kathryn Hunter (Theatre de Complicite) wrote: “The way Firebird tell the
story is personal and unique to the group as the best theatre should be.”

“…In moments such as this it is possible to forget the politics of
performance, the performance itself, and see pure theatre, pure human
expression.”  Thomas Chalk, University of Bristol

“Fantastic use of movement, visuals, text and characters. Dramatically
exciting and engaging, as well as thought provoking. ” Sixth form student, St
Brendan’s College, Bristol

“an extraordinary adaptation of Christopher Marlowe’s work…quite
remarkable performances.” The Stage

“leaves the audience thinking about more than merely the content of the
piece. The cast overall are very strong, especially during ensemble scenes,
of which the Seven Deadly Sins is very, very funny indeed.” Listings and
Reviews for Bristol and Beyond, nowt2do.com

“Firebird’s version of Marlowe’s Doctor Faustus was full of integrity, wit,
dedication and commitment. It had a profound and far-reaching effect on the
audience.” Simon Reade, Artistic Director, Bristol Old Vic

“The mix of comedy and tragedy in the original play was so truthfully
followed. This powerfully linked up the idea of storytelling as a community-
building exercise for me; and theatre as a very particular way of doing that.
Again, when you combine that with the mood of attention created, the truth of
the analysis/ interpretation of the play - it makes for a powerful and electrifying
theatre event.” Simon Jones, Theatre, Film and Television, University of Bristol

“I have just been to see Doctor Faustus today with my school and just wanted to
say I thought it was brilliant…Thanks, Matt Clarke” Email from audience
member at Bristol Old Vic
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Synopsis of the Faustus  story as told by Firebird.

Firebird theatre’s ‘Faustus’, adapted from ‘Doctor Faustus’ by Christopher
Marlowe (text A – 1604).

When Faustus is a boy, his family, who are poor and working class send
him to live with relatives that are better off than they are and live in a
university town. Faustus works hard at school, he goes to university,
becomes a scholar and then works hard to become a Doctor of Philosophy
and Theology. Faustus is not satisfied though, he is ambitious and realises
that all his learning and knowledge will not give him the power he wants. He
turns his back on his university colleagues and decides to study black
magic; he makes a magic circle and conjures up Mephistophilis, Lucifer's
right hand man.

Faustus signs a contract with the devil, in exchange for 24 years of power,
during which time Mephistophilis will give him everything he wants. But
Faustus does nothing with this new power and he gains nothing from his
contract with the devil. He loses everything he may have had in life: love,
friendships, happiness, and his soul. Faustus is tricked (or tricks himself)
into thinking of Mephastophilis as a friend, or even a servant, when all the
time they are together, Mephastophilis, through Lucifer, controls everything
Faustus wants, does and asks for.

The story shows examples of how Faustus uses his power but achieves
nothing, and how Mephastophilis masters him. Faustus tries to repent but
he cannot and the story must come to its inevitable end. After twenty-four
years are up, Lucifer comes and claims Faustus' soul. He drags Faustus
down to hell.

Making Faustus

The following poem is one of ten poems written by members of the
Company and their colleagues in the Rush Land poets. Two of the poems
are read live during the performance, the others were pre-recorded and are
played at specific points during the performance. We will talk about the
poetry in a later section of this pack.

This poem is read live at the end of the performance and speaks directly to
our audiences. It is an important poem because it describes how when we
approach a play, we attempt to get to the story’s heart, to understand it, to
learn from it:
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The strength of a story

The strength of a story is your own involvement in it
Some stories are empty
But we think this one is full of meaning
We want to get to the glory of a story
To never cheat by only reading the last page
But to take each page as it comes until we reach
The heart of the story,
And then it will help us to find its power and we must learn its meanings
A story is like our lives
With a beginning, a middle, an end
We have entered Faustus’s world and made a journey through his life
Now we hold Faustus’s story in us and it will make us all think,
About the involvements of all human beings and their lives
Our courage, our weakness, our strengths and determinations
Let us keep the story of Faustus somewhere in our minds.
In our minds. By Brenda Cook and Mary Lansdown

Storytelling, working for understanding

We are now going to set out some of the ways we approach a story and how
we started to work on Christopher Marlowe’s play, Doctor Faustus. We think it
is a way of working that would suit any group that wants to tell a story through
making theatre. Obviously, it is a process we used for our work on Faustus, but
we are also used to telling our own stories (The Lying Doctors and Sharing the
Stars). Although we do work in a slightly different way when devising our own
work, the process is more or less the same.

With making plays and telling stories, we need to keep two things in mind

1. If we are going to tell/show a story to an audience then we have to ‘own’ the
story first. It is about understanding the story and its meanings, making
sense of it and, with adapted material, having viewpoints of our own. This
can take a long time and a lot of hard work but it is Firebird Theatre’s way of
working. We talk about the story being in our bones, it becomes our story
even though we never forget that it is Christopher Marlowe’s too!

2. We need to make it as accessible as possible for our audiences. We don’t
want people going away without any idea of what the story was about! This
means keeping our ideas, our storytelling, our characters, our props,
absolutely everything as clear and as simple as possible.
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Because we are a company of disabled actors/performers, we also want
other disabled people to come to see our work. For deaf people in our
audience, we do British Sign Language interpreted performances. We try to
choose physically accessible venues so that people who use wheelchairs,
or have physical impairments can come and watch a show.

We have also worked with Holly Thomas, who is a visually impaired dancer.
Holly worked with us on experimenting with audio description within the play
rather than the audio description being pre-recorded and played through
headphones during a show for people who want it. There are two scenes in
Faustus where we worked with Holly to put in more words to describe a
scene and what is happening on stage. One of these was the opening
scene of Faustus and we will refer to this again later in the pack.

*
We hope you will be able to experiment with some of the ideas we have used
when working on Faustus.
Firstly, we believe that with each stage and process it is important to:

�  Take your time , don’t rush,
�  Give yourselves time to think , make notes, record what you are thinking

at each stage of the process
�  Keep it simple
�  Always work together  as a group so you are
�  Sharing your ideas and thoughts

Remember, everyone has something to contribute – if  everyone makes a
contribution, of whatever size, they too will feel they own the play.

We our now going to detail the process that we use when approaching a
story. We hope you will be able to try out some of these methods, and make
them your own.

Choose a story/piece of text that you want to work on

1. Discuss the story together. Ask yourselves and discuss these questions:

¨  What does the story mean to you?
¨  What do you think the writer is trying to say?
¨  Where is the story set?
¨  Who are the characters?
¨  What is the relationship between them?
¨  What themes, ideas can you see in the story?
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2. Try telling the story in your own words:

¨  Does it make the story easier to understand when you use your own
words?
¨  What do you think are the most important elements of the story?
¨  What is the most important thing you want to show/say through the
story.

Try drawing pictures of things that represent the story, try writing poems,
taking photographs, try out your own ideas that help you to get to the heart of
the story.

3. Start thinking about how you would put the story into action, also keep
asking yourselves, why? Why these props? Why are we setting the action
here?

¨  Where will you set the action?
¨  How will you set it?
¨  What props will you use?
¨  Will you use costume?
¨  Will you use your own words, or the original text, or a mixture of the two?
¨  Who will speak them, which character(s)?
¨  What will your character (s) be doing?
¨  Any other ideas that will help you show/tell the story? For instance, use of

sound or lighting?

