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Magic disintegrates the individual.
—Theodor Adorno and Max Horkheimer, 
Dialectic of Enlightenment1

To say is to do: that is today’s motto.
—Ngugi Wa Thiong’O, Devil on the Cross2
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Introduction: Selling the Soul

I

Today’s world is ruled by signs. This is no wild postmodernist theory
but an empirically observable fact. Money, which is nothing more
than a system of signs, has over the last four centuries mutated into an
independent, self-generating power that dictates the policies of nations
and the lives of individuals. Technology allows the reproduction of
images on a scale undreamt of before the twentieth century. In politics,
the manipulation of images has long obscured discussion of substan-
tive issues. The power of autonomous signification defines our era’s
philosophy, psychology, linguistics and, above all, its economics. All of
these disciplines, in their postmodern forms, privilege what linguistics
calls the “performative,” rather than the “denotative,” aspect of signs.
They all assume that signs do things, that the objective world is
constructed for us via the realm of representation, and that there
is nothing real that exists outside signification. They rarely pause to
consider the ethical ramifications of this assumption, however, and
that is what I intend to do in this book. My argument is that the notion
of the performative sign corresponds with remarkable precision to the
Judeo-Christian concept of the Satanic, and that, if this is true, it is
impossible to avoid the conclusion that the Western world has sold its
soul to Satan.1

That statement would have seemed eccentric to many intellectuals
of the last century, who often took the naively literalist view that Satan
“does not exist.” They meant by this that there is no ruddy individual
with horns and hooves, goatee and widow’s peak, who makes it his
business to tempt and betray the human race. But this figure was only
ever a symbol, a pictorial aid to the imaginations of the uneducated,
and when we turn our attention to the philosophical and psychologi-
cal tendencies which that symbol represents, we find that they are
more powerful today than ever before. It is often said that the twenty-
first century is a “post-secular” age and recently, in the wake of the
dramatic resurgence of religious forces in the political arena, many
thinkers have returned with a new gravity to theological concepts and
categories once dismissed as obsolete.2 The mood was captured by
Stanley Fish in a July, 2005 interview with the Chronicle of Higher
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Education: “When Jacques Derrida died I was called by a reporter
who wanted know what would succeed high theory and the triumvi-
rate of race, gender, and class as the center of intellectual energy in the
academy. I answered like a shot: religion.”3

This return to religion entails the acknowledgment that theology
never disappeared, but rather went underground, so that originally
theological concepts continued to influence the ostensibly secular
discourse of the early modern world. As Julia Lupton argues,
“secularization and Christianization are bound up in a dialectic that
raises what it cancels; hence what we generally call ‘secular literature’
is actually Christian literature in a displaced but heightened form.”4

This book examines the origins of the Faust story in an overtly religious
environment, but also its “afterlife” in the world of Enlightenment
and modernity. I suggest that Faust provided the increasingly secular
world of the sixteenth through twentieth centuries with a mythological
means of ethically evaluating both the rise to power of autonomous
representation, and the closely related phenomenon of the death of the
human individual, subject, or “soul.” Before turning to the myth itself,
it will therefore be necessary to define these terms.

The concept of the “performative sign” was catapulted into philo-
sophical prominence by J.L. Austin’s How to do Things with Words
(1962), by Jacques Derrida’s deconstruction of Austin in his famous
essay “Signature Event Context,” and by Derrida’s subsequent angry
exchange with J.R. Searle in the pages of Glyph and Limited, Inc. This
conversation has become a notorious instance of the tendency of
Continental and Anglo-American philosophers to talk past each other,
and it has also achieved a quasi-political significance. The inheritors of
Derrida frequently identify themselves with a variety of radical causes,
especially various forms of identity politics, while the disciples of
Austin and Searle usually claim that their thought is disinterested and
apolitical. Derrida implies, and his followers loudly insist upon, an
ethical dimension to the debate about the performative sign. This
dimension is either absent from or unconscious in the thought of
Austin and Searle, and this accounts for the grumpy bemusement with
which the participants in this debate regard each other’s positions.

Austin distinguishes between “constative” statements, which
address themselves to an objective state of affairs that is assumed to be
extra-linguistic (“the house is blue”), and “performative” statements,
which in themselves constitute an objective effect (“I now declare you
man and wife”). Unlike constative statements, performatives are not
either true or false, but either successful or unsuccessful (“felicitous”
or “infelicitous” in Austin’s terms). This distinction depends upon the
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context in which the utterance takes place, and on the subject position
of the person who makes the statement. “I now pronounce you man
and wife” or “this country is at war with Germany” will be infelici-
tous speech acts unless they are said by the appropriate official in the
appropriate circumstances. What the performative does not depend
upon, however, is the conscious intention of the speaking subject. The
couple will be objectively married after the priest declares them so,
even if he should subjectively intend them to remain single. Similarly,
if I say “I promise to marry you” while secretly determined to remain
a bachelor, the statement is neither false not infelicitous. We may think
that the words constitute either a true or a false description of an
“inner” state or “intention,” but in fact the promise has been effected
by the mere recital of the phrase. There is no inner state, no immate-
rial spirit, no conscious or autonomous subject—no soul—in the
realm of the performative.

What is more, as Austin proceeds to consider the various ways in
which performative statements can be infelicitous, the opposition
between performative and constative begins to break down. He finds
that constative statements can be felicitous or infelicitous as well as
true or false: “When we issue any utterance whatsoever, are we not
‘doing something?’ ”5 In the book’s early chapters, Austin assumes
that most speech acts are constative, and that performative speech acts
are rare, anomalous exceptions. By the end, however, he has been led
to the conclusion that, while all constative speech acts are also perfor-
mative, not all performative speech acts are constitutive. When I say
“the house is blue” my statement is simultaneously either true or false
and either felicitous or infelicitous; but when I say “I promise to marry
you” only the latter polarity pertains. The category of the performa-
tive, and the opposition between felicitous and infelicitous, turns out
to be more fundamental than the category of the constative and the
opposition between true and false.

Derrida interprets Austin’s reluctant prioritizing of the performa-
tive as implying the demise of such basic metaphysical concepts as the
external objective referent, the conscious speaking subject and the
logical opposition between truth and falsehood. The fact that all
constative statements are performative but not all performatives are
constative is held to demolish the Western metaphysics of presence,
which Derrida dubs “logocentrism.” Truth, in Derrida’s view, is a tex-
tual “effect,” imposed by what Nietzsche called “a mobile army of
metaphors,”6 and this argument involves the status of truth in politi-
cal ethics. To advocate any form of “logocentrism” is often viewed as
politically reactionary and even ethically reprehensible, and the
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category of the performative acquires an aura of subversion and free-
dom. In much postmodernist rhetoric, the performative becomes a lib-
erator, come to burst the chains of intentionality and to loose
discourse from the repressive constraints of essentialist subjectivity.
This rhetorical (for it is not logical) association of the performative
with liberation is the major reason why analytic philosophers see
Derrida’s interpretation of Austin as a monstrous distortion.

Since Plato, philosophers have usually assumed that language is a
medium via which the thoughts or ideas of a prelinguistic subject are
communicated. Using this medium, the subject makes statements
about the objective world, and depending on whether the subjective
idea corresponds to the objective situation, these statements may be
either true or false. As Derrida points out, however, Austin’s category
of the “performative” disrupts these metaphysical assumptions:

Austin had to free the analysis of the performative from the authority of
the value of truth, from the opposition true/false, at least in its classical
form, occasionally substituting for it the value of force, of difference of
force (illocutionary or perlocutionary force). . . . The performative is a
“communication” which does not essentially limit itself to transporting
an already constituted semantic content guarded by its own aiming at
truth.7

In Derrida’s view, however, Austin has not recognized the radical
implications of his own discovery. What Austin claims of performative
utterances—that they produce effects rather than describe situations,
that they can be felicitous or infelicitous rather than true or false, that
they do not derive their meanings from the intentions of a prelinguis-
tic subject—all of these are, according to Derrida, true of language in
general, and therefore of human experience as a whole. Our experi-
ence of the world is made possible by, as well as expressed through, a
generalized, differential system of signification that Derrida calls
“writing.” Derrida thus arrives at the Nietzschean position that there
is no doer behind the deed, and that truth, consciousness, ideas, and
the subject itself are effects of the differential play of signification.
Every thing is a sign, and all signs are performative. Derrida’s critique
of Austin follows the same logic as his deconstruction of Saussure, in
which the signified is relegated to the status of a mere function of the
free play of signifiers. In both cases, as in postmodernist philosophy as
a whole, the objective world dissolves in a sea of representation.

At this stage, the slightly stuffy analytics of Austin explode into a
radical manifesto for ideological revolution, the destruction of
Western philosophy, and the abolition of any and all hierarchical
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oppositions. Derrida’s Dantonesque rhetoric soars into the firmament
of revolutionary ardor, as the insurrection of the performative frees the
Other from the Bastille of dialectics. Quite suddenly, it seems that we
are no longer talking about cold philosophy:

An opposition of metaphysical concepts (for example, speech/writing,
presence/absence, etc.) is never the face-to-face of two terms, but a
hierarchy and an order of subordination. Deconstruction cannot limit
itself or proceed immediately to a neutralization: it must . . . practice an
overturning of the classical opposition and a general displacement of the
system. . . . For example, writing, as a classical concept, carries within it
predicates which have been subordinated, excluded, or held in reserve
by forces and according to necessities to be analyzed. It is these predi-
cates . . . whose force of generality, generalization, and generativity find
themselves liberated, grafted onto a “new” concept of writing which
also corresponds to whatever always has resisted the former organiza-
tion of forces, which has always constituted the remainder irreducible to
the dominant force which organized the—to say it quickly—logocentric
hierarchy. (329–330)

Derrida here gives his rhetoric a political and ethical coloring that was
immediately picked up by younger philosophers and, especially, liter-
ary critics who were searching for theoretical ammunition in the
struggles against racial and sexual discrimination that dominated
Leftist discourse during the 1970s and 1980s. The linguistic category
of the performative suddenly found itself burdened by an immense
freight of ideological baggage. To the horror of Austin’s Anglo-
American successors, people began to suggest that performative
speech-acts were somehow morally superior to constative ones. In his
reply to “Signature Event Context,” J.R. Searle took Derrida to task
for his unwarranted assumption that Austin’s description of infelici-
tous performatives as “parasitic” on the felicitous involved an ethical
hierarchy:

Derrida supposes that the term “parasitic” involves some kind of moral
judgment; that Austin is claiming that there is something bad or
anomalous or not “ethical” about such discourse . . . [but] nothing
could be further from the truth. The sense in which, for example, fiction
is parasitic on nonfiction is the sense in which the definition of the
rational numbers in number theory might be said to be parasitic on the
definition of the natural numbers, or the notion of one logical constant
in a logical system might be said to be parasitic on another, because the
former is defined in terms of the latter. Such parasitism is a relation of
logical dependence; it does not imply any moral judgment and certainly
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not that the parasite is somehow immorally sponging off the host (does
one really have to point this out?).8

The history of philosophy in the thirty years since Searle wrote these
words has definitively answered his final question in the affirmative.
In fairness to Derrida, Austin seems to have had some inkling that his
theory might be used to subversive effect. He points out that his
categorization of speech-acts is “quite enough to play Old Harry
with two fetishes which I admit to an inclination to play Old Harry
with, viz. (1) the true/false fetish, (2) the value/fact fetish” (151). “Old
Harry” is Edwardian slang for Satan, and Austin was naughtily proud
of the whiff of sulphur attending his genteel challenge to the binary
oppositions of classical epistemology. But he can hardly have foreseen
the deluge of radical nihilism that has flooded through his modest
chink in the dyke of Western metaphysics.

Anti-logocentrism stakes its claim to the ethico-political high
ground on its alleged theoretical contribution to identity politics. The
empirical, social effects of binary oppositions such as male/female,
white/black and straight/queer are held to refute Searle’s insistence
that the dialectical process by which one term of an opposition is
defined by means of the other has no ethical or political consequences.
Derrida’s deconstruction of Austin’s constative/performative binary, it
is claimed, reveals the arbitrary nature of such polarities and thus
facilitates their overthrow. In recent years, the philosopher most
closely associated with the politics of the performative has been Judith
Butler. The reasoning behind Butler’s deployment of the concept runs
as follows:

If gender attributes . . . are not expressive but performative, then these
attributes effectively constitute the identity they are said to express or
reveal. The distinction between expression and performativeness is
quite crucial, for if gender attributes and acts, the various ways in which
a body shows or produces its cultural signification, are performative,
then there is no pre-existing identity by which an act or attribute might
be measured; there would be no true or false, real or distorted acts of
gender, and the postulation of a true gender identity would be revealed
as a regulatory fiction. . . . As performance which is performative,
gender is an “act,” broadly construed, which constructs the social
fiction of its own psychological interiority. . . . Genders, then, can be
neither true nor false, neither real nor apparent.9

In this book, I want to question this assumption that the predominance
of the performative is ethically beneficial and politically liberating.
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I will argue that, since the sixteenth century, the myth of Doctor
Faustus has provided an arena in which the performative sign has been
defined as a magical, and thus Satanic, phenomenon. Advocates of the
performative are quite correct to note that its rise to power has
impaired the coherence of the unitary, rational human subject. Far
from finding this a cause for celebration, however, the Faust story
describes this process as the alienation, and ultimately as the death, of
the human soul.

The alienation of the soul is a historical fact, as well as a
philosophical concept. Although the idea of the soul mutates and
evolves through various historical manifestations, it is consistently
understood as the essence of a living individual. But the antiessentialist
philosophies of the late twentieth century have discredited the intellec-
tual concept of an inherent human essence, while the forces that drive
our everyday lives have gone a long way toward extinguishing it
empirically, so that many people no longer experience themselves as
having a soul at all. In this sense the decline of belief in the soul is itself
a form of alienation: the concept of the soul, once indispensable to any
theoretical or personal thought about the human subject, has become
alien to mainstream philosophy, psychology, and to many people’s
everyday experience of the world. Not since ancient times have such
modes of thought as materialism, skepticism, pragmatism, and empiri-
cism been so triumphant within the academy, nor have they come so
naturally to the popular mind, and these schools have throughout his-
tory been formidable opponents of the concept of the soul. The main
purpose of this book is to find some reasons for the demise of the soul
as an intellectual concept, and also as an object of everyday experi-
ence, by showing how the Faust myth connects the performative
power of representation to the soul’s alienation. As a further prelimi-
nary, then, we must ask what is meant by the “soul,” and how it can
be conceived as “alienated.”

II

The early history of the soul reveals three distinct but overlapping
oppositions. One is initiated by the recognition that individual human
beings possess an essence, something that defines their identity and
distinguishes them from others. This recognition leads to a distinction
between this essence and the perceptible appearances in which it is
manifested (Aristotle refers to these as the “substance” and the
“accidents” respectively). A related concept of the soul arises from the
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recognition of a distinction between subject and object. From the fact
that we have experience of ourselves, human beings deduce the exis-
tence in us of something that is experienced (an object) and something
that experiences (a subject), and the soul is often identified with the
latter pole of this opposition. By the time of Plato, a third conception
of the soul had emerged, characterized by its immaterial or spiritual
nature, and contrasted with the material flesh of the body. These
dichotomies (essence/appearance, subject/object, spirit/flesh) are not
mutually exclusive, of course, and much ancient thought shows the
influence, in varying degrees, of all three conceptions of the soul: as
substance, as subject, and as spirit.

The earliest distinction seems to be between essence and appear-
ance. The Hebrew Bible uses the word nephesh to refer to the essence
of a living individual. The verb “to be” is transitive: we not merely are,
we are something. Nephesh is used to refer to the self, the person: it
designates essential identity, whether human or animal. It is not a
property of an individual, it is not something that belongs to a person,
nephesh is what an individual is. The very act of recognizing a
nephesh, however, separates the knower from the known, and thus
also initiates the division of the human being into subject and object.
For human beings, though not for animals, the nephesh is an object of
experience, as well as a subject that experiences. The phrase “a man is
his soul” simultaneously unifies and distinguishes between subject and
object: hence Job can declare that “My soul is weary of my life (10:1)
and Jonah can recall how ‘my soul fainted within me’ ” (2:7).10 In this
sense, the Old Testament term most commonly translated as “soul”
refers to the totality of an individual being’s subjective power consid-
ered as an objective essence. The notion of the soul is thus produced
by an act of objectification, but this act also produces the idea of the
subject, so that the term nephesh can also refer to the subject that
experiences. This split within the soul, whereby it becomes both the
knower and the known, is the seminal form of alienation, in the sense
that the soul becomes other to itself.

One of the soul’s basic properties is its inconvertibility. It is a unique
essence, and so cannot legitimately be exchanged with anything else. It
can, however, be made artificially equivalent to other things by a sin-
ful act of human thought, and this process has conventionally been
described as “selling” the soul. The idea that the soul must not be
“sold” emerges almost simultaneously with the concept of the soul
itself. In the Biblical phrase, the soul must not be “made merchandise,”11

or conceived of as equivalent to anything other than itself. Any act
of exchange assumes an equivalence between the objects being
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exchanged, and to posit such equivalence between essence and
appearance in the case of the soul threatens its very existence, since the
soul is defined precisely as essence distinct from appearance. To sell
the soul is to kill it and, as the idea of soul as substance blended with
the notion of soul as spirit, the sale of the soul was often figured as an
act of objectification.