5. Start to put all of these ideas into action.

Have some people watch and some people demonstrating the action,
speaking the words, using the props, the set and costume, whatever. The
watchers are the audience. They should feedback to the demonstrators what
they have seen. Discuss the strengths and weaknesses in a positive way.
Also remember that everyone must feel comfortable with what they are doing;
use each other’s skills, what each of you do best, but also be open to trying
out new things and developing your skills.

Keep asking, what can we do that will help the audi ence understand the
story we want to tell/show?

6. Now look at creating meaning through different moods and feelings
(comedy, joy, anger, sadness). Try different styles, change of pace, build to
moments of tension. Remember to maintain focus on the story and how you
tell it.
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7. Watchers and demonstrators keep swapping over, trying out
suggestions, refining what you do, getting rid of anything that is
unnecessary, like costumes, props, words, things on set, characters and
leaving the essentials. Experiment until you find the most important parts.

¨  Look at direct challenges or questions you could ask your audience within
your interpretation, to make them think more about the text and you; e.g.
do you want to challenge people's perceptions of young people? Try to
make these questions and challenges integral to the story, not tacked on
but relevant to what you want to say in your interpretation. Do not let these
questions detract from the story; include them within your story; this is the
main thing.

¨  Keep discussing this as a group, getting everyone's ideas. Keep doing the
scene, change it if you need to, discuss it, do it again, change, discuss
until you are ready to perform it. Go back and try it again; if it doesn’t feel
right, or is hard to understand, it won’t look right to the audience.

¨  When you feel you are ready, find an audience and show them what you
have done. Get their feedback. Did they understand what you were trying
to say and show? Did you challenge them in any way? Could you change
the piece to take on board their feedback?

Remember:  keep it simple, it is your re-telling and the interpretation of the text
that is important not elaborate costumes, props, stage set, etc

*
Demonstration: we use the word demonstration rather than acting. We have
found that when people start to act they often fall into the trap of caricaturing a
character, or creating a stereotype. We try to demonstrate the character, or a
feeling, rather than act it, often our work is stronger when we work this way.
For example, for the opening scene of Faustus, we demonstrated people of
learning with the use of props and costume. We didn’t pretend to be professors
or scholars.

Do one scene over and over again in different ways. For instance, remove all
words from a scene and do it using only action, gesture and facial expression.

Try it again with the emphasis on words; describe the scene and what is
happening, what each character is doing, build it into your script so that it is an
integral part of the scene. Maybe write a poem about the scene; if it’s good,
leave it in!

Do it again, this time as a dance with stylised movements.
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Find other ways to show the scene. Have fun, enjoy yourselves but do not
forget you are using all these different ways to get to the essence of a scene,
to learn more about it.

How we approached Faustus , our points of view

Through working on a story to understand it better, we have found that we
start to have very strong opinions about it. We start having our own points of
view about the story and what it is saying to us. We think this is part of the
process of getting to ‘own’ a story, making it your own, feeling it in your
bones.

We started to make decisions around our different points of view about how
we would tell our story of Faustus. It did not matter that there were
questions we could not answer; these were part of the mysteries of the
Faustus story and questions that could be shared with our audiences. A
good play has many meanings, and should remain open for its audience.

For us, Faustus is a human being, ordinary, like you, or me. Our story is not
about God and the devil, it is a story about the choices human beings have
to make in life, decisions about the paths we choose in life and why. It is a
story about a very ambitious man who loses touch with some very important
things, like love, friendship, humility, his own self, his own soul, in order to
get personal power.

Lucifer and Mephastophilis are also examples of what can happen when
wrong decisions have been made. They have lost their chance of heaven.
Faustus is in the process of losing his. We have taken the viewpoint that
heaven is on earth and it is all that is good, its beauties and joys; that hell is
also on earth, that it is all that is horrific, frightening, wrong and cruel. We all
have aspects of heaven and hell in us, or good and bad; we are all capable
of goodness and we are all capable of badness, evil. This comes from our
understanding of Dr Faustus.

These are all complex ideas, along with others that Marlowe looked at in his
play ‘Doctor Faustus’. It is fascinating when you realise that you have
started to sympathise with Lucifer and Mephastophilis because heaven is
lost to them. This will affect decisions about how Lucifer and Mephastophilis
are played on stage.
During rehearsals, you see new things, feel new things that you had not
seen or felt before. For instance, during the horse courser scene, when
Faustus conjures up a horse from hay, our actor, Steve showed how much
he loved the horse. He created this feeling by the way that he beckoned the
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horse to him and how he subsequently handled it. This was a surprise to us
all and we started to understand more about what Faustus had actually
given up, how he lost touch with simple things.

Marlowe’s opening scene and Firebird’s adaptation o f
that scene: differences and similarities.

By using the first scene of our performance of Faustus as an example, we
will try to show how we have worked on some of the main elements of our
production.

*
First of all, we are including the opening of Marlowe’s Doctor Faustus and
the opening of our adaptation of his play. It may be useful to note the
differences between the two , however obvious. We will only list 5 but it
may be an interesting exercise to list any others you notice.

1. Marlowe’s opening lines are fewer than Firebird’s.

2. Marlowe’s language is very poetic and beautiful; Firebird uses more
ordinary language.

3. Marlowe’s opening was written for one person, the Chorus, a familiar
device of Morality Plays, even though Marlowe leaves it for the
actor/director to decide on the number of people in the chorus.

4. Firebird’s opening involves an ensemble cast of 15+ people and
therefore introduces lots of people (Faustus’ colleagues, storytellers,
Faustus) right at the start of the play. Whereas, Marlowe introduces only a
storyteller (Chorus) and Faustus (“And this the man that in his study sits.”)

5. Firebird’s opening includes stage directions and props (“Enter from centre
stage. All with books”), whereas Marlowe leaves it to the director and actors
to decide on stage directions and use of props. Firebird also includes the
description that we talked about earlier from our work with Holly Thomas
around audio description for visually impaired people. There are many
examples of this work in the opening scene, here’s two.

“ We are a group of sixteen players, each one of us holding a book.”
“ Here is his colleague, lighting a candle on his desk. And by the light of the
single flame, Faustus reads and reads and reads.”
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There are also similarities  between the two opening scenes. We have
noted two but again, it may be interesting to see if you can spot any others.

1. Both openings introduce Faustus to the audience and give background
information about him:

For example, Marlowe:
“So soon he profits in divinity,
The fruitful plot of scholarism graced,
That shortly he was graced with doctor’s name,
Excelling all, whose sweet delight disputes
In heavenly matters of theology.”

Firebird:
“He studied hard and became a scholar
Then he became a doctor: Doctor Faustus.
Top of the class, studying theology”.

NB. It maybe useful to look at the positives and negatives of using plain,
ordinary language like Firebird; how simple it is, and also what is lost of the
poetry of the original verse.

You will see that from time to time Firebird incorporates Marlowe’s original
text into their adaptation. This is because we think Marlowe’s language is
beautiful even though it is sometimes very difficult for us to understand.