The opposition between a spiritual soul and a material body is
elaborated most thoroughly by Plato. Since the soul is defined
against the body (the body is the soul’s “other”), Plato understands
the soul’s alienation as consisting in its orientation toward the body.
Such an orientation is alien to the soul’s nature, since the body is
what the soul is not. In the Phaedrus, Socrates compares the soul to
a chariot pulled by two horses: one winged, noble and obedient, the
other earthbound, base and insolent. These represent a division
within the soul, the good horse standing for the logos, or rational
element, and the bad horse standing for epithumiai, the desires and
passions. Only the logos is immortal, the epithumiai perish along
with the body they serve. Plato indicates that souls that follow their
logos will be rewarded after death, while those that are ruled by their
epithumiai are to be punished. Here, the soul’s alienation is internal:
by allowing its appetitive element to dominate its rational side, the
soul behaves unnaturally, and in that sense becomes alien to its own
nature.

The Republic differs from the Phaedrus by posting a tripartite,
rather than a dualistic, division within the soul. Socrates still identifies
the rational element as the highest, but he divides the lower element
discussed in the Phaedrus into two. He mentions the principle of
emotion, and also a yet lower principle that “is denoted by the general
term appetitive, from the extraordinary strength and vehemence of the
desires of eating and drinking and the other sensual appetites which
are the main elements of it; also money-loving, because such desires
are generally satisfied by the help of money.” (580e)12 In fact, Socrates
comes close to saying that this appetitive part of the soul is the desire
for money: “If we were to say that the loves and pleasures of this third
part were concerned with gain, we should then be able to fall back on
a single notion; and might truly and intelligibly describe this part of
the soul as loving gain or money” (581a). The self-alienation of the
soul, the activity whereby it violates its own nature, is effectively
equated with the lust for money. Elsewhere, Socrates attacks the
Sophists for commodifying their teaching, and claims that the fact that
they sell their art for money produces in them the view that truth is not
rational but rhetorical. In the Protagoras, the practice of selling
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wisdom is said to pollute the soul:

. . . knowledge is the food of the soul; and we must take care, my friend,
that the Sophist does not deceive us when he praises what he sells, like
the dealers wholesale or retail who sell the food of the body; for they
praise indiscriminately all their goods, without knowing what are really
beneficial or hurtful: neither do their customers know. . . . In like man-
ner those who carry about the wares of knowledge, and make the round
of the cities, and sell or retail them to any customer who is in want of
them, praise them all alike; though I should not wonder . . . if many of
them were really ignorant of their effect upon the soul; and their
customers equally ignorant. . . . (313c)

Given the domineering influence of money over our own society, is not
surprising that postmodern philosophers, following Derrida, express
considerable sympathy for the Sophists. Socrates’s advocacy of reason
over rhetoric is frequently presented as an authoritarian ruse designed
to impede the free market of ideas and establish a monopoly on truth.
Many postmodernists observe that his privileging of reason over pas-
sion and appetite logically leads to other hierarchies, especially that of
the soul over the body. And it is certainly true that the Phaedo presents
the proper relation between the pair as one of domination: “When the
soul and the body are united, then nature orders the soul to rule and
govern, and the body to obey and serve” (80a). The distinction
between essence and appearance is here refracted into an opposition
between soul and body. Because the soul is essence, say Socrates, it
“resembles the divine,” and the divine is “that which naturally orders
and rules,” while the mortal is “that which is subject and servant.”

Historically, the taboo on selling the soul appears to reflect a deep
rooted fear of slavery, which was a constant threat to the peoples of
the ancient middle east. In slavery, the essence of an individual is
indeed sold. The Israelites’ experience of bondage in Egypt and
Babylon became their definitive trope for describing the condition of
“sin,” and the association between slavery and sin is fundamental to
both Hebrew and Greek conceptions of the alienated soul. To be a
slave is to have one’s nephesh translated into financial terms, as in
Exodus 21:21, where a master is allowed to inflict a fatal beating on a
slave on the grounds that “he is his money (keceph).” The slave is not
an independent essence but an externalized part of his master’s
identity: a property. The ancient world understood that a human
being’s essential nature is violated when he is “made merchandise.”
The Hebrews and the Greeks concurred that to be made merchandise
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was to be objectified, and classical thought constantly connects slavery
to corporeality.

A free man, by definition, is rational, while a slave, by definition, is
corporeal. It will immediately strike us that this description cannot
have been entirely empirical. As Greek drama amply demonstrates,
there was no shortage of rational slaves or of carnal masters in Hellas.
The philosophers address themselves to the essential nature of slavery,
not of slaves. This is especially clear in Aristotle, who gives us the
fullest available account of the ancient philosophy of slavery. A slave,
for Aristotle, is one whose essence is alien to him. Any person or thing,
according to Aristotle, fulfills its essence by progressing toward its nat-
ural end, or telos. The slave, however, does not fulfill his own ends but
those of his master: he is not an identity but a property of another’s
identity; not an end in himself but a means to the end of another. In
Politics Aristotle indicates that a slave’s identity is wholly consumed in
his master:

The master is only the master of the slave; he does not belong to him,
whereas the slave is not only the slave of his master, but wholly belongs
to him. Hence we see what is the nature and office of a slave; he who is
by nature not his own but another’s man, is by nature a slave; and he
may be said to be another’s man who, being a human being, is also a
possession. And a possession may be defined as an instrument of action,
separable from the possessor. (1254a1.11–14)13

Modern commentators often read this passage empirically. Troubled
by the argument that some people are “slaves by nature,” they ask
what sort of people Aristotle is describing. If we think of his definition
in empirical terms it seems to be a tautology: one who is “another’s
man” is “a slave.” But Aristotle is not trying to define the sort of per-
son who is a slave, he is defining slavery per se. To be a slave is to be
an “instrument” serving an end that is not one’s own and, according
to Aristotle, the proper end of a human being is “an activity of the soul
in accordance with virtue.” It follows that those who do not follow
virtue but allow passion and desire to dominate their souls are ipso
facto slaves. Aristotle believes that the division between the naturally
ruling soul and the naturally ruled body is expressed externally in the
division between free men and slaves:

Where then there is such a difference as that between soul and body, or
between men and animals (as in the case of those whose business is to
use their body, and who can do nothing better), the lower sort are by
nature slaves, and it is better for them as for all inferiors that they
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should be under the rule of a master. For he who can be, and therefore
is, another’s and he who participates in rational principle enough to
apprehend, but not to have, such a principle, is a slave by nature.
(1254b1.15–22)

But Aristotle makes it very clear that he is not discussing slavery as it
is manifested empirically. It is, he admits, quite possible for a natural
slave to be a master in reality, and vice versa. He therefore introduces
a distinction between those who are slaves “by nature” and those who
are slaves “by law,” and he readily concedes that the two categories do
not necessarily coincide. He does not shrink from confronting the log-
ical problem posed by this state of affairs:

A question may indeed be raised, whether there is any excellence at all
in a slave beyond and higher than merely instrumental and ministerial
qualities—whether he can have the virtues of temperance, courage,
justice, and the like; or whether slaves possess only bodily and ministe-
rial qualities. And, whichever way we answer the question, a difficulty
arises; for, if they have virtue, in what will they differ from freemen? On
the other hand, since they are men and share in rational principle, it
seems absurd to say that they have no virtue. (1259b1.21–28)

The Nicomachean Ethics achieves a solution to this problem by
distinguishing between the slave qua man and the slave qua slave:

. . . where there is nothing common to ruler and ruled, there is not
friendship either, since there is not justice; e.g. between craftsman and
tool, soul and body, master and slave; the latter in each case is benefited
by that which uses it, but there is no friendship nor justice towards life-
less things. But neither is there friendship towards a horse or an ox, nor
to a slave qua slave. For there is nothing common to the two parties; the
slave is a living tool and the tool a lifeless slave. Qua slave then,
one cannot be friends with him. But qua man one can; for there seems
to be some justice between any man and any other who can share in a
system of law or be a party to an agreement; therefore there can also be
friendship with him in so far as he is a man. (1261a1.31–39)14

It will help to remember here that in the ancient world slavery was not
necessarily a permanent condition. Freemen were often enslaved, and
slaves often won their freedom. There was no racial or biological com-
ponent to the concept of a “natural slave,” and slavery was barely dis-
tinguished from wage labor, which was conceived of as a kind of
piecemeal slavery. In fact, what Aristotle says about slaves is perfectly
applicable to wage laborers. If I hire a plumber to fix my drains, I may
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well become friends with him qua man, but qua plumber, I will expect
him to serve my ends. When any of us hires out our labor power, in
fact, we immediately fall into the condition of slavery as Aristotle
defines it: we serve an end that is not our own. Slavery is the alienation
of our subjective activity, whether that alienation is temporary or per-
manent. It consists in the soul’s not fulfilling its natural telos, in its
serving ends which are not its own, whether those of the body or those
of a master.

Serving the soul is what the body is for, its raison d’etre, in the same
way that serving the ends of the master is the purpose of the slave qua
slave, as Aristotle explains in the Politics: “the interests of part and
whole, of body and soul, are the same, and the slave is a part of the mas-
ter, a living but separated part of his bodily frame” (1255b1). The slave
qua slave is the master in externalized form; he is the objectified mani-
festation of the master’s subjective power. In other words, the slave is to
the master what the body is to the soul. Once again, we must remember
that Aristotle is defining the formal essence of slavery and mastery here,
not describing an empirical situation. At times, in fact, Politics presents
the master/slave relation as internal to an individual human being, as
when Aristotle remarks “that which can foresee with the mind is the
naturally ruling and naturally mastering element, while that which can
do these things with the body is the naturally ruled and slave” (1252b1).

To understand how Aristotle’s master/slave relation might be
internalized, we need to examine his conception of the soul itself. In
On the Soul, he first seems to take the view that human beings are
indivisible psychosomatic unities. He observes that such activities of
the soul as anger or fear are inconceivable without their physical man-
ifestations, and thus could not exist without a body. This does not
mean, however, that Aristotle views the soul as necessarily mortal.
He makes an exception to the psychosomatic unity in the case of what
he calls “mind” (nous):

The case of mind is different; it seems to be an independent substance
implanted within the soul and to be incapable of being destroyed. If it
could be destroyed at all, it would be under the blunting influence of old
age. What really happens in respect of mind in old age is, however,
exactly parallel to what happens in the case of the sense organs; if the
old man could recover the proper kind of eye, he would see just as well
as the young man. The incapacity of old age is due to an affection not
of the soul but of its vehicle, as occurs in drunkenness or disease. Thus
it is that in old age the activity of mind or intellectual apprehension
declines only through the decay of some other inward part; mind itself
is . . . something more divine and impassible. (408b18–28)15
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Mind is thus by nature eternal. When a human being appears to lose
his mind, as in dementia, he is really only losing his brain. The brain is
the “vehicle” of the mind, in the same sense that the eye is the vehicle
of sight. Aristotle’s nous, in fact, closely resembles Plato’s logos, the
higher, rational and immortal element within the embodied soul:
“[nous] seems to be a widely different kind of soul, differing as what
is eternal from what is perishable; it alone is capable of existence in
isolation from all other psychic powers” (413b 25–26). Aristotle
stresses the soul’s embeddedness in the body, while Plato emphasizes
the soul’s transcendence of the body, but they agree that there are both
mortal and immortal elements within the soul. Later in On the Soul,
Aristotle adopts the Platonic position that nous can be drawn away
from its essence when contaminated by the lower elements within the
soul: “for the co-presence of what is alien to its nature is a hindrance
and a block. . . .” (429a17). The nous of On the Soul can be identified
with the logos of the Republic.

How does Aristotle’s understanding of the soul inform his depiction
of the master/slave relation? The soul, he argues, is the substantial
form of the body: “It is substance in the sense which corresponds to
the definitive formula of a thing’s essence. That means that it is ‘the
essential whatness’ of a body. . . .” (412b14). The soul is what makes
the body what it is. It is also the telos of the body: it is that for the sake
of which the body exists: “Suppose that the eye were an animal—sight
would have been its soul, for sight is the substance or essence of the
eye which corresponds to the formula, the eye being merely the matter
of seeing . . . as the pupil plus the power of sight constitutes the eye, so
the soul plus the body constitutes the animal” (412b18–20). Aristotle
thus offers a teleological account of the soul’s alienation: the soul
departs from its telos when it serves the ends of the body. This is
compatible with Plato’s account of the internal alienation of the soul.
Unlike Plato, however, Aristotle presents this internal alienation as
manifested in the external form of social relations, viewing the master
as the telos toward which the activity of the slave is directed, in the
same sense that the soul is the telos of the body. A slave is alienated by
definition, because his activity does not serve his own ends but those
of another.

III

The Hebrew Scriptures, Plato, and Aristotle thus offer conflicting,
though not entirely incompatible, descriptions of the human soul. For
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over a millennium, Christian thinkers labored to reconcile the
contradictions between these accounts, eventually arriving at a syn-
cretic definition that remained orthodox from Aquinas to Luther.16 In
the course of this process, the concept of the logos attains a vital
importance for the Christian notion of the soul. In the pre-Socratic
materialists, and also in the Stoics, the logos was the power of divinity
manifested in the material world. For Plato, it was the rational princi-
ple within the soul. For Philo of Alexandria, however, it was the word
of God revealed in and to the soul, and thus the means by which the
soul might ascend from the baser appetites and passions described by
Plato and Aristotle toward reason and nous. Whereas Plato uses the
word logos to refer to the rational part of the soul, for Philo it becomes
the point of connection between the mortal and immortal parts of the
mind, and thus the means by which the soul can overcome its alien-
ation. But Philo does not identify logos with the Hebrew Messias; this
decisive step was taken by Christianity.

Christianity identifies logos with the second person of the Trinity,
the Mediator between a transcendent God and His creation. John
1:1–14 uses the term logos for the Word of God, and Paul conveys the
same relation when he refers to Christ as the “image” (eikon) of God
(2 Corinthians 4). The early Alexandrian fathers set out to reconcile
this understanding of the logos with that of Plato, which they regarded
as a necessary supplement and guide to Biblical revelation. But
Alexandria in the centuries immediately after Christ was an extremely
fertile and heterodox religious environment, and there were other
contenders for the title of incarnation of logos. Notable among them
was Hermes Trismegistus, a syncretic, mythical figure who would
come to dominate the alternative, occult theories of divinity which
Christianity will label as “magic.” The difference between Hermes and
Christ is that the former is conceived of as an intermediary by means
of which God rules creation, but the latter is identified with God
Himself in His mediating function. The distinction may seem over-
subtle at first, but in fact it implies two entirely different conceptions
of the world. Christianity will describe it as the difference between
eidea and eidolon, that is, between an identity of essence and a resem-
blance in image, and the basic Christian charge against occult
knowledge will be that it ignores this distinction and treats eidola as
though they were divine.

This distinction between identity and image produced the most
fundamental division within the early church: the Arian controversy.
The Arians held that the logos was not co-essential (homoousios) with
God, but a derivation from Him, and thus a mere “resemblance” of
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Him. This would considerably weaken the imperative to logocentrism
within the soul. To direct one’s attentions away from logos toward
passion or appetite might be immoral, as Plato and Aristotle would
have agreed, but it was not blasphemous, it was not a direct repudia-
tion of God Himself. But the main opponent of the Arians,
Athanasius, established the fundamental role of the logos within
Christianity, explicitly identifying the concept with the historical per-
son of Jesus of Nazareth, and arguing that it was the only means of
overcoming the alienation caused by sin. The incarnation of the logos
was made necessary by the Fall, the seminal act of alienation, which
rendered the human mind “carnal” and therefore mortal, as
Athanasius explains in On the Incarnation: “It was our sinfulness that
caused the Word to come down.”17 As a result of Athanasius’s identi-
fication of logos with the Messiah, anti-logocentrism becomes opposi-
tion to Christ, and by the early modern period, such opposition was
deemed to involve an active allegiance to Satan.

This idea gained strength from the Christian contention that what
Plato describes as the lower faculty of the soul (the carnal aspect com-
prising passion and appetite) is not originally part of the soul at all,
but an unwelcome interloper whose pollution of the rational soul is a
result of the Fall. The dual nature of the soul is thus itself an alienation
from the prelapsarian condition. As Tertullian puts it in his Treatise on
the Soul:

. . . we would not ascribe this twofold distinction to the nature (of the
soul). It is the rational element which we must believe to be its natural
condition, impressed upon it from its very first creation by its Author,
who is Himself essentially rational. . . . The irrational element, however,
we must understand to have accrued later, as having proceeded from the
instigation of the serpent—the very achievement of (the first) transgres-
sion—which thenceforward became inherent in the soul, and grew with
its growth, assuming the manner by this time of a natural develop-
ment. . . . 18

Attention to the lower aspect of the soul is thus not merely, as it was
for Plato, an internal alienation of the soul from its own nature, but
reflects the more fundamental alienation of the creation from the
Creator. To allow passion and appetite to dominate reason is not only
merely foolish and unethical, but demonstrates an allegiance to the ini-
tiator of that alienation, the devil. This attribution of the soul’s alien-
ation to the power of Satan was consolidated by Augustine of Hippo.
Augustine participated in a famous debate with the Manichean priest
named Faustus, and his Against Faustus became a canonical refutation
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of the Manichean doctrine that the devil was a power independent of
God. As Augustine notes in Of Two Souls: Against the Manicheans,
this idea not only presupposed the existence of two gods, but also
posited an irreconcilable dualism within human beings, which
amounted to two distinct souls:

They say that there are two kinds of souls, the one good, which is in
such a way from God, that it is said not to have been made by Him out
of any material or out of nothing, but to have proceeded as a certain
part from the very substance itself of God; the other evil, which they
believe and strive to get others to believe pertains to God in no way
whatever; and so they maintain that the one is the perfection of good,
but the other the perfection of evil, and that these two classes were at
one time distinct but are now commingled.19

The Manicheans’ fundamental error was to attribute autonomous
creative power to the devil. This is also the error of magicians, who
attempt to create ex nihilo through the power of evil spirits. Such
behavior was certainly sinful from a Manichean perspective, but it was
not contradictory or alien to the nature of the evil soul. In fact, the evil
soul fulfilled its nature by doing evil. For Augustine, however, evil was
a perversion of the soul’s nature, analogous to physical sickness in the
body. Thus his Confessions equate “the carnal corruptions of my
soul,” in which he indulged as a pleasure-loving youth, with captivity
in the figurative “Babylon,” and he declares that during this period
“my soul was far from well, and, full of ulcers, it miserably cast itself
forth, craving to be excited by contact with objects of sense” (3:1).20

In A Treatise on the Soul and On the Trinity, Augustine follows
Aristotle in identifying the immortal part of the soul with its rational
element, which the Stagirite called nous and Augustine terms “mind”
(mens). The mens should properly rule over those elements of the soul
that are concerned with appetite and passion, and where it does not do
so this constitutes a violation of the soul’s own nature.

Thomas Aquinas took Augustine’s theory of the soul to its logical
conclusion, identifying the soul with its highest faculty of rational
mind, or “intellect”: “We must assert that the intellect which is the
principle of intellectual operation is the form of the human body. For
that whereby primarily anything acts is a form of the thing to which
the act is to be attributed”.21 Unlike Augustine, Aquinas was willing to
jettison the lower, fleshly elements of the soul altogether, and thus
declared that the soul was the substantial form of the body. As
Aristotle does with nous, Aquinas makes intellect the single exception
to hylomorphism (the idea that substance is a unity of matter and
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form): “the intellectual soul itself is an absolute form, and not some-
thing composed of matter and form.” Aquinas and Augustine agree
that the soul contains an element that can in principle survive the
death of the body. Since this element is the soul’s highest principle, and
the part of the soul that the others exist to serve, mortality itself comes
to appear as an alienation of the soul. Insofar as the soul fulfills its
natural telos, it is immortal.

At the dawn of the early modern period, then, we find in Christendom
a broad consensus on a syncretic understanding of the soul, drawn
from the Hebrew and Christian scriptures, Plato and Aristotle, and
honed through centuries of debate with heretics like the Arians and
Manicheans. The soul is essential, spiritual and, in principle, immor-
tal. Its path to immortality lies through the logos, which connects
the highest faculty of the soul with its Creator. But the soul can also be
alienated from God, if it violates its own nature and becomes
dominated by its lower faculties of passion and sense. Such an
alienation constitutes a form of slavery, since it involves the orienta-
tion of our essence toward a telos that is not proper to us. This interior
alienation finds external expression in the slave’s reduction to the
status of an object, although such objectification was not limited to
those who were literally and empirically enslaved.

By the turn of the sixteenth century, this topic acquired both a new
urgency and an innovative explanation. To an extent unknown in
previous ages, the causal factors behind the soul’s alienation quickly
coalesced into the personified figure of “Satan.” Furthermore, the
means by which Satan contrived to alienate the soul were understood,
more narrowly and precisely than before, as involving the manipula-
tion of performative signs, which was identified as “magic.” Magic
was given a more restricted and specific meaning than had been
customary: it was carefully, deliberately defined as the systematic
manipulation of performative signification in order to achieve objec-
tive effects. In this book, I argue that the contentions that the perfor-
mative sign derives its practical power from the devil, and that this
power can bring about the death of the soul, are not as archaic or
eccentric as they might seem. In fact, these are precisely the lessons
taught by the Faust myth, from its emergence in sixteenth-century
Germany, to its contemporary manifestations in postmodern culture.22
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Chapter One

Faust and Witchcraft

I

The Faust myth emerged as a response to what the people of early
modern Europe believed was a vast and deleterious increase in the
practical power of the performative sign. Organized reaction to this
power took various forms: the Reformation is perhaps the most visible
to hindsight, but the two-hundred-year long, officially sponsored cru-
sade against magic, known to history as the “witch craze,” formed a
conspicuous part of the same iconoclastic tendency. The witch-hunters
aimed to enforce a certain ethics of representation, to establish the
proposition that all ceremonial magic, involving as it does an attempt
to manipulate signs for objective ends, eo ipso constitutes a pact with
the devil.1 The Faust story originates as part of this campaign, but it is
also the culmination of a long line of theological reasoning that con-
nected the efficacious sign with Satan, and we need to understand this
train of thought before we turn to Faust himself. In Of Christian
Doctrine, Augustine warns his readers against the fundamental error
of confusing “signs” with “things”:

I lay down this direction, not to attend to what [signs] are in themselves,
but to the fact that they are signs, that is, to what they signify. For a sign
is a thing which, over and above the impression it makes on the senses,
causes something else to come into the mind as a consequence of itself:
as when we see a footprint, we conclude that an animal whose footprint
this is has passed by; and when we see smoke, we know that there is fire
beneath; and when we hear the voice of a living man, we think of the
feeling in his mind. . . .2

By this logic, all things are signs, since any object will have a connota-
tive effect on our minds, but not all signs are things, and the sign qua
sign is never a thing. The emphasis Augustine lays upon this point
indicates that he saw the mistaking of signs for things as a common
and dangerous error. It is the purpose of signs, declares Augustine,
not to be anything “in themselves,” but to designate a referent. In

mailto:right@palgrave.com


Saussurean terminology, Augustine believes that a sign contains both
signifier and signified. If we become fascinated with the signifier to
the extent that we ignore the signified, we have forgotten that we are
contemplating a sign, rather than a thing, and we are guilty of idolatry.
The important point to note here is how intimately the concept of the
denotative sign is connected to the concept of the rational, independ-
ent subject. When we hear “the voice of a living man,” says Augustine,
we are directed to “the feeling in his mind.” As we saw in the
Introduction, Augustine equates the “mind” (mens) with the immortal
element of the soul, and the concept of the immortal soul stands or
falls with the proposition that language is denotative. The idea that all
signs are performative is soul-destroying in Christian thought.

Augustine goes further than this, arguing that interaction between
minds is the sole legitimate purpose of signification: “Nor is there
any reason for giving a sign except the desire of drawing forth and
conveying into another’s mind what the giver of the sign has in his
own mind” (2.2.3). Signs provide a medium through which minds
communicate, and their function is referential. When signs are
regarded as ends in themselves, this constitutes both idolatry and
magic. Augustine comes close to equating these two forms of apos-
tasy, and in City of God he ascribes their origin to a single historical
figure:

The Egyptian Hermes, whom they call Trismegistus . . . says that there
are some gods made by the supreme God, and some made by men. Any
one who hears this, as I have stated it, no doubt supposes that it has
reference to images, because they are the works of the hands of men; but
he asserts that visible and tangible images are, as it were, only the bodies
of the gods, and that there dwell in them certain spirits, which have been
invited to come into them, and which have power to inflict harm, or to
fulfill the desires of those by whom divine honors and services are
rendered to them. To unite, therefore, by a certain art, those invisible
spirits to visible and material things, so as to make, as it were, animated
bodies, dedicated and given up to those spirits who inhabit them—this,
he says, is to make gods, adding that men have received this great and
wonderful power.3 (8.23)

The religion of Augustine’s Hermes consists in giving life to images,
making them active agents in the world, and this is done by the “art”
which can make demons inhabit them. Such an animation of images is
presented here as the essence of magic. It might seem confusing that
Augustine, like most Christian commentators, claims that magic is
“futile” and powerless, while simultaneously denouncing the practical
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power it ascribes to images. But his meaning is that the performative
power that the magician proudly and erroneously ascribes to the signs
themselves, or to his skill in manipulating them, actually has a quite
different source. In Of Christian Doctrine, Augustine argues that
images possess no power in themselves, citing Paul to show that any
power that seems to be exercised through images must in reality be
demonic:

All arts of this sort, therefore, are either nullities, or are part of a guilty
superstition, springing out of a baleful fellowship between men and
devils, and are to be utterly repudiated and avoided by the Christian as
the covenants of a false and treacherous friendship. “Not as if the idol
were anything,” says the apostle; “but because the things which they
sacrifice they sacrifice to devils and not to God; and I would not that ye
should have fellowship with devils.” Now what the apostle has said
about idols and the sacrifices offered in their honor, that we ought to
feel in regard to all fancied signs which lead either to the worship of
idols, or to worshipping creation or its parts instead of God . . .
(2.23.36)

Augustine insists that the use of signs to achieve practical effects
necessarily involves, or actually constitutes, a pact with the devil: “All
the arrangements made by men for the making and worshipping of
idols are superstitious, pertaining as they do either to the worship of
what is created or of some part of it as God, or to consultations and
arrangements about signs and leagues with devils, such, for example,
as are employed in the magical arts . . .” (2.20.30). Later he classes as
magical the notions of astrology, “which have their origin in certain
signs of things being arbitrarily fixed upon by the presumption of men,
[and] are to be referred to the same class as if they were leagues and
covenants with devils” (2.23.34). The magical sign, according to
Augustine, differs from natural signs in that its significance is purely
subjective, because it has been imbued by the demons with a private
meaning suited to the individual magician. This demonic tailoring of
the sign to fit the individual constitutes the magician’s “agreement”
with the devil: “it was not because they [i.e. the magical signs] had
meaning that they were attended to, but it was by attending to and
marking them that they came to have meaning” (2.24.37).

Being significant to the individual magician and the demons alone,
magical signs cannot be evaluated according to the objective standards
of reason; they are not part of the soul’s higher, rational, immortal
faculty or “mens,” but have been designed to appeal to the lower
elements of the soul. As Stuart Clark has observed with regard to the
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early modern period, “witchcraft is irrational, in the sense that it sub-
verts reason’s governing influence over behavior.”4 Augustine’s
favorite figure for conveying the effect of magic is “slavery:” to prac-
tice magic, he claims, is to be the “slave” of demons. In Of Christian
Doctrine he declares that “[w]hen free people go to see . . . an
astrologer, they pay money for the privilege of coming away as slaves
of Mars or Venus” (2.79), while City of God remarks of the demons
that:

. . . they tyrannize as over captives whom they have subdued—the
greatest part of whom they have persuaded of their divinity by wonder-
ful and lying signs. . . . For although man made gods, it did not follow
that he who made them was not held captive by them, when, by
worshipping them, he was drawn into fellowship with them—into the
fellowship not of stolid idols, but of cunning demons; for what are idols
but what they are represented to be in the same Scriptures, “They have
eyes, but they do not see,” and, though artistically fashioned, are still
without life and sensation? But unclean spirits, associated through that
wicked art with these same idols, have miserably taken captive the souls
of their worshippers, by bringing them down into fellowship with
themselves. (8.22, 8.24)

Once again, Augustine invokes Paul to distinguish between the “idols”
themselves, and the “cunning demons” who use them as Trojan
horses, lurking inside them to capture the souls of their worshippers.
In City of God, he carries on a proxy debate with Trismegistus, who
he quotes as saying that idolatry and magic both consist in a union of
an image with “demons or angels” (8.24), which can bestow on the
image an artificial animation. Hermes approves of this process, appar-
ently believing that it can be guided by angels as well as devils, and so
used for good. But Augustine angrily dismisses him, on the grounds
that by worshipping “the works of men’s hands,” human beings lose
their rational capacity, which is to say their “mens,” the immortal part
of their soul. When Hermes prophesies, and laments, the displacement
of pagan idolatry by monotheism, Augustine adduces the man-made
nature of the idols as obvious proof of the absurdity of Hermes’s
position:

I know not how he has become so bewildered . . . as to stumble into
the expression of a desire that men should always continue in subjection
to those gods which he confesses to be made by men, and to bewail their
future removal; as if there could be anything more wretched than
mankind tyrannized over by the work of his own hands, since man, by
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worshipping the works of his own hands, may more easily cease to be
man, than the works of his hands can, through his worship of them,
become gods. (7.17)

Augustine suggests that the “demons” are able to enter into idols
because the idols have been built by men. It is the human tendency to
adore our own creations that facilitates demonic access to our minds.
The cardinal error of magic and idolatry is to prefer the products of
our labor to “man himself.” By this last phrase, Augustine intends our
essence, the part of us that is made in God’s image, and the loss of
which makes us purely carnal and thus “comparable to the beasts.”
Magic and idolatry, by this logic, indicate and perpetuate an alienation
of the soul, which consists in mistaking it for the “works of men’s
hands.” Aquinas’s Summa contra gentiles expands on Augustine’s
theories. Aquinas argues that ceremonial magicians are not, as they
claim to be, pious or at worst disinterested students of nature, but evil
servants of the devil:

For in the practice of their art they make use of certain significative
words in order to produce certain definite effects. Words, in so far as
they signify something, have no power except as derived from some
intellect; either of the speaker, or of the person to whom they are
spoken. . . . Now, it cannot be said that these significative words uttered
by magicians derive efficacy from the intellect of the speaker.
For . . . man’s intellect is . . . of such a disposition that its knowledge is
caused by things, rather than that it is able by its mere thought to cause
things. . . . It follows that these [magical] effects are accomplished by an
intellect to whom the discourse of the person uttering these words is
addressed.5

Magical spells and incantations, says Aquinas, are performative with
regard not merely to the speaker’s own subjective actions (as in
“I declare this bridge open”) but also with regard to the objective
things of the world (as in “open sesame”). The performative sign
disrupts the logocentric view of language because it does not refer to
anything outside itself. It thus frees signification from the authority of
telos and logos; a performative sign does not mean anything, it does
something. What, asks Aquinas, makes magic work? It cannot be the
magician himself, for human beings cannot achieve objective effects
through representation alone. It cannot be God, for God cannot be
invoked with spells or images. Magic cannot work by means of the
signs themselves, for non-sacramental signs possess no practical
power. The agent who performs the magical action can thus only be a
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malign spirit, despite what the magicians claim to believe, and their
use of allegedly efficacious signs proves this. I emphasize the qualifica-
tion because Aquinas does not believe that signs can, in fact, be
efficacious. He does not even believe that magicians truly think that
signs are efficacious. They may claim that they believe this, but this is
only an attempt to conceal the true nature of their art, which is the
invocation of evil spirits:

. . . matter cannot, by definite figures, be disposed to receive a certain
natural effect. Therefore magicians do not employ figures as disposi-
tions. It remains, then, that they employ them only as signs, for there is
no third solution. But we make signs only to other intelligent beings.
Therefore the magic arts derive their efficacy from another intelligent
being, to whom the magician’s words are addressed. This is also proved
by the very name of character which they apply to these figures: for a
character is a sign. Whereby we are given to understand that they
employ these figures merely as signs shown to some intellectual nature.
(ibid.)

Aquinas is convinced that signs are not by nature autonomous; they
have no meaning or effect in themselves, but achieve their ends
through being understood by an intellect. Magical signs are not
directed toward God, being noncanonical and frequently resulting in
malign or selfish effects. Therefore they must be directed to the devil,
and thus all ceremonial magic is revealed as inherently Satanic:

The magic art is both unlawful and futile. It is unlawful, because the
means it employs for acquiring knowledge have not in themselves the
power to cause science, consisting as they do in gazing on certain
shapes, and muttering certain strange words, and so forth. Wherefore
this art does not make use of these things as causes, but as signs; not
however as signs instituted by God, as are the sacramental signs. It
follows, therefore, that they are empty signs, and consequently a kind
of “agreement or covenant made with the demons for the purpose of
consultation and of compact by tokens.” (ibid.)

Aquinas cites Augustine’s Of Christian Doctrine here, and he follows
that tract’s identification of the performative sign with the invocation
of demons. Since magic is the ritual manipulation of signs, according
to Aquinas, it cannot truly have any effects, since signs are not causes,
and in this sense magic is “futile.” Where the signs appear to be effi-
cacious, therefore, this is evidence that a demon is at work, and hence
that an “agreement or covenant” has been effected between the demon
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and the magician. For Aquinas as for Augustine, the use of performa-
tive signs is the common factor uniting disparate kinds of magic, such
as necromancy and astrology. He introduces here an important
distinction between “explicit” and “implicit” pacts with the demons:

. . . those images called astronomical also derive their efficacy from the
actions of the demons: a sign of this is that it is requisite to inscribe
certain characters on them which do not conduce to any effect naturally,
since shape is not a principle of natural action. Yet astronomical images
differ from necromantic images in this, that the latter include certain
explicit invocations and trickery, wherefore they come under the head
of explicit agreements made with the demons: whereas in the other
images there are tacit agreements by means of tokens in certain shapes
or characters. (ibid.)