2. In both texts, the audience is addressed directly and it is made clear that
the Chorus and Storytellers are speaking on behalf of an acting company:
Marlowe: “Intends our Muse to vaunt his heavenly verse:

Only this (Gentlemen) we must perform.

Firebird:
“We ask you, our audience, to watch while we tell you a story.”

The opening of Dr Faustus  by Christopher Marlowe
Prologue

Enter Chorus

CHORUS
Not marching now in fields of Thrasimene,
Where Mars did mate the Carthaginians,
Nor sporting in the dalliance of love,



14

In courts of kings where state is overturned,
Nor in the pomp of proud audacious deeds,
Intends our Muse to vaunt his heavenly verse:
Only this (Gentlemen) we must perform,
The form of Faustus’ fortunes good or bad.
To patient judgements we appeal our plaud,
And speak for Faustus in his infancy:
Now he is born, his parents base of stock,
In Germany, within a town called Rhodes;
Of riper years to Wittenberg he went,
Whereas his kinsmen chiefly brought him up.
So soon he profits in divinity,
The fruitfull plot of scholarism graced,
That shortly he was graced with doctor’s name,
Excelling all, whose sweet delight disputes
In heavenly matters of theology.
Till, swollen with cunning, of a self conceit,
His waxen wings did mount above his reach,
And melting heavens conspired his overthrow.
For falling to a devilish exercise,
And glutted more with learning’s golden gifts,
He surfeits upon cursed necromancy:
Nothing so sweet as magic is to him,
Which he prefers before his chiefest bliss.
And this the man that in his study sits.

The opening of Firebird Theatre’s Faustus
(Enter from centre stage. All with books. Penny, Jenny, Richard, Alex, Tina,
Kevin, Chris, Sarah, Steve K., Liz, Steve C. Marilyn, Claude, Mary, Brian,
Andy: take positions on stage, look at audience.)

Penny: Ladies and Gentlemen, welcome. We are a group of sixteen players,
each one of us holding a book. We ask you, our audience, to watch while
we tell you a story.

Mary: Not a story of battles or love or heroes

Penny:  But a story of a man, an ordinary man

Chris: Are we not all ordinary men?

Mary (show the title of her book): The story of a man called Faustus
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All: Faustus

Penny: An ordinary man

Mary: We ask you to make careful judgments

All: Careful judgments

Penny: About what happens to Faustus, good or bad.

Jenny: Imagine now a library

Penny: Shelves and shelves of books,

Mary: Imagine us as people who love books

(Everyone hold books close to their hearts)

Penny: Imagine us as scholars, professors, men and women of learning.

(Brian walks across stage, shares his book with Marilyn)

Imagine us reading

All: Reading.

(everyone reads)

Penny: This is where the story starts, amongst books

Brian: Hundreds and thousands of books

Mary: Books as far as the eye can see

Penny: You can smell the pages, the ink, the bindings, (breath)
You can hear the pages turning   (turn pages)

Mary: Now we will tell you the story…..  (Mary opens book)

John Faustus was born in Germany. His parents were poor and working
class. When he got older he moved to a university town to be brought up by
relatives.
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Penny: He studied hard and became a scholar

Mary: Then he became a doctor:

All: Doctor Faustus (everyone stops reading, looks at audience)

Penny: Here is Faustus

Steve: I am Faustus

Penny: Here is Faustus, going to his study, sitting, reading.

( Wait for Tina to light the candle)

Penny: Here is his colleague, lighting a candle on his desk. And by the light
of the single flame, Faustus reads and reads and reads.

  (Steve starts to study. Everyone watches Steve)

Mary: Top of the class, studying theology. He gets bigheaded, becomes
cunning and too ambitious. He has all the golden gifts of learning but he is
greedy for more.

Penny: His waxen wings did mount above his reach
And melting heavens conspired his overthrow.

Mary: He starts to study evil ways, prefers magic to truth, wants more and
more and more.

Steve, closes book, stands up: More books!

(everyone looks at Steve, when they call out their subject, go up to Steve,
show him the book or point at book, they love their subjects. Steve shakes
his head at every suggestion)

Brian: science

Alex (go to desk, put book down, point, sign): History

Kevin: medicine

Tina: physics

Jenny: psychology
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Chris: Mathematics

Claude: Geography

Marilyn: Language

Mary: Theology

Steve: Latin

Penny: Astronomy

Steve, walks to stage front: No, goodbye to those books.

(people shut their books one by one, starting with Mary. All exit following
Steve Canby, except Steve K. While people exit  ‘Goodbye to our books’.
When people exit. Backstage supporters remove lecterns)

Steve: Those books don’t give me power.
I shall go with magic
Books on magic

TRACK 1 POEM RECORDED:
Faustus has taken the wrong turning
He does nothing with all his learning
He finds that it is all words:
He cannot get it right, he wants too much for himself
He is greedy and he wants more.
His clever mind tells him to do it,
A different path
A path of power
Just for himself.

– during the poem, Steve goes to bookshelves, takes books and throws
them on floor, then goes and sits on pile of books.

End of opening scene.

Choice of Scene Location : we wanted to set the action in a place where
Faustus could be seen with his colleagues, fellow scholars and men and
women of learning. Marlowe’s chorus introduces Faustus as being sat in his
study. We also wanted a study for Faustus but decided to set the study in
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the middle of a library. We decided that it would be a university library, full of
books, a place of learning. This would enable Faustus to be seen and talked

 Members of the company working with Kathryn Hunter, guest director

about by his colleagues throughout the play, as they got more and more
concerned about him.

Roles/characters : we wanted to introduce the idea of the storytellers right
at the beginning as a convention we could use throughout. Also, we wanted
a convention that allowed all the company to address the audience, either
through telling the story like in this first scene, through their roles, or through
their poetry, which is interspersed throughout the play.

We also wanted to introduce the audience to the idea that we were a
company of players first and that different people could play different roles
in order to demonstrate what was happening in the story. So, in that first
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scene, we show Steve Knight (one of the company) becoming Faustus (an
idea we got from performing Brecht). This foreshadows other people
becoming the other roles later in the play, as well as devils, dancers,
musicians, singers, This convention allows people to adopt other roles,
come in and out of role and yet maintain the idea that they are a group
players, telling a story.

There were two reasons for wanting to set the stage as a library and to have
the entire cast as men and women of learning
1. to establish a relationship with the audience and for all members of the
company to be on stage at the start of the play, and
2. to show Faustus as part of a community (of the university, of learned
people). When he makes his decision to pursue personal power it is all the
more devastating because he leaves friends behind.

Establishing a relationship with the audience is very important for Firebird
Theatre, after all that is what we make plays for.

In the opening scene of Faustus, there are many examples of Firebird
finding ways to establish a relationship:
¨  The cast addresses the audience directly; they look at the audience
¨  They ask the audience direct questions: “Are we not all ordinary men?
      We ask you to make careful judgments”.
¨  They ask the audience to listen, to imagine

There are also the challenges:

¨  Sixteen people, the entire company, walk on stage and look into the
audience. Some members of the audience may have never met a disabled
person in their lives and now sixteen disabled people confront them

¨  The first question the company asks: Are we not all ordinary men? This
is a question that asks the audience not only to consider Faustus as an
ordinary man and that what happens to him could happen to any one of us if
we take a wrong turning. But it is also a direct question for the audience
about the company itself, how do they see the company, do they see its
members as ordinary people, the same as anyone else, or different as they
are disabled? It is question that provides a subtext to the play for the
audience to think about.