This is important because a “tacit” agreement might be unconscious
on the part of the magician, and thus Aquinas’s distinction could be
used to exonerate accused witches and sorcerers. In fact, one central
purpose of the witch hunts of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries
was to insist that a “tacit” agreement with Satan, such as occurs when
“tokens” are employed in magical rites, was as quite reprehensible as
an “explicit” pact. The purpose of interrogations was generally to
force a confession to such an “explicit” pact with Satan from a witch
who had already confessed to practicing ritual magic. It seems that
the prosecutors were engaged in a coordinated effort to prove that the
use of performative signs was a pact with the devil. If this point could
be carried, the art of magic as a whole would be discredited, for the
most eloquent advocates of magic admitted that it worked through
efficacious signs. As the famous magician Agrippa put it in Occult
Philosophy:

Words therefore are the fittest medium betwixt the speaker and the
hearer, carrying with them not only the conception of the mind, but also
the vertue of the speaker with a certain efficacy unto the hearers, and
this oftentimes with so great a power, that oftentimes they change not
only the hearers, but also other bodies, and things that have no life.
(1.69.211)6

Hence also the motto of another of magic’s learned apologists,
Giordano Bruno, Magus significat hominem sapientum cum virtute
agendi (“a magician signifies a man of wisdom with the power to
act”).7 Bruno and Agrippa both stress that the magician himself
possesses the “virtue” to attain practical effects: they are responding
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to inquisitorial allegations that this power is actually demonic.
Neoplatonists like Pico della Mirandola and Marsiglio Ficino also
contended that ritual magic could release the hidden powers of nature
without diabolical assistance. It is this contention that works such as
the original Faust-book attempt to repudiate. To see how it achieved
this end, we need to understand how the canonical objections to magic
voiced by Augustine and Aquinas were sharply exacerbated, and
drastically modified, in the cultural context out of which Faust
emerged: the Lutheran reformation.

II

Luther introduced an explicitly economic element into the traditional
critique of the magical sign. The recognition that a translation of
priestly and penitential labor into financial terms constituted the sale,
the alienation, and thus the death of the soul was the primary impetus
behind his protest against the ecclesiastical market of Rome. As
Norman O. Brown observed, “Luther sees the final coming to power
in this world of Satan in the coming to power of capitalism. The
structure of the entire kingdom of Satan is essentially capitalistic:
we are the Devil’s property.”8 Luther perceived that the pragmatic
alliance between the Pope and the Fuggers, which led to the exploita-
tive marketing of fetishized indulgences, bespoke a shared ideological
commitment to idolatry. The autonomous power of money reflects the
same psychic error as the adoration of an image.9 In such tracts as On
the Babylonian Captivity he describes the degeneration of the church
into a marketplace, where the sacraments are sacrilegiously exchanged
for financial signs, which are efficacious only by virtue of the supersti-
tious idolatry of human beings. He found such signs to be soul-
destroying, for a performative sign does not depend upon the speaker’s
subjective intention for its efficacy. Hence the Babylonian Captivity’s
contention that the Papist approach to the sacraments eliminates the
unitary rational subject, or soul, by assuming that the subjective inten-
tions of both priest and communicant are irrelevant to the efficacy of
the mass. According to the Roman church, a sacramental sign is
performative, so that participation does not merely signify but causes
the advent of grace in the soul of the participant. Luther demurs,
arguing rather that God’s promise of redemption must be rationally
understood by the communicant if the ceremony is to be efficacious:

Therefore it cannot be true that there resides in the sacraments a power
capable of giving justification, or that they are the “signs” of efficacious
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grace. . . . if a sacrament were to give me grace just because I receive
that sacrament, then surely I should obtain the grace, not by faith, but
by my works. I should not gain the promise in the sacrament, but only
[the] sign instituted and commanded by God.10

The reduction of the sacramental sign to a performative constitutes,
for Luther, its alienation or “Babylonian captivity.” Catholic doctrine
held that the mass was efficacious ex opere operato, “by virtue of the
action,” so that the efficacious power of the sacramental sign did not
depend on the psychological condition of either the priest or the com-
municant. The Roman position was that the ultimate cause of the
sacrament’s efficacy was God’s will, but Luther pointed out that eccle-
siastical practice was consistent with the magical view that it was the
ritual itself that produced grace. The ceremonial actions of the priest
were fetishized as a “finished work,” an opus operatum, that could
be—and frequently was—sold on the market like any other piece of
commodified labor so that, as Luther puts it, “this sacred testament
of God has been forced into the service of an impious greed for
gain . . .” (284).

Luther defends the sacrament against such “abuse” by insisting on
a strong distinction between sign and referent. To borrow the termi-
nology of modern linguistics, Luther would happily concede, with
Saussure, that human beings can only know the signified through the
signifier but he would resist Derrida’s reduction of the signified to
the signifier. He makes this clear in The Babylonian Captivity’s discus-
sion of the practice of administering communion to the laity in one
kind only:

Why withhold the visible sign [from the laity], when all agree that they
receive the content of the sacrament without that sign? If they grant
them the content, the more important part, why do they not grant the
sign, which is the less important? In every sacrament the merely out-
ward sign is incomparably less important than the thing signified . . .
this monstrous state of affairs arose at the time when, contrary to
Christian love, we began, in our folly, to pursue worldly wealth. God
showed it by that terrible sign, namely, that we preferred the outer signs
rather than the things themselves. (260–611)

The Roman mass is idolatrous because it attributes efficacy to the sign
itself. The Catholics denied this allegation, pointing out that they
regard the ceremony as only the instrumental and not the principal
cause of grace, but Luther believed this defense was refuted by their
practice of not administering the sign of the wine to the laity.
This reveals, he claims, that they actually believe the sign to be the
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most important element, else they would not so jealously guard the
exclusively priestly access to it. The Roman view of the sacrament,
according to Luther, is indistinguishable from a magical ritual
performed by a restricted circle of illuminati. The Latin mass is
experienced by the laity as “secret words,” and even the priests conceive
of their utterances as magical and efficacious. The replacement of a
denotative sign (whereby the mass is an external promise or testament
of interior faith) by a performative one (whereby the mass is effica-
cious ex opere operato) facilitates the ecclesiastical market economy
which provoked the Reformation, and in Luther’s view, the church’s
commodification of salvation has obscured mankind’s instinctive
awareness of the immortality of the soul. We are now in a position to
appreciate how the Lutheran argument that belief in performative
signs constituted a demonically inspired alienation, or “sale,” of the
soul inspired the earliest versions of the Faust myth.

The historical Johann Faust was a marginal, albeit intriguing,
figure, but his boasting, clowning, and sexual misbehavior fitted him
to fill a particular void in anti-magical discourse. He represents the
overweening sorcerer, whose pride in his art convinces him that he can
control the devil, and the initial collections of his exploits were
intended to expose the falsity of this conceit. An ambiguous figure
emerges from the few documentary references we have to him, but on
one thing almost all the sources agree: he was an incorrigible braggart,
who lost no opportunity to proclaim the extent of his learning and
power. He is reported to have posed as the spiritual heir of Simon
Magus, the archetypal magician: the rival magician Tritheim’s letter
on Faust claims that he styled himself “the second magus.”11 The
Faust myth originates as part of a project to unmask such figures as
ordinary witches—that is, mere servants of Satan, and not the master-
ful commanders of the dark powers that they claimed to be. It marks
an important stage in the progressive identification of magic with
Satanism.

The original Faust-book takes a consistently Lutheran attitude
toward semiotic issues. Johann Spies, its publisher and probable
author, dedicated his publishing house to the production of Lutheran
propaganda, of which the Faust-book was the most successful exam-
ple. Between 1580 and 1583 he served as the official printer of Ludwig
VI of the Palatine, during that ruler’s campaign to replace Calvinism
with Lutheranism as the religion of his realm. Ludwig died in 1583
and was succeeded by his Calvinist brother, who promptly reversed
the process. Spies accordingly left the Palatine in 1585 and moved to
Frankfurt, where the Historia von Doktor Faustus was published two
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years later. It was immediately translated into every major language of
north-west Europe, and the free, imaginative English translation by
“P.F.” probably dates from 1588. The rapidity of this dissemination
suggests a preconceived plan, and the book appears to be a polemical
contribution to the organized, pan-European effort to criminalize all
magic. To that end, it defines magic as the belief in the efficacy of per-
formative signs, and it attempts to demonstrate that such a belief nec-
essarily involves an agreement with Satan. The Historia collects tales
that were first told of various sorcerers, including the historical Faust,
but also Roger Bacon, Paracelsus, and Agrippa. Two internationally
famous magicians who had been accused of necromancy, John Dee
and Giordano Bruno, were both in Saxony in 1586, the year before
the Historia’s publication, and the book’s propagandist mission is to
establish that the magic practiced by such learned men falls under
the category of witchcraft. That is to say, Spies argues that all magic is
witchcraft, whether the witch inhabits the court or the hedgerow. The
character of Faust functions as an archetypal and representative magi-
cian, and as a synecdoche for magic in general. Accordingly, the
Historia emphasizes that the antihero’s obsession with magical signs
and figures is the cause of his damnation:

. . . using figures, characters, conjurations, incantations, with many other
ceremonies belonging to these infernal arts, as necromancy, charms, sooth-
saying, witchcraft, enchantment, being delighted with their . . . words and
names so well, that he studied day and night therein . . . his Speculation
was so wonderfull, being expert in using his Vocabula, Figures,
Characters, Conjurations, and other Ceremoniall actions, that in all haste
hee put in practise to bring the Divell before him.12

Frank Baron has pointed to the extraordinary number of witch trials
and executions taking place in southern and western Germany in the
years leading up to the publication of the Historia—in the 1580s there
were 300 executions for witchcraft in Trier alone. He records Spies’s
close connections with the ecclesiastical and secular governors of
Frankfurt, and claims that “[t]he narrator took his role as a represen-
tative of the religious and secular authorities seriously, and he had no
difficulty imagining what the authorities expected Faustus to have
experienced and felt.”13 According to Baron, the Historia should be
considered a semiofficial proclamation concerning the true nature of
witchcraft: “Spies was . . . one of those who worked hand in hand with
authorities to promote measures that would make the crime of the devil
pact too costly to commit” (141), and the Historia is Johann Faust’s
“retroactive trial for witchcraft.” Other recent critics agree. As John
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Henry Jones puts it in the Introduction to his edition of the English
Faust-book, “What principally fuelled the public interest in Faustus
during this period was the climactic intensification of the German
witch craze” (4), and Theodore Ziolkowski concurs that the “myth of
Faustus is at least partially a product of the trials for witchcraft.”14

As such, it was a highly topical work, as Spies remarks in his
preface: “Everywhere, at parties and social gatherings, there is great
inquiry for a history of this Faustus” (5). The evidence that has come
down to us offers only hints regarding the reasons for this curiosity.
The first reference we have to Faust dates from 1507, when Tritheim
calls him “a vagabond, a babbler and a rogue, who deserves to be
thrashed so that he may not henceforth rashly venture to profess in
public things so execrable and so hostile to the holy church.”15 In 1513,
the canon of the church of St. Mary’s in Gotha called Faust “a mere
braggart and fool” (87), but in 1520 he was paid ten guilders by the
bishop of Bamberg for a “horoscope or prognostication” (89). In 1528
he was expelled from Ingolstadt and “told to spend his penny else-
where” (90), but the city council was sufficiently respectful of his pow-
ers that he was induced to pledge “not to take vengeance or make fools
of the authorities for this order” (90). In 1536 the chronicle of Waldeck
reports his successful prediction of the fall of Munster, and in 1540 a
leader of the Welser troops in Venezuela mentions his accurate forecast
of their expedition’s failure. In 1539, the city physician of Worms com-
plained that many people had been defrauded by Faust, for “in receiv-
ing money he was not slow” (95). The final reference to him as still
living dates from 1540, though he probably died the previous year.

By an intriguing coincidence, which contributed to his popular
notoriety, the magician Johann Faust shared his name with a collabo-
rator of Johann Gutenberg, the inventor of the printing press. This
Johann Faust (or Fust) was a money-lender of Mainz, who loaned
Gutenberg the funds he needed to complete his invention. Then, in
1455, Faust called in his loans, forcing Gutenberg to turn over his
press and typescripts to Faust, who continued to run the business as
his own until his death in 1466. The dates make it impossible that he
is the same person as the magician, but the two were closely associated
in the popular mind, and are identified in print as early as 1531.16

The invention of printing was regarded with ambivalence, and it was
widely, and correctly, feared that the dissemination of information it
facilitated would have a socially disruptive effect. A similar corrosive
power was attached to magic, and also to usury, and from the early
sixteenth century the name “Faust” was popularly linked to all of
these forms of autonomous representation.
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The documentary record is suggestive in itself, but more remarkable
is the body of stories and legends that immediately accumulated
around Faust’s name. The story of Faust teasing a group of monks,
which appears in Spies’s volume, is found in a sermon published as
early as 1548. There were probably songs and poems about Faust cir-
culating in German universities by the mid-sixteenth century, a Latin
manuscript of Faust legends may have existed before 1570, and Spies’s
Historia is based on a lost earlier book, the Wolfenbuttel manuscript,
which was composed sometime between 1572 and 1587. Before we
meet him, then, Faust has already become a composite symbol for the
magician and a synecdoche for magic in general. This role was rein-
forced by a series of sequels and adaptations of the story. A versified
Faust-book was published in 1588, the first Wagner-book detailing the
adventures of Faust’s dull-witted servant appeared in 1593, and we
can date the inception of scholarly treatments of Faust to 1599, when
Georg Rudolf Widman brought out an extended edition of the
Historia complete with extensive commentary, learned research into
previous magicians, and bilious theological invective.

The Historia is a passionate defense of the Lutheran view of
signification. Before the Reformation, ecclesiastical writers often
regarded magicians as serious rivals for control of the metaphysical
sphere, and the idea that witches participated in sacrilegious parodies of
sacred rituals such as the so-called black Mass suggests an awareness on
the part of the churchmen that their own ceremonial practices were
essentially magical. Certainly from a Protestant perspective, the Mass
looked very much like an act of ceremonial magic. English and German
witch-tracts frequently associate Catholicism with witchcraft, on the
grounds that it is a religion that believes in the salvationary power of
empty signs and set forms. For example, Protestant churches insisted on
the vernacular liturgy because the Word became efficacious only when
understood. It was powerful when communicated to a subjective con-
sciousness; it was not objectively powerful in itself, as the Catholics
allegedly implied with their assertion that merely being present at an
incomprehensible Latin service was beneficial to the soul. Hence the
peculiar fondness of Satan for the Latin tongue in sixteenth-century anti-
Catholic polemic. An early English witch-tract, The Examination of
John Walsh (1566) calls witchcraft and sorcery “the fruites of papistes
and papistrye, and their yll exercises of their ydle lyues” (no page num-
ber), and records the eloquent testimony of one Mother Waterhouse:

. . . when she was demanded what praier she saide, she answered the
Lordes prayer, the Ave Maria, and the belefe, & then they demaunded
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whether in laten or in englyshe, and shee sayde in laten, and they
demaunded why she saide it not in englyseh but in laten, seing that it
was set out by publicke authoritie and according to goddes worde that
all men shoulde pray in the englyshe & mother toung that they best
understande, and shee sayde that Sathan wolde at no tyme suffer her to
say it in englyshe but at all tymes in laten (no page number).

The assumption that Catholicism was witchcraft came naturally even
to skeptics like Reginald Scot, who placed all post-Biblical miracles in
the category of magic, declaring that “[t]he pope maketh rich witches
saints, and burneth the poore witches.” Calvin succinctly remarked
that “in Poperie all are witches in their idolatries,” while William
Perkins believed that “if a man will but take a view of all Popery, he
shall easily see that a great part of it is mere magic.”17 For James
Calfhill, “the vilest witches and sorcerers of the earth” were “priests
who consecrate crosses and ashes, that give St. John’s Gospel to hang
about men’s necks.” Under the circumstances, it is predictable that
Spies’s book would find kindred spirits for its antihero in Rome:
“Faustus saw notwithstanding in that place those that were like to
himself, proud, stout, wilful, gluttons, drunkards, whoremongers,
breakers of wedlock and followers of all manner of ungodly exercises”
(131). Such passages seem inspired by Martin Luther’s scandalized
accounts of his youthful experience in the eternal city, and Spies
evidently assumes that his audience will relish Faust’s physical assaults
on the Pope and his “fat abbey lubbers.”

The Lutheran theorist of witchcraft, Johann Weyer, criticizes
superstition in similar terms, attacking the use of the sign of the cross
in exorcism: “its misuse is certainly to be censured, especially when the
honor due to the Crucified and to the living belief in Him is transferred
to the cross. No power exists in a figured object by virtue of the
figure.”18 Weyer’s work displays a canny awareness, doubtless
inspired by Luther, of the financial advantage to priests of encouraging
superstition. The notion that ritual was efficacious bestowed value on
the labor of the priest-magician. Thus Weyer declares that “the shep-
herds of the church seduce the people in the curing of witchcraft”
(195), decries “pastors [who] do not blush to hold out such assistance
and offer it for sale, with a promise of certain deliverance” (196), and
provides a long list of prelates and Popes alleged to have advanced
their careers by practicing magic:

Men are deluded into using these charms against the strivings of demons,
and against incantations and witchcraft. One such is the first chapter of
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John’s Gospel, written in the tiniest letters upon a small piece of paper. It
is consecrated during Mass and affixed to the neck, and it is thought to
be a wonderful amulet against enchantment and against the Devil’s
machinations. But unless that Scripture take root in our hearts, where it
is brought to reality by the heat of life, as it were, it remains a dead let-
ter even if it be hung around our necks a thousand times. . . . (204)

Francis Coxe’s Short Treatise declaringe the detestable wickednesse, of
magicall sciences (1561) claims that “I my self knew a Priest, not farre
from a town, called Bridgewater, which as it is well knowen in the coun-
trye, was a great magician, in all his lyfe time” (no page number). King
James VI’s Daemonologie takes pains to connect demonic magic with
Catholicism, claiming that holy water is used in magic rites, “whereby
the Devill mockes the Papistes,”19 and describing the moment “when
the conjured Spirit appeares, which will not be while after manie cir-
cumstances, long praiers, and much muttring and murmuring of the
conjurers; like a Papist priest, dispatching a hunting Masse.”