¨  The whole idea of a company of disabled people with learning
difficulties presenting themselves as men and women of learning,
professors, scholars with books is exciting and may well challenge people’s
perceptions and ideas about people with learning difficulties.
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Showing Faustus as being part of a community of university people was
important to us. Firebird Theatre can identify with what community, team
and family means. We believe very much in working together and no one
being the ‘star’. It is a shock to realise that Faustus must have been part of
a community, a team of other professors and scholars that he turned away
from so that he could become more powerful than they were.

Use of other media
Before looking at other elements of the production, we would like to discuss
our use of other media and how we use it to help us develop and create a
piece of theatre.

Firebird Theatre’s work has been described in lots of different ways, one of
the descriptions has been ‘mixed media’ theatre because we use lots of
theatre tools: light and darkness, stillness and movement, processions and
dancing, sound and silence, for example. During the making of Faustus, we
also used other artistic media to help us with the creative process and to
develop our work.

Poetry
During the making of Faustus, people wrote poetry, which was used in lots
of different ways. Ten of those poems were used, either at the end of a
scene to describe what has happened; a good example being the end of the
opening scene, and the poem, Faustus has taken the wrong turning;  or,
within a scene, to describe what is happening. See below, Power comes
with a crown

Writing poetry helped us with the following:
¨  Understanding the play
¨  Opportunities to discuss some of the big themes in the play: power,
religion, knowledge, good and evil, god and the devil
¨  To talk about and find shared meanings, for example: what is a
contract? What does ‘soul’ mean to us? Temptation?

The poetry enabled a creative overview and opportunities for reflection. It
was an important part of the process of making Faustus.

*
Poetry  is a great way of getting in touch with how each person feels. It
doesn’t have to be poetry but it should be your own words and feelings..
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You can use your own words to describe what is happening in a scene,
what you understand about it. It can be about creating meaning. Your words
can become part of the story, part of the action.

An example from Faustus, underscored with music and read whilst the
devil’s crown is put upon Faustus’s head is:

Power comes with a crown
Can make you look powerful
But this crown doesn’t make Faustus a king
It does not say much about power
A tilted crown
Does not make him a king, more of a clown

A crown to make him change his mind
It is another temptation:
Sign the contract.
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You can use your own words to reflect what has happened, why is it
important. Your words become an overview, a reflection, a commentary.

An example from Faustus and read at the end of the first act before the
interval as the lights go down:

Mephistophilis and Lucifer close another door
Each door that shuts is a rejection for Faustus
Like a story never shared, a story never read
Keeping Faustus trapped in an ignorance of temptation and
trickery.
The doors of love and fellowship are slammed in his face
Like a dusty book that is never opened.

To start with the use of poetry, write a poem about what you are seeing,
what you are doing. This will keep the poem within the action; it will
reinforce what is happening.

As part of your discussions think what is happening. Now start to write
poetry that is reflective, comments on what has happened.

You can have a lot of fun with these ideas. How would it be if you wrote a
report for a newspaper, describing the story as a news item with a headline?

What about an interview with the main character(s)? You could all think, as
a group, of the sort of questions you might ask the main character in the
story; then as a group think of the sort of replies the main character may
make to those questions. It would mean thinking in role  rather than you
giving your replies and would help you to develop your character(s).

 Visual art

Firebird Theatre has its own artist in residence, Carol Chilcott. Carol is like
any other member of Firebird Theatre; she comes to every rehearsal and
performance but instead of working on stage she works off-stage, making
drawings of what is happening.

As work on a play progresses, Carol’s drawings are more a record of what
is happening and are really helpful in terms of remembering what we do
from session to session. During initial stages of developing work, however,
Carol brings her own ideas to the play, which have contributed directly to
Firebird’s choice of costume, props and set. For instance, when we started
putting some of our ideas into action, we used books as our only props. We
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did the ‘temptation of books’, where people tempted each other with books,
basically a sort of good and evil angel scene (do not read that book,
Faustus, read this book, etc.). Carol began to make drawings that placed
the action in an area surrounded by books: books on shelves, piles of books
on the floor, books everywhere. This led to us placing the bulk of the action
in a library with lots and lots of books. We wanted to re-create the dusty,
academic library that Carol had created in her drawings.

Carol Chilcott: The opening of Faustus, note the archway of books.

*
We think it is really important to use as many different art forms as possible
to explore theatre and storytelling. We are always open to exploring and
experimenting with different media.

Visual art is great for getting down ideas about set design and costume, in
particular. Also, ideas about which props you want to use. It is also a good
tool for recording the rehearsal process and capturing particular elements of
the action.

Drawing and sketching  is a process which requires thought and time;
although less immediate than, say, photography or film, can very much
contribute to the creative process of making a play.
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Sketch and draw your ideas around a piece of text you are working on, think
of what a character may look like, or be wearing. Think of where the action
may take place. You are already thinking about set and costume design.

Try to get a few people to do this, not just the people who consider
themselves good at art. This isn’t an exercise about creating good art; it is
an exercise that helps free you to interpret at text in a different way.

Photography and film may be used, as well. Obviously an excellent medium
for recording what you have done but as part of the creative process, it may
be good to think of different ways of using photography. Setting-up tableaux
to show key scenes in a story, or in one part of the text. Take a photograph.
Move the tableaux to show a change in relationship between the characters.
Take another photograph, and so on. Describe what you can see in the
photographs, this can lead you into moving tableaux into action and
developing your own words, script, or poetry.

Carol Chilcott: People who love books.
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Music
Music is used in Faustus in several different ways: as song, to evoke
atmosphere, as dance.

Firebird’s composer and musician, Annette Dunn, works with the company
to compose music around scenes where we have identified a need for
music. Members of the cast, also play musical instruments, notably Steve
Canby on the drum and Sarah McGreevy on violin.

We use music in five different scenes within the play:

1. For the devils’ choir. Faustus has just handed Mephastophilis a
contract, which is read by our storytellers as a legal, binding document and
they ask the question,

“who will rejoice at such a contract and who will weep?”
They are handed Faustus’ contract from a whole batch of other scrolls, a
sense that there are many more of us who have made contracts with the
devil. Faustus isn’t the only one!

This provided us with opportunity to stop the action and just concentrate on
the contract that Faustus has drafted. The audience is read the contract and
has time to consider and reflect on its content and implications.

Sarah starts playing the violin, horribly, as a violin tuning-up; a diabolical
choir mimics the sound as it enters on stage. Mephastophilis conducts the
choir with the contract in his hand; they sing a song of celebration, no
words, accompanied by keyboard and drum. The song finishes; Faustus’
soul nearly belongs to Lucifer. This is music for atmosphere and for mood;
we hope to achieve both feelings of sadness and loneliness with our solitary
violin player. With the choir, a raucous celebratory mood that is unpleasant,
loud and ugly. Theatrically, this scene serves as a ‘bridge’ back into the
main action, it helps to build tension and foreshadows the actual signing of
the contract in the next scene.

2. For the devils’ dance. Something is stopping Faustus from signing the
contract, he is having doubts, Mephastophilis brings him a troupe of
dancers, who dance for him but also bring him a crown, which they place on
his head. Faustus is now ready to sign the contract.
Annette plays the keyboard in this scene and the music is used in various
ways: as a dance, as a song, to underscore poetry and chords to introduce
spoken words. The atmosphere also changes during the piece, from the
chords, to mad frenetic dance music, to solemn coronation music with
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singing, to silence and the quiet underscoring of a poem, back to frenetic
dance music.

3. The devil’s bride. Faustus wants a wife and Mephastophilis gets him a
wife, who processes onto stage with a musical entourage of accordion and
drum. The music is slightly raucous and not quite fitting for a wedding. The
bride appears all in white but as Faustus lifts her veil; the accordion plays a
note of expectancy, the drum rolls, Faustus reveals the hideous bride and
has to reject her and the bride is led away to discordant music. This is music
for comic anticipation.

4. The seven deadly sins. Lucifer has appeared to Faustus for the first
time, to prevent him from repenting and going back on the contract. He
shows him the ‘delights’ of hell, the seven sins, partying, rude and naughty.
The music that accompanies the sins is party music, or even muzak!

5. The last scene that uses music is the one with the horse courser.
Faustus has used magic to create a horse out of hay; he dupes the horse
courser into buying it. There is a comic underplaying of music, reminiscent
of an old cowboy tune, as the horse courser leads the horse away, thinking
he has diddled Faustus.

At the end of this scene, Faustus is proud of the trick he has played on the
horse courser, he dances a jig. In the middle of the dance, he begins to
realise that time is slipping away, that Mephastophilis has power over him,
the music changes to reflect Faustus’ sadness when he realises the
inevitable and his dance leaves him entangled in Mephastophilis’ arms. This
is music to create a sense of profound emotion.

*
We think that music in a play, or in telling a story, is part of thinking about
sound in general, including voice, and silence. We are lucky to have a
musician to work with; we have always used music in our plays.

It is always important to think that if you are going to have sound (music),
where will you have silence?
Sometimes a piece of text calls for music, either a dance, a song, a fanfare,
a march, a procession. Sometimes it is not so obvious but you feel music, or
sound, would be just right for the piece you are working on.
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¨  With music, it is very important to open yourselves up to experimenting.
Try using a drum to create a rhythm behind a voice, or voices.
¨  Whether you have a musician or not, try providing music with your voice
only: song, humming, lala-ing, repeated words
¨  Try singing a piece of the text rather than speaking it
¨  Try musical instruments that everyone can use and create an orchestra
of say all kazoos, all triangles, all drums; play together
¨  Try discords and harmonies and rounds
¨  Try to create soundscapes/atmospheres, start with easy ones like the
sea, or a storm then try developing more complex ideas.

The production and design

Once decisions have been made about how to tell the story, we are able to
make coherent decisions about elements of the production and the
performance begins to take shape. For each section, we will give one or two
examples of why we decided to do what we did. For instance, we list
costumes below and explain why we decided on the costumes that we did
for the main company, for Mephastophilis and for Lucifer.

Costumes

We decided that we should keep all the costumes as simple as possible.

¨  The entire cast wore: black and white clothes, For men: black trousers,
black socks and soft- soled shoes, white or black shirts. For women: black
trousers or skirt, white or black tops, or a black dress, black tights/socks and
soft- soled shoes.
¨  On top of this, as men and women of learning, the entire cast wore
black academic gowns. The gowns not only ‘signed’ academics but also
could become devilish, swirling black robes when members of the cast took
other roles
¨  When Chris Wiltshire became Mephastophilis, he wore a black dinner
jacket and trousers, with an untied bow tie, also a metal claw on one finger
on his left hand made from a hair curler! We wanted our Mephastophilis to
be a bit of lounge lizard but also the claw represented the dangerous side of
his character, a hook to catch Faustus’ soul.
¨  When Brian Davis became Lucifer, he wore a black cloak that
incorporated one wing, a harness and black and white make-up. We studied
many different portrayals of Lucifer and really liked Epstein’s sculpture of
Lucifer. It looked like Lucifer was wearing a harness, which also made him
looked trapped. We wanted to present a Lucifer that was frightening and
powerful but also had a human element of being trapped by his own wrong
decisions. The one wing represents the damage that Faustus has previously
undergone when thrown from heaven but it is also strongly threatening. The
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black and white make-up that Brian wore is actually smudged by Brian using
the flat of his hand when he first appears on stage. We wanted again to
show Lucifer as damaged, burnt by his fall from heaven.

¨  The devil dancers wore red tongues made from paper.
¨  The ugly bride wore a skirt; a top and a veil made of white net, and the

top incorporated oversized breasts that could be revealed by parting the
net.

¨  The monks wore tabards tied with a cord of rope.
¨  The pope wore a red gown and mitre.
¨  The Duke of Vanholt wore the same red gown
¨  The Duchess of Vanholt had a cushion stuffed into her shirt to become
‘a big- bellied woman’.
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¨  The horse courser wore a trilby hat in which he could put a wad of
money, and a leather apron.

Set Design

As already mentioned, we decided we wanted to set the opening scene in a
university library. We also wanted to reverse the set for any scenes outside
the library, including a place where characters could appear from hell. The
set comprised of
¨  An 8’x4’ and a 3’x3’ piece of steel deck bolted together to create a
revolve and a platform of about 8” off the ground. On the revolve is a desk,
a chair and back to back with the desk chair is an identical chair, although
much larger. The revolve enabled us to move from library/Faustus’ study to
other places but because the two chairs, or rather thrones, were identical in
look but not in size, the revolve and chairs became symbolic. The larger
throne behind Faustus’ smaller one represented the power that Faustus
wished to attain and was striving for. It also represented the ultimate power
of Mephastophilis and Lucifer over Faustus: theirs was a big throne, his a
smaller one!
¨  Two lecterns for the storytellers
¨  a red cross which is marked on the floor with gaffa tape, which helps
line up the revolve each time it turns, as well as create marks for the cast to
position themselves on.
¨  Two free standing wooden bookshelves on castors, which have a full-
length mirror, incorporated into each of their backs. The mirrors were
planned, like the revolve to be turned to show another aspect of the story.
As bookshelves, they constantly ‘sign’ library but when they are turned they
become mirrors. The mirrors were used on three occasions in the play,
firstly, when Faustus conjures up Mephastophilis from the magic circle, the
shelves turn and the Faustus sees not Mephastophilis but only himself.
Secondly, during the dressing of Mephastophilis when he is getting ready to
meet Faustus, he uses the mirrors to look at his reflection and admire
himself! Thirdly, during the seven deadly sins, the mirrors are turned on the
audience just to remind them that they are not perfect either and they can
make mistakes too!
¨  Four chairs
¨  Some suspended polystyrene books. These are hung with 100lb
breaking strain-fishing line, as there is little weight to them
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¨  Some polystyrene books placed on stage, to create piles/stacks of
books
¨  Eight A3 photocopied book covers, or open books fixed to the floor in a
circle in front of the revolve
¨  For two later scenes, a chaise longue