It is not surprising that Lutherans should be interested in the story of
Faust, for the historical Johann Faust was personally known to Luther
and his colleagues. Philip Melanchthon was the first to claim that the
devil had killed Faust, and Ziolkowski notes that in Spies’s Historia:

. . . the few circumstances of the historical life have been altered to
accommodate the Lutheran message. For instance, Faust’s birth-place is
shifted from Knittlingen, in the southwestern and Catholic Palatinate,
to Roda near Weimar in central-German (and Lutheran) Thurignia. In
the first sentence we learn that Faust was sent to Wittenberg (the
headquarters of liberal Lutheranism and hence opposed by the more
orthodox faction to which Spies belonged). (55)

In one of Spies’s most important sources, Augustin Lercheimer
describes Phillip Melanchthon attempting to convert Faust to
Christianity. The account has the ring of truth about it, and there is no
doubt that Faust was personally known to Melanchthon. The story is
omitted from Spies’s Historia, however, presumably because during
the 1580s the south German Lutherans were in dispute with the fol-
lowers of Melanchthon, whom they called “crypto-Calvinists” because
of their conception of the Eucharist as an efficacious sign. Luther
knew Faust too, and his comments in the Tischreden reveal a wary
respect for the sorcerer’s power:

When one evening at the table a sorcerer named Faust was mentioned,
Doctor Martin said in a serious tone: “The devil does not make use of

Faust and Witchcraft 33

mailto:right@palgrave.com


the services of sorcerers against me. If he had been able to do me any
harm he would have done it long since. To be sure he has often had me
by the head but he had to let me go again. . . .” Much was said about
Faust, who called the devil his brother-in-law, and the remark was made:
“if I, Martin Luther, had given him even my hand, he would have
destroyed me; but I would not have been afraid of him,—with God as my
protector, I would have given him my hand in the name of the Lord.”20

Both Luther and Melanchthon report devil-pacts that involve Satan
paying money for souls, and the huge market for “Devil-books” as
well as the instant popularity of the Historia itself suggest that the
threat of Satanic magic seemed very serious. James VI’s Daemonologie,
published within a decade of the Historia, precisely duplicates many of
the story’s events, presenting them in the form of objective facts about
witchcraft. James notes that the magician effects a “contract” with the
devil, and that the form of appearance assumed by the devil varies
according to the class of magician. To “the baser sorte of them” he
usually takes the form of an animal, but “to the most curious sorte,”
he may take the form of a famous dead hero, and may even appear to
serve the magician as “a continuall attender, in forme of a Page: He
will permit himselfe to be conjured, for the space of so many
yeres . . .”. Furthermore, the devil will allow the magician “to sel such
wares to others, whereof some will be dearer, and some better cheape;
according to the lying or true speaking of the Spirit that is conjured
therin.” The fact that magical ability was traded as a commodity is
often raised in anti-witch literature: Henry Holland’s Treatise Against
Witchcraft (1590) complains of “the continuall trafficke and market
which the rude people have with witches.”21 According to James,
powerful sorcerers are just as susceptible to the wiles of Satan as unlet-
tered witches. The devil gains the trust of scholars by answering
obscure questions of geography and cosmology, and he can “please
Princes, by faire banquets and daintie dishes, carryed in short space
from the farthest part of the world.” Above all, Satan can produce illu-
sory spectacles which seem to be, but are not, efficacious:

. . . he will guard his schollers with faire armies of horse-men and foote-
men in appearance, castles and fortes: Which all are but impressiones in
the air, easelie gathered by a spirite, drawing so neare to that substance
himself. . . . And yet are all these thinges but deluding of the senses, and
no waies true in substance. . . . For that is the difference betwixt Gods
myracles and the Devils, God is a creator, what he makes appeare in
miracle, it is so in effect.
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Only God can effect a change of substance; the devil’s power is limited
to accidental appearances. In return for this spurious power, says
James, the magician sells his soul: “as to the Magicians parte of the
contract, it is in a word that thing, which I said before, the Devill hunts
for in all men.” The transaction is effected by means of a “contract,
which is either written with the Magicians owne bloud: or else being
agreed upon (in termes his schole-master) touches him in some parte,
thought peradventure no marke remain . . .” Spies’s Faust is also
undone by the belief that mere words are efficacious, so that signing
the contract with Mephistopheles has literally effected his damnation:
“all his thought was on his writing, he meant he had made it too filthy
in writing it with his owne blood” (175). The wording of the contract
emphasizes its autonomous power, declaring that Faust has affixed his
name “to the greater force and strengthening of this letter” (98) and
“to the more strengthening of this writing” (99). Like the Historia,
James’s tract is propaganda designed to stress the ritual nature of
witchcraft, showing that witches work through the medium of
efficacious signs, and that the sign’s efficacy can only be Satanic in
origin. Witches can:

take the life of men or women, by rosting of the Pictures . . . which like-
wise is verie possible to their Master to performe, for although, (as
I saide before) that instrumente of waxe have not vertue in that turne
doing, yet may hee not verie well even by that same measure that his
conjured slaves meltes that waxe at the fire . . . so weaken and scatter
the spirites of life . . . [that] hee at last shall vanish awaie, even as his
picture will doe at the fire.

The image itself has no “vertue” to do harm. Magic works, says
James, “by the power of the Devill for deceaving men, and not by anie
inherent vertue in these vaine wordes and freites”. The harm is done
by the devil, and is made possible to the extent that “his conjured
slaves” labor at manipulating the image. The devil achieves his ends by
convincing the magician to behave as though images were efficacious,
and human action carried out in accordance with the belief that signs
are performative is the work of the devil. Sixteenth-century reports of
witch trials often suggest a close, causal correspondence between
the signs used in the ritual and the practical effects achieved. The
Examination of John Walsh (1566) reports that the accused “sayde
that Pictures made in wax wyll cause the partye (for whom it is made)
to continue sycke twoo whole yeares: because it will be two whole
yeares ere the wax wyll be consumed” (no page number).

Faust and Witchcraft 35

mailto:right@palgrave.com


According to the tradition of Thomistic scholasticism, Satan can
only enter into the human mind when invoked via external rites and
ceremonies. A tract by Andreas Hyperius, translated and published in
England in 1581, explains how this is possible. Following Augustine,
Hyperius observes that “it is no hard matter for the devill, or his
disciples beinge studious of magike,”22 to alter an object’s accidents
through “the Media or meanes which are put in betwene the instru-
ment of the sighte and the bodies laid against it.” But Hyperius does
not mean to suggest that Satan has access to human souls; on the
contrary, the demons “doe not perceive the thoughts of men, but they
note the signes onely, and the wordes and speaches and the gestures of
the bodies, wherewith the thoughts of the minde are after a sorte set
forth: and by these and othere thinges concurring they judge as
certainly as they can” (90–91). Since he operates entirely in the dimen-
sion of representation, rather than reality, the devil attempts to induce
in the magician the belief that signs are efficacious, and this belief
involves a “covenant” with Satan:

God doth somtime permitte, that eyther with incantation, or els with
the foresaide forms of illusions, men be hurt or take damage, whether in
theire bodies or in the sences of the minde, or in other thinges, not for
because of the vertue or strength of any wordes or actions, which
are done of the Magitians with observation, as though in them were
some syngular force: but for the covenante that privelie they have with
the devilles, by reasone of which covenant the deviles do gladly
performe unto their worshipperes the things which they require. . . .
(81–82)

Skeptics in the witchcraft debates used this reasoning to exonerate
accused witches, since the maleficia were performed by Satan rather
than by the unfortunates on trial. The prosecutorial retort was that the
witches had undeniably perpetrated at least one maleficium: they had
put their faith in the Satanic power of signs. For the purposes of the
witch-hunters, all magic had to be identified with ritual magic, and all
ritual magic with Satanism. This often required that witches must be
forced to confess to using arcane incantations, signs and images,
although they clearly lacked the erudition necessary for such arts. The
logical necessity for confessions of ritual magic invariably produced
accounts such as the following from 1579:

The maner of their Inchauntmente, whereby fower of the persons afore
named were murdered was thus: Mother Dutten made fower pictures of
Redde Ware, about a spanne long, and three or fower fingers broade for
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Lanckforde, for his Maide, for maister Gallis, and for Switcher,
and . . . did sticke an Hauthorne pricke, against the left sides of the
breastes of the Images, directly there where thei thought the hartes of
the persones to bee sette, whom the same pictures did represente, and
thereupn within shorte space, the saied fower persones, beeyng
sodainely taken, died.23

This identification of magic with its ritualistic element was an impor-
tant and, for magicians, an ominous development. Europe had always
been full of “cunning” men and women, who practiced what was
known as “natural” magic. Such people often dabbled in fortune-
telling and love potions; occasionally they used their knowledge to
hurt people by curses or poisons. These latter cases were prosecuted
when discovered, but they were not considered a large-scale problem
before the fifteenth century.24 From that point on, however, the notion
became progressively established that such malignant persons were
not acting independently but were confederate in an enormous con-
spiracy, membership of which involved a formal pledge of allegiance
to the devil. A rehearsall both strang and true (1579), informs us “that
old Serpent Sathan, suffred to be the scourge for our sinns, hath of late
yeares, greatly multiplyed the broode of them [ie witches] and muche
encreased their malice” (no page number).

It was this understanding of witchcraft that produced the “witch-
craze” of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries.25 George Gifford’s
Dialogue concerning Witches and Witchcraft (1593) aims to correct
several mistaken beliefs. One of his misguided characters remarks
that:

We doe count them witches which have their spirits, we doe not take
them to be witches which doe but use those things which the cunning
men have taught. For they doe not meane to doe any thing by the divell.
Me thinketh therefore it is hard to call them witches.

He is quickly rebuked for this leniency. Gifford wants to establish that
magic is Satanic by its very nature, and that there is no such thing as
“white” or “natural” magic. To this end, he notes the recent increase
in the devil’s activity: “Satan is now heard speake and beleeved. He
speaketh by conjurers, by sorcerers, and by witches, and his word is
taken. He deviseth a number of things to be done, and they are put in
practise and followed” (2). This process of reasoning involved an
expanded definition of witchcraft. Everyone in early modern Europe
would have been acquainted with local practitioners of medicine who
sometimes included magical means among their cures. One of the
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purposes of the witch-hunts was to deny that this kind of magic was
“natural,” and to associate it instead with demonic, ceremonial magic.
The witch-finders argued that natural magic was in reality a degraded
subspecies of ritual magic. As Martin de Castanega put it:

the devil does not respond or aid the invocations and conjurations of
the necromancer by reason of any power or efficacy that the magician’s
art has over the devil, for there is no such science or art unless the two
have made a pact. . . . So he will be the best necromancer who best fol-
lows and complies with the devil’s will, and not he who knows the most
arts and formulas, as in a true science.26

The cunning men and women might pretend to be mere herbalists or
fortune tellers, but in reality they communed with evil spirits through
ceremonial media, even when they did not fully understand what they
were doing. Against the protestations of respectable magicians like
Bruno and Agrippa, the witch-hunters insisted that it was always and
inherently evil to try to achieve practical effects through the manipu-
lation of signs. The historical Johann Faust provided them with the
perfect vehicle to criminalize the art of magic in its entirety.

III

To identify belief in the efficacy of the sign with slavery to Satan was a
powerful weapon against uneducated practitioners of ritual magic.
But an educated sorcerer might claim to be able to manipulate his pen-
tagrams and incantations in such as way as to bend the forces of dark-
ness to his will. Such a man might claim sufficient expertise to avoid
dealing with the diabolical, or even to be doing good by bringing the
infernal powers to heel. Pico della Mirandola distinguishes between
weak magicians who serve Satan and powerful sorcerers who can
command him: “For just as that first form of magic makes man a slave
and a pawn of evil powers, so the second form makes him their ruler
and lord.” An illiterate folk magician, on the other hand, would be
easy prey for Satan’s wiles, and would find themselves compelled to
serve him.27 The belief in the power of efficacious representation con-
stituted an alienation of the soul because performative signs bypass the
faculty of reason, which is the soul’s immortal element. It was through
faith in the efficacy of magical rituals that the demons were able to
dupe even the most learned of sorcerers into being their “slave,”
because the magician would become convinced of his ability to
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manipulate the evil spirits. James VI’s Daemonologie describes this
process:

. . . it is no power inherent in the circles, or in the holines of the names
of God blasphemouslie used: nor in whatsoever rites or ceremonies at
that time used, that either can raise any infernall spirit, or yet limitat
him perforce within or without these circles. For it is he onelie, the
father of all lyes, who having first of all prescribed that forme of doing,
feining himselfe to be comanded and restreined thereby, wil be loath to
passe the boundes of thes injunctiones; as well thereby to make them
glory in the impiring over him . . .

The Historia is a direct assault on such “glory.” Even before the
signing of the pact, Faust’s faith in the power of signs allows
Mephistopheles to flatter him into thinking that he is able to dictate
terms to the dark powers. When the devil first appears to him in the
Spissers’ Wood:

Faustus commanded that the next morning at twelve of the clock he
should appear to him at his house; but the devil would in no wise grant.
Faustus began again to conjure him in the name of Beelzebub that he
should fulfill his request: whereupon the spirit agreed. . . . (94)

This, it soon transpires, is a clever ruse on the part of Mephistopheles.
By acquiescing to Faust’s wishes only once “conjure[d]” to do so “in
the name of Beelzebub” he gives the magician the false impression that
his magic has forced the devil to comply. Once Faust’s prideful
certainty of his dominance over the devil has been established, Spies
sets about systematically demolishing it. In an explicit attack on the
claims of “natural” magic, Mephistopheles says that devils have never
helped anyone unless they promise to be “ours,” (95) and he repeat-
edly reminds the increasingly wretched magician that “thou art mine”
(108). Faust himself sums up the situation acutely, complaining to
Mephistopheles that “I have taken thee unto me as a servant to do me
service and thy service will be very dear unto me, yet I cannot have any
diligence of thee further than thou list thyself . . .” (116). Faust
foolishly believes that he has purchased the labor-power of Satan by
an act of contractual exchange, but the deal is fraudulent. Learned
sorcerers, like common witches, do Satan’s work and not vice versa.

Writing six years after the Historia’s publication, George Gifford
has one of his characters ask “whether do you thinke that the witch or
the divell is the servant; which of them commaundeth, and which
obeyeth?” The more naive respondent decides that “the witch is the
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vassall of the divell, and not he her servant; he is lord and commaun-
deth, and she is his drudge and obeyed” (27). A wiser figure offers a
more subtle theory, which explains the Faustian delusion of power
over the devil: “Yea, although he is lord, yet he is content to serve her
turne, and the witches confesse, they call [the demons] forth and send
them, and they hire them to hurt [their enemies]. . . .” (ibid.) Satan is
undoubtedly “lord” over the witches, but he gives them the false
impression that he is available for “hire.” Johann Faust’s arrogance
and braggatry made him eminently suitable to depict a sufferer from
this delusion. An early anecdote about Faust, originally found in the
mid-sixteenth-century Reichmann-Wambach chronicle, though
known to us from a later source, shows him loudly proclaiming his
command over demonic labor. It takes place in a tavern, where Faust

. . . knocks with a knife on the table. Soon someone enters and says:
“Sir, what do you wish?” Faust asks “How quick are you?” The other
answers: “As an arrow.” “No,” says Dr. Faust, “you shall not serve me.
Go back to where you came from.” Then he knocks again and when
another servant enters and asks the same question, he says: “How quick
are you?” “As the wind,” says he. “That is something,” says Dr. Faust,
but sends him out again too. But when he knocked a third time, another
entered and, when he was asked the same question, said he was as quick
as the thoughts of man. “Good,” said Dr. Faust, “you’ll do.”28

The sorcerer claims the ability to appropriate and direct supernatural
labor, to make the demons serve him. Francis Coxe’s Short Treatise
declaringe the detestable wickednesse, of magicall sciences (1561)
takes ironic satisfaction in the story of devil betraying a “gentleman”
who called him up: “A worthy servaunte too serve a noble man, full
well he rewarded hys maister in the ende” (no page number).

Faust enters the witch debate even before Spies’s Historia. Johann
Weyer’s De praestigiis daemonum (1568) employs what will become
the standard tactic of focusing culpability onto a single, powerful
magician, thus denying that diabolical magic is practiced by the
masses of people accused of it. Weyer accounts for attempts made by
a “schoolmaster at Goslar” to charm Satan into a bottle by claiming
he was “trained from the teachings of the magician Faust,” and reveal-
ingly declares that he will describe Faust’s art to the reader only “on
condition that he first pledge to me that he will not imitate him” (52).
Contemporaries were well aware of Faust’s emblematic role in the
construction of learned witches. An important source of Spies’
Historia was Augustin Lercheimer’s Bedencken (1585), a witch-tract
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that mentions Faust’s pact with the devil in an attempt to excuse ordi-
nary witches for the prevalence of magically induced evil in the world.
When, in 1594, the richest man in Trier was burned for witchcraft, the
local news-sheet reminded its readers that: “He is like Doctor Faustus;
a great big book could be written about his magical deeds.”29

According to Baron, “The Historia was believed to inspire precisely
the evil diabolical deeds that it claimed to prevent” (55). It was banned
in Strasburg, Basle, and Tubingen, and in 1596 the latter city wit-
nessed the arrest of David Leipziger for making a written offer of a
pact with the devil, who he hoped would help him pay his debts.
Leipziger was apparently inspired by the Historia’s sequel, the
Wagner-book of 1593. As Baron shows, the deeds and thoughts attrib-
uted to Faust in Spies’s book parallel the confessions forced from
accused witches in rather disturbing detail. In a sinister sense, the true
authors of the Historia may have been the interrogators and torturers
of the witch prisons.