 Props

¨  Lots and lots of books, enough for the bookshelves and for each
member of the cast. The books became terribly important to the telling of
the story. The way the books were held by the scholars, with love and
respect, and then discarded by Faustus and thrown on the floor by Envy.
The way we offered the story of Faustus that was ’held’ in the books to our
audiences. They represented knowledge, learning, stories, temptation, a
library, they were the most important props in this play.
¨  The storytelling books x 2
¨  On Faustus’ desk: a candle in a candlestick holder, matches, a candle -
snuffer, two identical inkwells, one with red ink as Faustus’ blood, a pen and
a notebook. We decided to use a candle on Faustus’ desk that is lit and
snuffed several times throughout the play. The candle created atmosphere
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but was also used to continue the theme of ‘opposites’ we talked about
earlier (good, evil; sound, silence; movement, stillness, etc), with the candle
we wanted to symbolise light and darkness within the story and to create
mystery.
¨  8 magic symbols for creating the magic circle. White acrylic paint on
black paper, size A4
¨  Mirror, comb, dinner jacket on hanger, duster for polishing shoes, nail
file but of woodworking file size, a cigarette, a long cigarette holder and a
lighter for the dressing of Mephastophilis
¨  A contract on paper that Faustus hands to Mephastophilis
¨  Legal looking scrolls made from rolled up paper, tied with ribbon
¨  A violin, a drum, an accordion, a keyboard
¨  A crown fixed onto a mask fixed onto a stick
¨  Red ribbons for the dance of the devils
¨  Two long artificial sunflowers to make an arch for the ugly bride to walk
under.
¨  A large book for Mephastophilis to show and tempt Faustus with
¨  Lots of false food, dry biscuits, a bottle of shandy and a pint glass, a
large book and a large sausage for the seven deadly sins
¨  Six tea spoons, one large spoon, six serviettes, one large serviette, six
knives and forks, one large knife and fork, four trays, one large sausage for
the pope’s feast.
¨  Some hay, a purse, lots of false paper money, some pictures of horses,
some reins made of rope for horse, horse’s head, a jug, some water, a
policeman’s flashing helmet, a false leg and a black sheet for the horse
courser scene
¨  A cup and saucer, an invitation, a bunch of grapes, a purse for the
Duke and Duchess scene
¨  A large theatrical knife for the murder scene

Lighting

Obviously lighting is a key device within any play. The basic considerations
for Faustus were

·  Can everyone and everything that is meant to be seen, be visible
·  Is there an atmosphere for the scene that can be supported by

lighting, especially through colour filters.
·  Are there moments which we wish the audience to focus on by

changing the lighting, and creating meaning through it.
·  Are there specific people or props we wish to highlight at given

moments by lighting.
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The main colour design for Faustus is straw, with a slight cold blue hue
added to it, to give a slightly detached and distant feel to the action, and to
the character of Faustus. This also allowed us to juxtapose it with the use
of red as either the appearance of sin, or as an indication of evil, and
ultimately of hell. These are used in the Devil’s choir scenes etc.

However, we deliberately made Mephistopheles appear in a more natural
light at first, to suggest that in some ways he is not responsible for
Faustus’s downfall, and does offer him a way out.

As we are such a big cast, we seldom use just spots, but more often fill the
stage, perhaps heightening the levels to make certain areas more
prominent. To get focus on a character, we more usually direct the
audience’s attention by the focus of the other actors’ gazes on the main
events or characters.

Roles and characters

Later in this section we will reproduce the Dramatis Personae from
Marlowe’s Doctor Faustus and the cast list from Firebird Theatre’s
adaptation. You will see that we have decided not to play all the characters
from Marlowe’s play and consequently that means we have also left out
some of Marlowe’s scenes, as well. The reason we made this decision was
to make the play easier to understand for our audiences and ourselves. We
did not think that some characters and scenes helped us in our telling of the
story. It is very important to stress that we think Marlowe’s Doctor Fautus is
a brilliant play, with lots of good characters; in our adaptation, though, we
need to do things and make decisions that will help us to tell the story of
Faustus.

In our adaptation, some characters become an amalgamation and we have
played them as ensemble pieces. Other characters have become
transformed for example the Old Man has become the Constant Friend and
Concerned Colleague. We hope none of these adaptations will detract from
the essence of Marlowe’s Faustus and the main themes.

To discuss each role and character here would take too long, so again we’ll
give a couple of examples of how members of the company developed their
roles within Faustus and some of the conventions we used to support the
actors.

1. Developing roles  Steve Knight, as Faustus, is much smaller than Chris
Wiltshire, who played Mephastophilis. During rehearsals, Steve and Chris
developed a motif, whereby Chris would always stand behind Steve. This
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made the point that although Faustus always thought he was more powerful
one, it was always Mephastophilis who dominated. This also helped us to
develop the script:
Mary: Now Faustus has Mephastophilis as his companion,
Penny:  his servant
Mary/ Penny together: his master.
Because although Faustus thought of Mephastophilis as his comapanion
and servant, the audience can see straightaway, before the lines are
spoken that Mephastophilis is the master.
This dominance is mirrored in the two thrones that we discussed earlier in
the Props  section.

2. What we think of as our weaknesses can become our  strengths
Brian Davis, who played the part of the Pope, has a stammer, which makes
him nervous about speaking words on stage. During one of the rehearsals,
Brian experimented with a mumbo-jumbo prayer, which was so funny that
we kept it for the final performance.

3. Not only did we use pre-recorded poetry throughout the performance but
we also pre-recorded some of our speeches so that people had fewer words
to remember during the performance and could also concentrate on their
physical performance. This was a convention we used to support the actors
on stage.

3. Use of props:  As the theme of masters and servants developed in the
play, so props became more and more useful in terms of helping us develop
our roles and to ‘sign’ our thinking around elements of the story. For
example, in the monks’ feast, we show the lowly monks and the grand,
pious, all-powerful Pope. Everything is based around a feast, where the
monks have little teaspoons with which to eat their soup and the Pope has a
gigantic spoon, the monks have ordinary knives and forks, the Pope has a
huge knife and fork. These props are very useful to show differences in
status and importance. They also really help the actors to develop their
performances in terms of:
¨  how they use them (e.g. when the invisible Faustus steals the Pope’s
sausage, all the monks use their knives and forks to make the sign of the
cross);
¨  how they look at them (e.g. by the way the monks look at the Pope’s
large spoon and then look at their own spoons makes them think about
focus, their facial expressions: shock, envy, dismay and how they convey
these to the audience);
¨  how each monk relates to his fellow monks and shares his thoughts
with them without using voice (e.g. “look at the Pope, look at the size of his
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spoon, look at my spoon, look at your spoon, why are our spoons smaller
than his?” etc ).
By working together like this, a group of actors can create a strong scene
that tells the audience all they need to know.