The book makes several explicit connections between Faust and
witches. Although he is a famous sorcerer, Faust practices various
kinds of petty folk magic, including fortune-telling and love magic. In
allusion to a common technique for testing witches, he identifies
Alexander the Great’s paramour by finding a wart on her neck. Once
convinced of the lady’s identity the Emperor calls “to his mind the
woman that raised the prophet Samuel . . .” (148). In sixteenth-
century Europe this woman was known as the “witch of Endor,” and
she is a central figure in the era’s discussions of witchcraft. Despite his
access to unlimited money, some of Faustus’s tricks are motivated by
the archetypal witch’s resentment at charity denied. He decides to
“prove” a peasant by asking for a ride on his haycart and, being
rebuffed by the “buzzardly ass,” makes the wheels disappear (164). In
a detail added by “P.F.,” Mephistopheles promises to teach Faust how
to control the weather, which was one of the powers most regularly
attributed to witches (14).

Many of the specific magical feats performed by Faust, such as
allowing his leg to be pulled off, also appear in published accounts of
witch trials. The Malleus Maleficarum warns that the apparent loss of
a body part is one of the witches’ ruses: “it must in no way be believed
that such members are really torn right away from the body, but
that they are hidden by the devil through some prestigitatory art
so that they can be neither seen nor felt.”30 The Faust-book’s pact
sealed with blood, the idea of the familiar spirit, even the incongruous
manifestation of Lucifer as a squirrel (P.F. adds the tantalizing obser-
vation “I think he could crack nuts too like a squirrel”) all recur in
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accounts such as that given by The Apprehension and confession of
three notorious witches. This tract appeared in 1589, the year follow-
ing the probable translation of the Historia into English, and although
it purports to be a factual account of a witch trial, it is suspiciously
reminiscent of P.F.’s edition. In this case, the devil appears to the witch
in the form of a “ferrit,” and demands:

Joan Prentice give me thy soule, to whome this Examinate being greatly
amazed answered and said: In the name of god what art thou. The ferrit
answered, I am Satan, feare me not, my coming to thee is to doo thee no
hurt but to obtaine thy soule, which I must and wil have before I depart
from thee . . . (7)

The influence of witch trials on the Faust-book go beyond the
anecdotal. The idea of the second pact with the devil was, as Baron
notes, “an attempt of interrogators to explain why a suspect who had
confessed to participating in witchcraft, might wish to recant” (136).
The pious old man who begs Faustus to repent fulfills the role of the
pastor who visited witches in jail, to try and get them to confess and
save at least their souls. Even the extreme violence of Faustus’s end
suggests the mangled body of the tortured witch: “all the hall lay
besprinckled with blood, his braines cleaving to the wall: for the Divel
had beaten him from one wall against another, in one corner lay his
eyes, in another his teeth, a pitifull and fearefull sight to beholde”
(230). Torture and the resulting confessions seem to play on the
author’s mind: one of the Dukes who Faust has magically transported
to Munich is questioned about his supernatural assistance, and
laments: “It may be that tomorrow, if Doctor Faustus come not to
aid me, then shall I be racked and grievously tormented, insomuch
that I shall be constrained by force to tell more than willingly I would
do” (151).

The Historia also takes up the vexed issue of whether witches could
fly. They regularly claimed to do so in their confessions, and much
controversy was expended on whether this was literally true or only so
in their imaginations. Barbara Rosen has argued that the idea of
witches flying may have been introduced into English witch discourse
via Spies’s influence,31 and the first English tract to attribute flight to
witches, A Most Wicked Worke of a Wretched Witch, was published
in 1592, within four years of P.F’s translation. Faust had been associ-
ated with attempts to attain the power of flight even before the publi-
cation of the Historia. Phillip Melanchthon relates how, in the
apocryphal Gospel of Peter, “Simon Magus tried to fly to heaven. . . .
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Faust also tried this at Venice. But he was sorely dashed to the
ground.” The Historia notes the similarities between the means of
transportation chosen by Faust and those used by witches. Witches
generally rode on a broomstick or an unlikely animal; Faust’s students
ride to Strasburg on a “holly wand,” while the magician himself
favors a bear, a chariot pulled by dragons, and “his swift horse
Mephistopheles.” (128)

This latter reference recalls such anti-witch tracts as Johannes
Hartlieb’s Book of All Forbidden Arts, which scoffs at “a great
foolishness, when people think that witches with magical potions
make a horse which enters their houses, and if they wish they sit upon
him and ride many miles in a very short time. . . . This horse is in real-
ity the devil.”32 Let us note at this point that belief in the devil is for
Hartlieb the opposite of superstition, and indeed an antidote to it. The
recognition of the “reality” of the devil is what dispels the “foolish-
ness” of belief in supernatural transportation. The “devil” here desig-
nates the source of illusion, the power which can obliterate the
distinction between image and reality. Similarly, George Gifford’s
knowledgeable character informs his naive friend that the latter’s
desire to consult a cunning man to defend him from supposed witches
is the real work of Satan: “I do not thinke that the old woman hath
bewitched you, or that your body is bewitched, but that the divell hath
bewitched your mind with blindnesse and unbeleefe, to draw you from
God, even to worship himselfe, by seeking help at the hands of
divels.”(11)

Such passages remind us that our modern skepticism is not the
same as the skepticism of the sixteenth century. Modern skepticism is
materialist and mechanistic; it denies the existence of any and all
supernatural phenomena. In contrast, the skepticism of Weyer, Scot,
and Spies is based upon a firm conviction of the existence, activity, and
power of Satan. They exonerate accused witches on the grounds that
such pitiable creatures could hardly deal as equals with so potent a
spirit, and they argue that the maleficia for which the witches are
blamed are in reality performed by Satan himself. Like the tracts on
witchcraft, the Historia debates the ontological status of Faust’s fan-
tastic journeys, concluding that the more outlandish destinations are
visited only in the magician’s fancy: “But mark how the devil blinded
him and made him believe that he carried him into hell, for he carried
him into the air, where Faustus fell into a sound sleep, as if he had sat
in a warm water or bath” (120). The English translation emphasizes
Faust’s belief in the reality of the illusions to which he has been sub-
jected: “When he awaked, he was amazed, like a man that had been in

Faust and Witchcraft 43

mailto:right@palgrave.com


a dark dungeon, musing with himself if it were true or false that he had
seen hell, or whether he was blinded or not: but he rather persuaded
himself that he had been there than otherwise, because he had seen
such wonderful things” (122, italics designate additions by the English
translator). P.F. repeatedly uses the word “blinded” to refer to the mis-
taking of an image for reality, as when Faust prepares an illusory feast
for some nobles in an imaginary castle. After their hallucinatory
repast, however, “to their thinking they had neither eaten nor drunk,
so were they blinded the whilst that they were in the castle” (157).
A witch’s belief in such illusions was often held to prove an agreement
with Satan. Martin de Castanega’s Tratado muy sotil y bien fundado
(1529) follows this pattern of reasoning:

Some really go to faraway places by the devil’s aid; others, carried away
out of their senses as in a heavy sleep, have diabolical revelations of
remote and occult—and often false—things. These latter are deceived
by the devil, yet take pleasure and delight in those things as if their bod-
ies were really there. All disciples, whether of the first or second kind,
have an explicit and express pact with the devil and he with them.33

The anti-witch literature generally concludes that the witch’s partici-
pation in the magical hermeneutic, whereby signs become performa-
tive, renders the question of whether his or her visions accurately
correspond to objective reality legally and practically irrelevant.
Johann von Kaysersberg’s Die Emeis asks whether witches can truly
fly, and reaches what to us may be a puzzling verdict: “when they go
thus hither and yon, do they really travel, or do they remain? Or
are they there in spirit? . . . . I say that they do travel hither and yon,
but that they also remain where they are, because they dream that they
travel, since the devil can create an impression in the human
mind. . . .”34 The Malleus Maleficarum airily remarks that witches
“can transport themselves from place to place through the air, either in
body or in imagination.”35 Incomprehensibly from the viewpoint
of modern law, it does not appear to matter which. Pico della
Mirandola’s Strix, which is based on actual witch trials witnessed by
the author, confirms the prevalence of this attitude:

Why do you think that sometimes they are transported bodily and
sometimes only imagine that they are? . . . . Sometimes it happens
through a deception of the demon and sometimes by the choice of the
witches. I remember . . . a certain witch who made the voyage now by
one means, now by another, just as she pleased, that is, sometimes flying
bodily, and at other times flying only in her imagination . . . . It doesn’t
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matter to us whether they go in the body or the spirit, on foot or on
horseback.36

Such passages attempt to explain why accused witches frequently con-
fessed to such manifest impossibilities as flying on cats to the North
Pole, there to drink the blood of infants and perform analingus on the
devil. Witch-craft does not consist in actually doing these things but in
attempting to do them, and especially in believing that one has done
them. Until the late middle ages, the authoritative church doctrine on
this matter was found in the Canon Episcopi. Although it claims to
record the decisions of the fourth-century Council of Ancyra, this doc-
ument’s first known appearance dates from the early tenth century. It
warns against attributing supernatural powers to witches, noting that
people “return to the error of the pagans when they think that there is
anything of divinity or power except the one God,” and inveighs
against

some wicked women, who have given themselves back to Satan and
been seduced by the illusions and phantasms of demons, [who] believe
and profess that, in the hours of night, they ride upon certain beasts
with Diana, the goddess of pagans, and an innumerable multitude of
women . . . the priests in all their churches should preach with all
insistence to the people that they may know this to be in every way false.
Thus Satan himself, who transfigures himself into an angel of light,
when he has captured the mind of a miserable little woman and has
subjected her to himself by infidelity and incredulity, immediately trans-
forms himself into the species and similitudes of different person-
ages . . . and while the spirit alone endures this, the faithless mind
thinks these things happen not in the spirit but in the body.37

Six hundred years later Martin Luther observed that “Many believe
that they ride on a broom or a goat . . . to some place, where they
celebrate strange rites with others, which is not only forbidden to be
done, but even to be believed in . . . or that old women are trans-
formed into cats or other beasts and wander at night, and this, too,
must not be believed.” Many twentieth-century critics and historians
have applauded skeptics like Weyer, Scot, and Gifford for denying that
the accused witches were capable of the subtle conjurings and esoteric
ceremonies which were needed to effect a pact with the devil. But most
of their contemporaries thought that such men had missed the point of
the witchcraft allegations. Whatever degraded rituals the supposed
witches might have performed, the prosecutors’ argument was that
such ceremonies were not the cause but the effect of the Satanic pact.
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The witches’ belief in the efficacy of the sign was in itself proof that
her mind was given over to the devil. In the words of von Kaysersberg:

I say that what the witches . . . do is not a real thing . . . it is merely a
sign; when the devil sees the sign and hears the word, he knows what
they indicate; then he performs the act, and it is the devil who does this
and not [the witches]. For the devil has made a pact with certain men
and has given them certain words and signs. When they make the
signs and use the words, the devil will do what they want, but it is the
devil who does these things. So what the witches do is only a sign, not
the deed itself.38

Today we are quite familiar with the concept of virtual reality,
whereby signs seem to displace their referents. The early modern
debate over witchcraft operates within a similar discursive field, and
the issue of whether witches could fly provided a paradigmatic exam-
ple. Although many witches confessed to flying, this stretched the
credulity of all but the most fanatical prosecutors. Clearly the devil
had somehow convinced them that they could fly, but this could not
possibly be objectively true, despite the fact of the witches’ subjective
beliefs. During the course of the witch-craze, however, the distinction
between objective and subjective events is elided, and most authorities
reached the conclusion that it simply did not matter whether the
witches’ nocturnal excursions took place in the objective or the sub-
jective realm—both kinds of flight were equally “real,” and equally
indicative of a pact with Satan.

Another vexed controversy was whether witches had sexual inter-
course with the devil, and if so, how. As with the issue of flight, the
question was whether to interpret the frequent confessions of witches
to sex with Satan in a figurative or a literal sense. In the Historia, Faust
himself plays the role of incubus, taking the form of Mahomet and
seducing the wives of the Great Turk. The Sultan “demanded of the six
ladies if Mahomet had had actual copulation with them, according as
earthly men have” (141), and the women attest to the physical reality
of the encounter. In a passage omitted from P.F.’s English translation,
the ontological status of Faust/Mahomet is interrogated more closely:

The priests advised the Turk not to believe it had been Mahomet, think-
ing it had been a phantom. But the wives said, phantom or no, he had
been very friendly with them and had shown masterly prowess whether
it were once or six times a night or even more, and in sum, they were all
highly satisfied, etc. This caused the emperor [i.e., the Sultan] much
reflexion and put him in great perplexity. (224)

The Faust Myth46

mailto:right@palgrave.com


Amid the ribaldry we can discern the serious issue of whether, and in
what sense, spiritual beings can take material form. This is arguably
the essential question of the entire witch-craze: did Satan appear to his
acolytes in physical guise, engage in sexual intercourse, or assist in air-
borne transportation, as writers such as James VI argued? Or did he
rather insinuate himself into their minds, making them see illusions
and believe in fantasies, as Scot and Weyer contended? The Sultan’s
wives swear that their enjoyment of Mahomet is real and physical, yet
we know that the image of Mahomet has been artificially manufac-
tured by Faust’s infernal assistants. Stories about summoning images
of the illustrious dead for the entertainment of monarchs were a staple
of witchcraft discourse. Despite his concern to acquit poor and igno-
rant accused witches, Weyer gives credence to the story of “a wicked
magician” at Emperor Maximilian’s court who conjured up images of
Hector, Achilles, and David. (21) He emphasizes, however, that such
images enjoy only a virtual reality, and also that this virtuality is evil in
origin: “nor do souls once separated from the body and settled in their
prescribed abodes return when summoned (as the pagans believe). It is
rather the case that demons manifest themselves in the assumed form
of those souls” (60). Even in Biblical times, according to Weyer, “The
Pythian woman of Endor raised not Samuel, but a devil-spector in
the image of Samuel” (52).

The issue is revisited when the Emperor asks Faust to conjure up
Alexander the Great. Faust tells the Emperor that he cannot raise
departed human spirits, but that the devils can replicate their external
form perfectly: “Your Majesty shall know that their dead bodies are
not able substantially to be brought before you, but such spirits as
have seen Alexander and his paramour alive, shall appear unto you in
manner and form as they both lived in their most flourishing time”
(148). Later, Faust entertains his students by producing an image of
Helen of Troy. As with Alexander, the audience is forbidden to speak
with the apparition (162) because, as Faust indicates, she is not Helen
in a literal but merely in a figural sense. Once they have grasped this
fact, the students’ lust for Helen evaporates: “She looked round about
her with a rolling hawks eye, a smiling and wanton countenance,
which near-hand inflamed the hearts of the students but that they per-
suaded themselves she was a spirit, wherefore such fantasies passed
lightly away with them” (163).

Faust’s students seem not to be sexually tempted by simulacra,
whereas one only has to look around to see that twenty-first century
men and women are perfectly capable of finding erotic stimulation in
mere images. P.F. tries to clear up a possible discrepancy on this subject

Faust and Witchcraft 47

mailto:right@palgrave.com


when he substitutes real women for the succubi conjured up by
Mephistopheles for Faust’s delectation in the German edition. It is true
that Faust enjoys the favors of Helen, whom he knows to be a “spirit,”
but P.F. indicates that he forgets this fact when he believes that he has
impregnated her, and qualifies this by noting that Helen was only
pregnant “to his [i.e. Faustus’s] seeming.” The German text laments
the fact that “men fall in love with harlots,” but P.F. stresses Helen’s
demonic origin by inserting “nay, even with furies” (163). By this
stage, apparently, Faust’s sensibility has degenerated to the point
where the distinction between image and reality no longer holds.

The students’ response to learning that “Helen” is merely an image
directs them away from thoughts of literal reproduction and toward
thoughts of symbolic reproduction. They desire to make an image of
the image: “the students requested of him to let them see her again the
next day, for that they would bring with them a painter and so take
her counterfeit, which he denied, affirming that he could not always
raise up her spirit, but only at certain times” (163). Faust placates
them with the promise of an image at one further remove from reality,
but he evidently contrives to deprive them of even that satisfaction:
“ ‘Yet,’ said he, ‘I will give you her counterfeit, which shall always be
as good to you as if you yourselves should see the drawing thereof,’
which they received according to his promise, but soon lost it again”
(163). What the students take to be “Helen” is itself a counterfeit; they
wish to make a counterfeit of that counterfeit, but even this degree of
solidity eludes them. We have here a succession of empty images with
no objective referent. The sexual union of Faust and Helen, which
Faust knows to be illusory but which he enjoys as if it were real, is the
mythical expression of the birth of the simulacrum.
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Chapter Two

Faust on Stage

I

As we saw in the Introduction, Jacques Derrida’s analysis of 
J.L. Austin has become a prototype of deconstructive reading in gen-
eral. Derrida argues that the supposedly exceptional and “parasitic”
use of language that Austin calls the “performative” turns out to be
logically and practically indispensable to, and in that sense definitive
of, the referential, denotative use of language that Austin calls
“constitutive.” Austin illustrates his concept of the performative
speech act by analogy with theatrical speech: “a performative utterance
will . . . be in a peculiar way hollow or void if said by an actor on
the stage, or if introduced in a poem, or spoken in a soliloquy. This
applies in a similar manner to any and every utterance—a sea-change
in special circumstances.”1 Austin’s point has been echoed by many lit-
erary critics, who frequently remark that the theatre dramatizes per-
formativity itself, by presenting realistic scenes in which the
truth-value of statements and the intentions of the speakers are irrele-
vant, and by systematically asking the audience to take representation
for reality.2 In the theatre, the performative explicitly dominates the
denotative, and the theatre provides an illustrative paradigm of what
Austin, and especially his followers, believe to be the performative
nature of speech-acts in general: the theatre teaches us that life itself is
theatrical.