Christopher Marlowe’s Doctor Faustus  Dramatis Personae

Chorus
Dr John Faustus
Wagner his servant, a student
Valdes     }
Cornelius } his friends, magicians
Three scholars
The Good Angel
The Evil Angel
Mephastophilis
Lucifer
Belzebub
Old Man

The Clown
Robin }
Rafe   } ostlers at an inn
Vintner
Horse-courser

The Pope
The Cardinal of Lorraine

The Emperor Charles V
A knight at the emperor’s court
Duke of Vanholt
Duchess of Vanholt

Cast list from Firebird Theatre’s Faustus

Cast list, in order of appearance:

The storytellers: Penny Goater and Mary Lansdown
The scholars: Steve Canby, Brian Davis, Kevin Hogan, Tina Kelly, Steve
Knight, Liz Lane, Alex Long, Sarah McGreevy, Richard O’Brien, Marilyn
Rees, Claude Rimmer, Jenny Stafford, Chris Wiltshire
Doctor Faustus: Steve Knight
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The Tempters: Brian Davis and Chris Wiltshire
The constant friend and colleague: Jenny Stafford
The concerned colleagues: Steve Canby, Kevin Hogan, Tina Kelly, Mary
Lansdown, Marilyn Rees, Claude Rimmer, Jenny Stafford

Mephastophilis: Chris Wiltshire
Mephastophilis’ servants: Claude Rimmer, Tina Kelly, Steve Canby, Marilyn
Rees, Liz Lane, Sarah McGreevy.

Musician: Annette Dunn,
Drum: Steve Canby, Violin: Sarah McGreevy

The devil dancers: Liz Lane, Brian Davis, Tina Kelly, Richard O’Brien, Steve
Canby, supported by other members of the company
The Devil’s bride: Alex Long

Lucifer: Brian Davis

The Seven Deadly Sins:
Sin: Everyone!
Pride: Richard O’Brien
Covetousness: Alex Long.
Wrath: Brian Davis and all sins
Envy: Chris Wiltshire
Gluttony: Steve Canby
Sloth: Sarah McGreevy
Lechery: Tina Kelly

The Pope: Brian Davis
The Religious men: Richard O’Brien, Claude Rimmer, Kevin Hogan, Tina
Kelly, Alex Long, Steve Canby.
The Pope’s servants: Liz Lane, Sarah McGreevy, Marilyn Rees.

The Horse Courser: Alex Long
The horse: Tina Kelly
Duke of Vanholt: Alex Long
Duchess of Vanholt: Mary Lansdown

How Faustus is ideal material for A level students to study.

There is an expectation at A level that students wi ll become analysts
of what makes powerful theatre, responding to perfo rmances they
have seen. Faustus offers rich levels of meaning for this task.
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For Edexcel, the Unit 3, Section B paper, is a writ ten analysis of a
performance you have seen.
It is summarised by the exam board:

“Reflecting on the theatre visit in the following ways:
evaluating how characters, narrative and ideas were conveyed 
through the performance study of the contribution of directors, 
designers and performers to the theatrical experience, applying a 
knowledge and understanding of the social, cultural and historical 
background of the play to the performance under review.

Preparation for this paper will involve students in learning how to 
write critically and analytically about drama, moving beyond 
describing what they did in practice towards discussing and 
evaluating why and how they made decisions. In part, this will mean 
students learning how to employ subject specific terminology with 
understanding and developing an appropriate style of reporting both 
on their own work and that of others. Students will need to draw on 
their knowledge of theories and practice of drama gained in Units 1 
and 2 in order to understand and comment on the choices made by 
directors, performers and designers in the production of plays. They 
will need to learn how to relate this knowledge and understanding to 
the way meanings are created and communicated in performance 
and how they impact on an audience. In learning how to analyse 
performance, students will need to take account of the diverse 
cultural and aesthetic context of dramatic art and identify the role it 
plays in reflecting on and effecting social change”.

It goes on:

“Students will need to learn how to research into the social, cultural 
and historical roots of a play and consider how changing conditions 
may affect the way the play is performed and received by an 
audience.

Section B of the paper requires students to act as interpreters and 
critics of drama as performed by others. In preparation for this part of
the examination, they will need to learn how to identify decisions 
made in the production process by performers, directors and 
designers. They will need to learn how to record their observations 
and thoughts effectively and use their notes as the basis for a 
reflective, critical evaluation of the overall dramatic effectiveness of 
the performance.
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Students will need to study the social, cultural and historical context 
in which the play originated and be able to discuss how the 
playwright attempts to communicate his or her understanding of the 
world in the play. In order to reflect effectively on performance, 
students will need to appreciate the context in which they are seeing
it. Preparation for Section B should therefore involve a study of how 
attitudes and values are communicated through drama and how 
performance styles and interpretation affect the meaning of the 
play”.

Key Features here to consider, in light of Faustus, are
·  Choices made by the directors, in terms of presentation of a scene.
·  Choices made by the actors in performance. Refer above to the

comments on “effecting social change” through performance styles.
·  Choices made specifically to support the performance needs and

skills of the actors in Faustus.
·  The way meaning is created in the play – through a consideration of

set design, lighting, music, the adaptation process, costume, use of
tape and voice and storytelling, theatrical conventions used in
scenes within Faustus etc.

·  The social and cultural context of the play allows the student a
chance to discuss the original Renaissance / Morality play context of
Marlowe’s Dr Faustus, and consider the reasons and effectiveness
of the radical adaptation by Firebird.

·  The social and cultural meanings behind the performance allows
students to debate the purpose of theatre itself, through a discussion
of Firebirdas a company, and their aims and achievements with
Faustus.

·  The discussion of how attitudes and values are communicated
through drama and how performance styles and interpretation affect
the meaning of the play”, is perfect for Firebird and their hopes for
making theatre, and in particular for their choice of Faustus.

In all these areas of discussion, Faustus offers much to discuss for a
student, and they will score particularly highly due to the originality of the
performance; put simply, the unique type of theatre Firebird produces, will
result in a fairly unique and distinctive student response.

The next section of the course that can be applied to Faustus is the
Unit 4 Devising option.

Here students need to devise their own work for performance, with a set
remit offered by the exams board:
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“Students will work as a member of a group of between 3 and 12 
students to devise an original piece of theatre. The piece will be 
presented to an audience, developing drama and theatre through 
background research and practical exploration, synthesising and 
applying the knowledge of dramatic forms and genres.
Students will keep a personal Structured Record in which students 
will reflect upon and analyse their part in the devising process and in
the final performance.
Students will relate knowledge and exploration of drama and theatre 
forms and genres to devised work.

For Unit 4, students will for developing and shaping ideas into a 
piece of theatre for an audience. Through the process of 
researching, devising and presenting their own piece of theatre to a 
selected audience, this unit offers opportunities for the students to 
utilise and further develop the skills, understanding and knowledge 
acquired in the AS units. Students may draw on their knowledge of 
forms, genres, performance styles and the work of directors, 
designers and performers gained in Unit 1: Exploration of drama and
theatre. Students should also be encouraged to extend their 
knowledge of drama and theatre through further research and 
practical experimentation as part of the devising process.
In preparation for the assessment, the teacher should offer the 
students guidance in the skills involved in recognising the dramatic 
potential of a stimulus and shaping a drama through a variety of 
improvisation techniques. Further developmental work on writing, 
directing and designing along with organising rehearsal schedules 
and production deadlines will serve as a useful grounding for this 
unit”.

Here again, if students have seen Faustus in performance, followed-up this
with a workshop alongside using this pack, then they will be provided with
an ideal introduction into the process of devising; the way theatre can be
created through improvisation and experimentation with form and content.

Finally, Faustus can be applied to the Unit 6 Section B exam on the
context of the play.

Section B : researching the production history of one play originally 
written and produced between 1575 and 1720.

1. comparing and contrasting different directors’,
designers’ and performers’ interpretations of the play
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2. investigating different social, cultural and historical
contexts surrounding different productions of the play

3. evaluating the effectiveness of different productions of
the play

4. analysing the ways in which the medium of drama has
been used to communicate ideas about the play to an
audience.

Once again, Faustus lends itself as ideal material for this written paper,
with a comparison available between the original production conditions in
the 16th century, a 20th century interpretation (the Burton / Taylor
production is available on DVD) and the Firebirdperformance.

Obviously, as explained previously, there is much to say about 2-4 in this
section, in a closer analysis of Firebird’s adaptations and performance
choices.

Wider Applications of Faustus in the Curriculum.

Although the specific areas we have chosen to look at here relate to the
Edexcel AS/A level specification, the skills and tasks involved are
universal to all the courses we have investigated. These range from BTec
courses in Theatre and Performance Skills, to GCSE Drama courses; with
a minimal amount of consideration, Faustus in performance, ideally in
conjunction with the education pack and supporting workshop by the
company, could be used to great effect by all Drama teachers and
students.

Furthermore, Firebird’s work has been of great wider interest within the
School and College Curriculum, and has been in the past effectively used in
working with students ranging from studying general Citizenship issues, to
students of Sociology and Health and Social Care.

Christopher Marlowe

About the playwright, Christopher Marlowe (1564-1593)

Born the same year as Shakespeare, Christopher Marlowe was to become
the first great poet of the theatre's Golden Age. His life, much like the lives
of his characters, would be short and violent.

The son of a shoemaker, Marlowe attended King's School, Canterbury and
Corpus Christi College, Cambridge. He was awarded a scholarship by the
Archbishop Matthew Parker, and must have been expected to take holy
orders. According to university records, his attendance was poor. He
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disappeared to Rheims (probably to work as a spy for the Government
observing English Catholics abroad), and to socialise in colourful literary
circles with figures such as Phillip Sidney and Sir Walter Raleigh.

There are very few hard facts about his life. We know that in 1589 he was
arrested after a street fight. In 1592 he was bound over to keep the peace.
We also know that only a week before his death, he was summoned to
report to the Privy Council (to stand trial at the Queen’s court).

Marlowe fell under suspicion of heresy (acting against the Queen). His
roommate, the playwright Thomas Kyd, was tortured into giving evidence
against him, and died shortly after. Before Marlowe could be brought before
the Privy Council, the 29 year-old poet was found dead at Dame Eleanor
Bull's tavern in Deptford, London.

On May 30, 1593, he had gone to the tavern to have dinner with some
friends. According to witnesses, there was an argument over the bill:
Marlowe suddenly drew his dagger on another man, Ingram Frizer, who,
defending himself, drove the dagger back into the young poet's eye, killing
him. There is reason to believe, however, that Marlowe may have been
deliberately provoked and murdered in order to prevent his arrest. Had he
been brought before the Privy Council, he might have blown the whistle on
more powerful men…

Time and Place
England at the end of the sixteenth century was a place of great change and
conflict. In the early sixteenth century England had a single religion,
Catholicism, headed by the Pope in Rome. In 1517, Martin Luther, a monk
and professor of theology at the University of Wittenberg in Germany (where
the character of Faustus studies) challenged the authority of the Pope and
attacked the Catholic Church for being corrupt, wealthy, and holding beliefs
not expressed in the Bible. Part of his study included retranslating the Bible,
which highlighted some serious inconsistencies and misinterpretations.
Luther's teachings took hold all over large areas of Europe. Monasteries
were destroyed, and monks encouraged to break their vows of celibacy.
This revolt against the authority of the Roman Church would come to be
known as the Reformation.

In 1536, Henry VIII decided to divorce Catherine of Aragon and become
Head of the Church of England. Despite Henry’s questionable motives, the
Reformation took hold in England.

In the early sixteenth century, most people believed that everything in the
universe has an order, from the four physical elements to divine creatures
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such as angels. Man's place in this natural order was a lowly one; full of sin
he must suffer life on this world, which was thought to be a poorer version of
the kingdom of God. In the early

Renaissance, however, different ideas began to take hold. The Reformation
had held up the Bible as the only religious authority, taking power away from
the Church’s teaching and giving support to each individual's quest for
religious understanding. Both mankind and his life on this earth were given
greater value: man should strive for success in this life. Faustus, in context
of Marlowe’s times, is a scholar, a humanist and one of a new breed of
heroes who champion the cause of the individual against the authority and
power of the rest of the cosmos.

Renaissance theatre and now
Although often referred to as the Elizabethan Theatre, the Renaissance was
the theatre’s Golden Age. All performances, mainly in outdoor playhouses,
were given in the early afternoon in order to take advantage of the light and
comparative safety of the sunlit streets. There was hardly any set – the
writer and actors had to awaken the imagination of their audience. Some 70
years later, Samuel Pepys in his diary often comments on going to "hear a
play", rather than to see it. Today, we respond more to visual images, not
just to words. This production really highlights how visually exciting a
modern production of the play can be. While in our production, the
characters of Faustus and Mephastophilis are both played by women, until
1660 no women were allowed to perform on the stage. In the original
production, even Helen of Troy, the most beautiful woman in the world,
would have been played by a male (or boy) actor.

Morality plays and Tragedy
The medieval morality play has a standard structure. A central character,
representing humanity, starts the play in a state of innocence. He meets
characters that tempt him in different ways. These characters clearly
represent sins or vices. These characters often include the devil. Eventually
the central character (who may be called Everyman or Mankind) is tempted
and falls but is forgiven and redeemed though the grace of God. This
pattern celebrates the central message of Christian belief: man is not
perfect, but is saved through Christ's mercy. Although their message was
serious, morality plays also used humour and were often rude and very
bawdy.

Doctor Faustus has much in common with the medieval morality play.
Faustus can be seen as a representation of Mankind, an Everyman.
Through a series of temptations from Valdes and Cornelius and later
Mephastophilis, he falls, committing his soul to the devil. The characters,
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such as the Good and Evil Angel and the Seven Deadly Sins, are drawn
directly from the morality tale, as is the comic subplot. However, Doctor
Faustus is more complex than a morality play. Faustus refuses Christian
forgiveness and redemption.

Mephastophilis is not merely a figure of temptation, but a tortured and bitter
three-dimensional character. Faustus, rather than an innocent, is a man of
ambition and desire. He struggles with his decision, and often nearly
changes his mind. Faustus goes against the world, and against God,
knowing where it will lead. His ambition may be an error of judgement, but it
is an exciting and attractive one. Doctor Faustus is an unsettling tragedy,
not just a morality play.

Firebird Theatre has received funding from Arts Council England South
West to take Faustus on a small-scale tour of venues in the south west. For
more information about the tour, please contact Firebird Theatre.

Firebird Theatre is a company limited by guarantee and is registered in
England and Wales, number: 5728116. It is also a registered charity,
number: 1115658

This pack has been put together by Firebird Theatre. The section How
Faustus is ideal material for A level students to study has been written by
Kevin Brice of Firebird Theatre.