An actor’s appearance is different from his essence, and it is impos-
sible to interpret his lines as expressions of his thoughts. The body of
the actor itself becomes a performative sign, and the theatre depends
for its effect on the audience’s willingness to treat this sign as if it were
constitutive of reality for the duration of the play. An actor, in short, is
alien to his real self, and this leads critics like William Worthen to refer
to acting’s “Satanic duplicity.”3 The long tradition of antitheatricalism
that stretches from Tertullian’s De Spectaculis to Guy Debord’s Society
of the Spectacle indicts the theatre for propagating an unethical
hermeneutic. For as long as it has existed, theatrical representation has
been attacked for inculcating the idea that identity is performative,4
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and for its demand that representation be viewed as constitutive rather
than descriptive of reality. Even defenses of the theatre do not gener-
ally deny these propositions, but instead contest the antitheatricalists’
ethical evaluation of them. Thomas Heywood’s Apology for Actors
(1612) sees nothing amiss when the spectator becomes so enraptured
with a heroic actor that he “offers to him in his hart all prosperous
performance, 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 . . .” (B4).

Heywood is happy to describe acting’s effect as “bewitching,” and he
applauds the self-fashioning it can produce in the audience. Many of his
contemporaries pointed to the link between the theatrical and the eco-
nomic variants of magical thinking. Like acting, the process of com-
modification requires the animation of images. Even the simplest act of
barter assumes the ability to see the image, the “value,” of one thing in
the physical body of another. Over the course of history, this value takes
on an independent form as money, and it grows progressively more
powerful and more abstract as time goes on. It also enters into a hostile
relationship with what it represents: subjective human activity, or
“labor power.” With the transition from a barter to a money economy,
value must be expressed in the form of a common denominator. The
things to be exchanged are either the products of human labor or the
objects of human desire; most frequently they are both. In either case,
what the things share in common is the value brought to them by
human subjective agency. Value is a way of expressing human subjective
agency—which is to say human life—in objective form. Money is simul-
taneously an animate image and the objectified form of the subject.

Guy Debord’s The Society of the Spectacle is an antitheatrical tract
apres la lettre, and the most cogent exposition of the development of the
commodity form into the autonomous image. Beginning from the propo-
sition that “All that was once directly lived has become representation,”5

it describes the way in which animate images expand their power
beyond the money form, mutating into what Debord calls the “specta-
cle.” Although he defines the spectacle in Marxist terms as “capital
accumulated to the point where it becomes image” (24), and as “the
concrete manifestation of alienation” (23), Debord is acutely sensitive
to the theological heritage of the concept. He calls the spectacle “a spe-
cious form of the sacred” (20) and “a visible negation of life . . . a
negation of life that has invented a visual form for itself” (14):

For one to whom the real world becomes real images, mere images are
transformed into real beings—tangible figments which are the efficient
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motor of trancelike behavior. . . . Wherever representation takes on an
independent existence, the spectacle re-establishes its rule. (17)

The antitheatricalists of sixteenth-century England recognized the
commercial theatre as a Debordian spectacle. They called the theatre
an “idol,” a performative sign, and they deplored what they called its
“Satanic” effect on subjectivity. The argument that the subject is an
object simultaneously involves the magical suggestion that representa-
tion can acquire subjective agency. The efficacy of representation and
the objectification of the subject are two aspects of one process, and
the sixteenth-century campaign against magic, of which the Faust
myth forms a central element, was concerned to establish the fact that
to put one’s faith in the performative sign is to bring about the death
of one’s soul.

One effect of a performative statement is to eliminate the intention
of the speaking subject as a factor in determining meaning. The
conscious intention of the speaker is irrelevant to the felicity of a per-
formative, and to the degree that the performative is characteristic of
all language, the autonomous subject evaporates. Similarly, in literary
criticism one effect of the expansion of performative statements into
the generalized concept of “performativity” has been to question the
validity of the autonomous subject as an interpretative category.
The conclusion of Stephen Greenblatt’s Renaissance Self-Fashioning
(1980) offers a manifesto for this antihumanist methodology.
Greenblatt recounts how his initial intention had been to describe how
Renaissance writers manufactured their own identities, but that “In all
my texts and documents, there were, so far as I could tell, no moments
of pure, unfettered subjectivity; indeed, the human subject itself began
to seem remarkably unfree, the ideological product of the relations of
power in a particular society.”6

In the work of many of Greenblatt’s followers, as in that of his
mentor Michel Foucault, this depiction of the subject as formed by its
location within the material discourses of power issues in the para-
doxical conclusion that the subject is itself reducible to material repre-
sentation. As Judith Butler puts it in Gender Trouble, in performative
statements “the question of agency is reformulated as a question of
how signification and resignification work.”7 The concept of the per-
formative is increasingly prominent across a variety of academic
disciplines, and has recently coagulated into the discrete field of “per-
formance studies.” Its effect, however, is essentially similar in every
area: it casts suspicion on interiority, on the idea that the self is something
internal or immaterial, and instead defines subjectivity as manifested
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in practice. At the same time, it challenges the notion of the self as
essence, and instead regards it as the sum of its accidental qualities. If
the ancestor of the self is the soul, then sixteenth-century critics were
correct to see the performative as soul-destroying. In anthropology, the
performative is often described as a “reflexive” domain, in which the
performer overtly engages in acts of self-fashioning. As Victor Turner
explains:

For such a domain to be truly reflexive, where the same person(s) are
both subject and object, violence has to be done to commonsense ways
of classifying the world and society. The “self” is split up the middle—
it is something that one both is and that one sees and, furthermore, acts
upon as though it were another . . . [a]cting upon the self-made-other in
such a way as to transform it.8

Laura Levine observes that the people of Tudor and Stuart England
instinctively associated the theatre with magic. She points out that in
Daemonologie, James VI’s “vision of the witches destroying their vic-
tims by image magic is animated by the same fear at the heart of
attacks against the stage, the fear that representations can actually
alter the things they are only supposed to represent.”9 Opposition to
witchcraft and to the theatre reflect a wider fear of the generalized
power of the performative sign: “Though [Daemonologie] claims
that magic is mere theatre, like the antitheatrical tracts, its real fear is
that theater itself is constitutive” (109). Similarly, Levine finds in the
anonymous witch-tract Newes from Scotland “the fear that, rather
than representing the things they are supposed to stand for, signs can
actually alter them. What Newes from Scotland shares with the
antitheatrical tracts of the period is the frightening vision that repre-
sentations can actually make the things they stand for mimic them—a
vision of a kind of mimesis in reverse” (120).

The current orthodoxy among critics of Renaissance drama sug-
gests that the overt performativity advertised in the theaters was a sub-
versive threat to the essentialist ideological and political orders, and
that it therefore constituted a liberatory and egalitarian aesthetic
effect. The first proposition seems quite plausible, but the second does
not follow from it as naturally as is often assumed. Few modern critics
have considered the possibility that the performative sign’s threat to
the established social order was exactly what the witch-hunters and
antitheatricalists said it was: a pernicious illusion designed for the
purpose of destroying the human soul. There have, however, been some
cautionary notes sounded regarding the politics of the performative.
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Maureen Quilligan’s study of The Tragedie of Miriam indicates that
the self-fashioning strategies of the Renaissance stage were not readily
available to subaltern social groups such as women, and Katherine
Acheson’s analysis of early modern closet drama by women suggests
that “performative notions of gender identity . . . were not viewed
uniformly as liberatory, as recent criticism would have it.”10 Acheson’s
reading of Mary Sidney’s The Tragedy of Antonie argues persuasively
that “Rather than linking performance to power . . . Sidney’s play
links performance to subjugation . . .” (6).

On this point, Sidney’s work concurs with Christopher Marlowe’s
Tragical History of Doctor Faustus which, I would argue, is a didactic
work teaching that to place one’s trust in the performative sign is to
subjugate oneself to Satan. This reading departs from the view of
Marlowe as a subversive “over-reacher” propagated by Harry Levin
and canonized by a generation of new historicist and cultural material-
ist critics: Richard Wilson has described how such critics read Marlowe
“by the light of post-structuralist theory, as a metacritical theatre of the
all-conquering word.”11 This interest in Marlowe’s treatment of the
autonomous power of signification is matched by a concern with his
portrayal of the material subject. Margerie Garber is one of many who
conclude that Marlowe’s Faustus starts off “enraptured by the idea of
becoming author of himself” (312) but ends up “a figure, a representa-
tion, a terminable fiction.”12 For some of the most illustrious Marlowe
critics of the last twenty years, the Renaissance theater in general, and
Marlowe’s plays in particular, provide an apt metonym for a more gen-
eral growth in the power of the performative.13

On these grounds, and also on the basis of its author’s biography,
Marlowe’s Faustus is frequently interpreted as transgressing, or at
least interrogating, the Christian conception of an autonomous,
spiritual subjectivity. In this regard, the last two decades of Marlowe
criticism represent a striking divagation from the previous orthodoxy,
which can be summarized by Leo Kirschbaum’s verdict, delivered over
sixty years ago, that “there is no more obvious Christian document in
all of Elizabethan literature than Doctor Faustus.”14 Critics who view
Faustus as a conventionally religious work identify Augustine and
Luther as especially strong influences. Douglas Cole believes that in
Faustus “the theological ideas and concepts involved in the
Augustinian definition of moral evil are transposed directly into
dramatic language and action,”15 while Neil Brough remarks that:

Marlowe has been shown to have had at the very least a predilection for
things Lutheran, both in his conscious choice to dramatize what he
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could not fail to have perceived as a Lutheran tract, and in the manner
in which he executed the task. It has also been shown that he possessed
knowledge of Luther’s doctrine and preachings and employed them in
such a way as to be more than merely true to the original. It has been
further demonstrated that the damnation of Faustus is adequately expli-
cable only in terms of Luther, and that Marlowe knew this and
improved upon the original in this respect.16

Jonathan Dollimore will have none of this. Far from advocating a
coherent and unambiguous religious position, he claims, “Faust is sit-
uated at the centre of a violently divided universe. To the extent that
conflict and contradiction are represented as actually of its essence, it
appears to be Manichean—not only heaven and hell but God and
Lucifer, the Good Angel and the Bad Angel, are polar opposites, whose
axes pass through and constitute human consciousness.”17 But the fact
that Faustus himself experiences this Manichean subjectivity does not
mean that the play implies its serious candidacy as an alternative to
Christianity. It seems to me that, on the contrary, Marlowe presents an
orthodox depiction of Manicheanism as the characteristic ideology of
black magic, reprising the witch-hunters’ argument that the manipula-
tion of signs for practical effects eo ipso constituted a pact with Satan.
The devil himself is the source of Manicheanism; having been
alienated from heaven by aspiring to equal power with the Creator, he
uses magic to convince his victims that he possesses such a power,
which he can sell or loan to them in a quasi-financial transaction.
Marlowe’s play closely follows Spies’s Historia in its depiction of the
absurdity of this creature’s revolt against the Creator.

II

There are well-known biographical explanations for Marlowe’s
familiarity with magic, and perhaps even for his interest in Faust: he
had probably been recruited into Walsingham’s secret service while at
Cambridge, by a fellow native of Canterbury, one Nicholas Faunt.18

He studied magic as a member of Raleigh’s circle; in 1588 Robert
Greene referred to Marlowe as a member of “Merlins race,”19 and he
later alludes to Marlowe in his warning that dramatists should eschew
“pestilent Machivilian pollicy.” By this phrase, Greene appears to
have meant a pragmatic, as opposed to a referential, notion of truth.
He connects such policy with the performative sign, and associates the
latter with political tyranny: “For if Sic volo, sic iubeo, [if I wish it so,
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I order it so] hold in those that are able to command . . . onely Tyrants
should possesse the earth. . . .”20 The tyrant’s word is law, it is effica-
cious and puts into effect what it pronounces. This is not a rational but
a magical attitude to truth, and therefore it constitutes for Greene a
Satanic “wilfull striving against knowne truth” (ibid.).

The accusations leveled against Marlowe by Baines and Kyd concur
with Greene. They claim that he enjoyed equating the Biblical miracles
with magic, Kyd describes him as “esteming paul a Jugler,”21 and
according to Baines “He affirmeth that Moyses was but a Jugler &
that one Heriots being Sir W Raleighs man Can do more than he.”22

This is the unforgivable sin against the Holy Spirit, whereby divine
miracles are equated with magical tricks. Clearly, someone was trying
to create the impression that Marlowe believed that spiritual forces
could be manipulated using material signs, and it is just this identifi-
cation of miracle and magic that tempts his Faustus into abandoning
legitimate studies. As Cornelius tells him: “The miracles that magic
will perform / Will make thee vow to study nothing else” (1.2.130–131).
This is the kind of magical thinking that Protestants identified with
Popery. Gareth Roberts observes that Faustus is

the site of the interplay of different and sometimes competing, contesta-
tory and contradictory perceptions of magic, which may also be
perceived in the early modern world outside the play. Analogous con-
tests over words were taking place in the Renaissance over religion and
magic, such as the efficacy of the words of consecration in the Mass and
of Roman Catholic sacramentalia; whether the words of charms had an
innate power or derived it through the devil’s co-operation. (160)23

It evidently seemed credible to Baines that Marlowe would aver “[t]hat
if there be any god or any good Religion, then it is in the papistes
because the service of god is performed with more Cerimonies, as
Elevation of the mass, organs, singing men, Shaven Crowns & cta.”
This idolatry in turn fit comfortably with a fetishistic attitude to
money, and to the alienation of labor. Richard Halpern has recently
argued that Marlowe projected the commodification of his own labor
as a playwright onto Faustus’s deal with the devil, so that “Doctor
Faustus constructs an implicit but carefully weighed parallel between
Faustus’s selling of his soul and Marlowe’s selling of his play.”24 There
are other parallels too. In 1599 Martin del Rio reported that:
“Rumour has it of the magicians Faustus and Agrippa, that when they
went on their travels, they paid innkeepers with the usual coins, which
looked genuine enough to the eye, but which their recipients
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discovered after a few days to be scraps of horn or the most filthy rub-
bish.”25 According to Baines, Marlowe also expressed the opinion

That he has as good Right to Coine as the Queen of England, and that
he was acquainted with one Poole a prisoner in Newgate who hath
greate Skill in mixture of mettals and having learned some thinges of
him he ment through help of a Cunninge stamp maker to Coin ffrench
Crownes pistoletes and English shillinges.

Marlowe and his accomplice tried to realize the value of coins based
on their face value, without the legitimate reference to the state power
that authorizes the ascription of financial value to these symbols. The
age’s recognition of forgery as a species of magic is evident in the
description of Marlowe’s fellow forger as “Cunninge.” The “cunning
men” in Elizabethan society were the local practitioners of magic, who
were being defamed by authorities as servants of Satan. The term also
recalls the description of Faustus as “swoll’n with cunning of a self-
conceit” (Prologue, 20), and to his vow to “be as cunning as Agrippa
was, / Whose shadows made all Europe honor him” (ibid., 119–120).
To forge money is to appropriate power through the “cunning” use of
signs, and the Baines note assumes the homologies between forgery,
idolatry, and magic. These were not fully separate vices for Marlowe’s
contemporaries, but different manifestations of the basic Satanic
tendency to treat signification as efficacious.

Far from endorsing such tendencies, however, Marlowe’s tragedy
preaches the same moral as Spies’s Historia: Faustus’s manipulation of
performative signs is co-terminus with his deal with the devil. As in
Spies, moreover, Faustus’s fetishism of the signifier extends beyond the
sphere of magic; the play examines religious iconography from an
identifiably Lutheran perspective, and the burlesque comic scenes
conceal a complex debate about the nature of financial value. The
didactic opportunity to present this story in the commercial theater—
a medium already accused of seducing its audience into magical
thinking—must have been irresistible. In Doctor Faustus, the medium
is the message. By emphasizing Faustus’s role as a presenter of theatri-
cal spectacles, Marlowe implicates the theater itself in the play’s
debate about the ethics of performative signification. As Patrick
Cheney remarks, “Not simply does Marlowe link magic and poetry;
he also links magic and theatre. In this play, we understand theatre as
the true magic of the universe, an erotic art of sympathetic union.”26

The entrance of the prototypical magus into the most visibly perfor-
mative artform produced a fierce critical and popular reaction that
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lasted over a century. William Prynne’s Histrio-Mastix (1633) tells the
cautionary tale of

The visible apparition of the Devill on the Stage at the Belsavage
Playhouse, in Queen Elizabeth’s dayes (to the great amusement both of the
Actors and spectators) while they were prophanely playing this History of
Faustus (the truth of which I have heard from many now alive, who well
remember it), there being some distracted with that fearfull sight.27

A similar event was reported in Shrewsbury as late as 1703. But Faust
has been associated with the theatrical even before Spies’s Historia.
The seventeenth-century chronicle of Zacharias Hogel, which is
based on the mid-sixteenth century Reichmann-Wambach chronicle,
reports that Faust offered to bring back the lost works of Terence and
Plautus for perusal by his faculty colleagues: “The theologians and
councilmen, however, did not take kindly to the proposal: for they
said the devil might interpolate all sorts of offensive things into such
newly found comedies.”28 Marlowe’s play is one of a cluster of
English treatments of the story, including the lost Ballad of the life
and death of Doctor Faustus, the great Cunngerer which was entered
at the Stationer’s Register in 1588, and the Second report of Dr.
Faustus (1594), which details the adventures of the magus’s servant,
Wagner. But Marlowe’s adaptation focuses more closely than the
other extant treatments on the practicalities of magic and on the eth-
ical status of signification. As Roberts points out, the play’s “depic-
tion of magic is far more technically precise than that of the English
Faust Book which can offer very little as the basis for the play’s
detailed imagination of the contents of books of magic, the technical-
ities of conjuration and magical practice in general” (159). Lines such
as the following certainly show considerable acquaintance with
practical magic:

Within this circle is Jehovah’s name,
Forward and backward anagrammatized,
The breviated names of holy saints,
Figures of every adjunct to the heavens,
And characters of signs and erring stars,
By which the spirits are enforced to rise. (1.3.9–14)29

But the last line betrays the archetypal sorcerer’s delusion that his
spells are efficacious in compelling the spirits to appear.
Mephistopheles also attributes to signs the more prosaic, material
powers with which witches were popularly credited: “The iterating of
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these lines brings gold; / The framing of this circle on the ground /
Brings whirlwinds, tempests, thunder and lightning” (2.1.165–168).
Graham Hammill has pointed out that “the play is a tragedy because of
the relation that it establishes between Faustus and . . . a language that
is performative.”30 He notes the connection between efficacious repre-
sentation and commodification: “language that is performative . . . is
the condition for the transformation of objects into commodities”
(310), and also to the protagonist’s damnation, whereby “the soul
becomes an object of exchange, a commodity” (330). Once he has
signed the pact, Mephistopheles allows Faustus to persist in the
impression that the devil is the “servant” of the magus. He encourages
his dupe’s credence in the possibility of quantifying his soul and
equating it with a determinate amount of demonic labor: “I shall wait
on Faustus whilst he lives, / So he will buy my service with his
soul . . . . But tell me Faustus, shall I have thy soul? / And I will be thy
slave, and wait on thee” (2.1.31–32, 45–46). At first, Faustus believes
that the spell he pronounces is efficacious in causing Mephistopheles
to appear, exclaiming “I see there’s virtue in my heavenly words”
(1.3.27), and demanding of the devil “Did not my conjuring speeches
raise thee?” (1.3.45), but Mephistopheles corrects him, and his
reply adumbrates the conventional theory expressed in the witch
pamphlets:

That was the cause, but yet per accidens:
For when we hear one rack the name of God,
Abjure the Scriptures and his Saviour Christ,
We fly in hope to get his glorious soul,
Nor will we come unless he use such means
Whereby he is in danger to be damned. (1.3.46–47)

Faustus’s “conjuring speeches” are not the performative speech acts he
imagines them to be. They were not, as he believes, the final cause of
the devil’s appearance, but the material or accidental cause. The ulti-
mate cause is Faustus’s apostasy, his submission to the devil, and this
is the essential substance that is manifested in his pronouncement of
magical spells. As the witch-tracts incessantly point out, the causal
agent in magic is the devil, not the signs, despite what magicians might
flatter themselves into imagining. Marlowe pointedly directs the
audience’s attention toward this mistake when Faustus exalts:

How pliant is this Mephistopheles
Full of obedience and humility!
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Such is the force of magic and my spells.
Now, Faustus, thou art conjuror laureate,
Thou canst command great Mephistopheles. (1.3.29–33)

This is precisely the delusion under which real-life magicians labored,
and by the last act Faustus has recognized his error, and is referring to
Mephistopheles as “thou bewitching fiend” (5.2.95). The B text’s
addition of the Saxon Bruno episode hints at connections between the
semi-fictional figure of Faust and the more famous magus Giordano
Bruno. Bruno lived in England from 1583 to 1585, and several critics
have discerned his influence in Marlowe’s work. James Robinson
Howe finds in Faustus “the influence of the religious and magical
philosophy [Marlowe] shared with Bruno, in which real and symbolic
forms, and mundane and spiritual meaning are united.”31 Leah
S. Marcus argues that in the B text “there is a strong potential for
contamination between the black arts of the magician, the elaborate
‘magic’ of the stagecraft of the play, the ‘magic’ of outward, ceremo-
nial worship which B presents as normative, and the doctrine of works
preached by the Old Man. . . .”32 Marlowe’s Faustus sets out to bring
religious, financial, and erotic fetishism under the common umbrella
of what the age called “magic.” Its theological purpose is manifest in
the information that Edward Alleyn’s costume for the role of Faustus
was a “surplis/ With a crosse upon his breast,” in Mephistopheles’s
initial disguise as a Franciscan friar (“That holy shape becomes a devil
best” (1.3.26)), and in the mockery of the Pope and his monks. Just
before Mephistopheles enters, the stage directions inform us that
“Faustus sprinkles holy water and makes a sign of the cross.” It
seemed natural to Marlowe and his audience to see Catholic
sacramental theology as a form of magic, as Valdes suggests when he
predicts that their facility with magic “shall make all nations to
canonize us, / As Indian Moores obey their Spanish Lords”
(1.1.121–122).

Faustus’s basic sin is semiotic. As William Blackburn notes, his
ignorance of magic “is really an ignorance of the proper way to use
language.” The magician “has difficulty in distinguishing between
things and his verbal descriptions of those things” (7), and is damned
as a result of his “attempt to substitute a world of words for the real
world” (8). He is captivated by the verbal and figural iconography of
ritual magic: “Lines, circles, signs, letters, and characters— / Ay, these
are those that Faustus most desires” (1.1.49–50). Faust “desires” the
outward sign as an end in itself, and his magical ambitions are
described in emotional, rather than rational terms: “Tis Magic, Magic
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that hath ravisht mee” (1.1.110). The Prologue’s imagery makes it
clear that magic is a form of sensuality: “glutted more with learnings
golden gifts, / He surfeits upon cursed Necromancy, / Nothing so sweet
as magic is to him” (24–26). This connection between carnality and
idolatry is neatly summarized in the lines: “The god thou servest is thine
own appetite, / Wherein is fixed the love of Beelzebub” (2.1.10–11). As
we saw in the Introduction, the appetitive part of the soul was held to be
its lowest element, and attention to the appetite rather than the intellect
was a characteristic manifestation of the soul’s alienation.

Faustus’s opening monologue gives a precise and exhaustive
location of magic within sixteenth-century academic discourse. It
begins with the scholar determining to look beneath the surface of the
subjects he studies, seeking after their underlying significance: “Settle
thy studies Faustus, and begin / To sound the depth of that thou wilt
profess” (1.1.1–2). His declared intention is to pursue the natural tele-
ology of each discipline, or “level at the end of every Art, / And live
and die in Aristotle’s works” (1.1.4–5). Faustus is proposing to dis-
cover the Aristotelian telos, the “end” or “final cause,” of every art.
Doubt has already been thrown on his ability to discern this, however,
by the previous line’s injunction to himself: “Having commenced, be a
Divine in show.” The phrase “in show” equates the reputation, or
image, of a “divine” with the reality, and this confusion is evident in
Faustus’s subsequent reasoning:

Sweet Analytics, ‘tis thou hast ravisht me,
Bene disserere est finis logicis,
Is to dispute well logic’s chiefest end?
Affords this art no greater miracle:
Then read no more, thou hast attained the end. (1.1.6–10)

Of course, to dispute well is not the “chiefest end”—the telos or
finis—of logic, but of rhetoric. Faust has already committed the error,
which is common to magicians and sophists, of valuing the manipula-
tion of signs over the pursuit of truth. He makes a similar mistake
when he turns to medicine: “Be a physician Faustus, heap up gold”
(1.1.14). This is a wry reference to medicinal alchemy, which sought
the philosopher’s stone, not in order to realize the financial value of
gold, but as a catalyst which would bring the fallen universe of matter
back to its spiritual perfection or telos. Faustus’s ambition, on the
other hand, is basely acquisitive. He views gold in quantitative rather
than qualitative terms: as money, rather than as the perfect form of
metal. His worldly avarice harmonizes with his ambition for the sweet
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fruition of earthly fame, which he confuses with spiritual salvation in
his hope to be “eternized for some wondrous cure” (1.1.15). There
follows another misreading of teleology:

Summum bonum medicinæ sanitas,
The end of physic is our body’s health:
Why Faustus, hast thou not attained that end? (1.1.16–18)

Faustus understands “physic” in a purely material sense, mistranslat-
ing sanitas as “our body’s health,” when in fact the term refers equally
to mental health—sanity—and to the ability to reason logically. This is
one end he has certainly not achieved, as we find from his instrumen-
tal, performative understanding of his words’ effect:

Are not thy bills hung up as monuments,
Whereby whole cities have escaped the plague,
And thousand desperate maladies been eased? (1.1.20–22)

There is no reference to any clinical or philosophical advance to which
Faustus has contributed. Rather, as he describes it, his medical procla-
mations have been fetishized, set up as efficacious “monuments,” and
treated in the same way as Catholic relics. At this stage in the solilo-
quy, Faustus’s fatal aspiration is revealed: he hopes to become equal to
God. This is the Satanic, the Manichean, and the magical error, which
believes in the possibility of an artificial life—etymologically we could
call it a technological life—beyond and apart from the Creator:

Yet art thou still but Faustus, and a man.
Wouldst thou make men to live eternally
Or, being dead, raise them to life again,
Then this profession were to be esteemed. (1.1.23–25)

The error here is the belief that to raise the dead, as in necromancy,
would be equivalent to granting eternal life: Faustus has misunder-
stood the nature of the soul. He next turns from medicine to law, and
reads from Justinian: “Si una eademque, res legatus duobus, / Alter
rem alter valorem rei” [“If one and the same thing is bequeathed to
two heirs, one receives the thing, the other the value of the thing”]
(1.1.28–29). The Biblical resonances of different legacies being
inherited by different sons would have been hard for Marlowe’s
contemporaries to miss. They would have thought of Cain and Abel,
Isaac and Ishmael, Jacob and Esau, all of whom were typological
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figures for the reprobate and the redeemed. Here, one heir receives the
thing itself, and the other receives the financial value of the thing.33

One receives the reality, the other the image; one the referent and the
other the sign. Faustus, already in the grip of magical thinking, misses
the metaphorical significance of this, dismissing it as “[a] pretty case
of paltry legacies” (1.1.30), but the following text he examines gives
the lie to his nonchalance: “Ex hæreditari filium non potest pater
nisi . . .” [“A father may not disinherit his son unless . . .”] (1.1.31).
His literalist, legalist interpretation obscures the text’s figurative rele-
vance to his own situation, where he is indeed to be “disinherited” by
his “Father.”

This method of interpretation finally leads Faustus into his misun-
derstanding of the Bible itself: “Stipendium peccati mors est: ha,
Stipendium, &c.” (1.1.39–40). He interprets this analogy at a literal-
istic level, imagining that death is doled out as the wages of sin in the
same way that an employer compensates his laborers for their work.
Faustus believes that death is a quantifiably appropriate exchange for
sin. He constantly translates his soul, his essential quality, into quanti-
tative terms, and this is the meaning of selling one’s soul: “there’s
enough for a thousand souls” (2.1.88), as he exclaims on being
(falsely) informed by Mephistopheles that he can command spirits to
appear at will. The clown scenes serve to parody the absurdity of such
reasoning, as when Robin barters his soul for a leg of beef:

Wagner: Well, do you hear, sirrah? Hold, take these guilders. [Hand
Robin coins]

Robin: Gridirons! what be they?
Wagner: Why, French crowns.
Robin: Mass, but for the name of French crowns, a man were as good

have as many English counters. (1.4.31–35)

Robin’s choice of oath—“Mass”—signals his fetishistic hermeneutic,
which leads him to believe that the value of the coins resides in their
“name.” He assumes that symbols are valuable in themselves, so
that worthless cyphers or “counters” are equivalent to the coin of the
realm. This opinion is attributed to Marlowe in the Baines note, and it
parallels Faustus’s belief that magical signs will give him the power to
control the devil. It is the kind of thinking that gave rise to the doc-
trines of purgatory and indulgences: x amount of sin � y amount of
grace � z amount of money. The A-Text illuminates the connection
between liturgical and financial idolatry when the clown Robin
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addresses his friend, who is holding a silver goblet: “Come, Rafe, did
not I tell thee we were for ever made by this Doctor Faustus’s book?
Ecce signum!” (3.2.1–2). The Latin phrase “behold the sign” is
pronounced by the priest during mass. From a Protestant perspective,
such thinking misconceives of redemption in quantitative, financial
terms, and this ultimately leads Faustus into fatalistic despair.

The magician attempts to render his soul equivalent to a determi-
nate amount of power through a performative speech act: “Faustus
gives to thee his soul” (2.1.67). Mephistopheles is careful to ensure
that Faustus understands that these words are efficacious “deeds”:
“thou must write it in manner of a deed of gift . . . Do you deliver this
as your deed?” (2.1.60–61, 112). But nature rebels against this viola-
tion, and Faustus’s blood congeals, drawing from him the protest:
“Why shouldst thou not? Is not thy soul thine own?” (2.1.68). It is a
good question, which dramatizes the tension between the notion of the
soul as an interior, and thus inalienable, core of personal identity, and
the proto-Lockean understanding of subjective activity, or “labor
power,” as a saleable commodity. As Richard Halpern observes:

In order to become a commodity, soul must not only supply a use value
to the purchaser but it must be alienable by the seller. It must, that is, be
a form of property. In declaring ownership of his soul, and thereby
the right to alienate it, Faustus expresses a primitive form of what 
C. B. Macpherson calls “possessive individualism.” (461)

We can detect in this tension the initial stirrings of a seismic historical
rupture. For most English people until the mid-seventeenth century,
the fact that one’s soul belonged to oneself meant precisely that it must
never be sold—Esau’s sale of his birthright provided the Biblical text
most often used to establish this point. For political economists of the
late seventeenth century, on the other hand, the fact that one’s subjec-
tive activity was one’s own “property” meant that one was entirely
free to sell it—in the form of “labor”—to the highest bidder. It is the
difference between conceiving of oneself as an integral, unitary, and
indivisible being, and the conception that imagines it is possible for
one part of the self to alienate, or sell, another. The latter notion must
inevitably conceive of the part of the self that is sold as a thing, a com-
modity, and it is this process of alienation and objectification that
Doctor Faustus condemns.

At the end of the opening monologue, Faustus turns to “These
metaphysics of magicians, / And necromantic books” (1.1.49–50)
which appear to him “heavenly” because they appear to offer godlike
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power. This power, Faustus assumes, resides in the magical signs
themselves and, given the skillful manipulation of such signs, he imag-
ines that “A sound magician is a mighty god: / Here Faustus try thy
brains to gain a deity” (1.1.65). Two angels instantly appear, and the
evil angel encourages the magician’s enterprise in similar terms:

Go forward Faustus in that famous art,
Wherein all nature’s treasury is contained:
Be thou on earth as Jove is in the sky,
Lord and commander of these Elements. (1.1.76–79)

Faustus is recommended to use his “art” to ransack “nature’s
treasury,” but it soon emerges that this “treasury” is not natural but
artificial. It is not natural but financial value—a man-made, custom-
ary imposition on nature—that Faustus pursues. In the first act, he
fantasizes about accumulating wealth through their ability to exploit
the supernatural labor of “spirits”:

I’ll have them fly to India for gold,
Ransack the Ocean for orient pearl,
And search all corners of the new found world
For pleasant fruits and princely delicates. (1.1.81–87)

At a very early stage in the myth’s development, then, Faustus’s reason
for trading his soul is explicitly desire to exploit the labor power over
which he believes Mephistopheles has given him control, in order to
enrich himself through the establishment of a global market in com-
modities. He plans to do to the world what he has done to his soul:
commodify it. The same considerations motivate his colleagues,
Valdes and Cornelius:

From Venice shall they drag huge argosies,
And from America the golden fleece,
That yearly stuffs old Philips treasury. (1.1.132–135)

This fantasy depends upon the sorcerer’s delusion that he can com-
mand the “servile spirits” (1.1.99) to do his will. But Marlowe follows
the orthodox line that the independence of magical power is illusory.
The deeds which appear to the magician to be effected by his signs and
rituals are in actuality carried out by the devil, and to believe that such
signs do things is to give oneself up to Satan.
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III

Marlowe was not the only playwright to spot the potential of the
commercial theater as a venue for analyses of magic. In Robert Greene’s
Friar Bacon and Friar Bungay (1594), the magician Bacon aspires to
manufacture an articulate image, a speaking statue. This forms the
grounds for the distinction between legitimate and illegitimate magic:

Burden: But Bacon roves a bow beyond his reach,
And tells of more than magic can perform. . . .
. . . to think
That heads of brass can utter any voice,
Or more, to tell of deep philosophy—
This is a fable Aesop had forgot. (2.75–82)34

Bacon’s most treasured instrument is a “glass perspective,” with which
he is able to invoke and manipulate images. He shows the young lover
Edward a picture of his beloved in the arms of a rival, and his reaction
anticipates a prominent motif of the Faust legend. Edward is deluded
into taking the image for reality, and he attempts to intervene in the
scene displayed:

Edward: Gog’s wounds, Bacon, they kiss! I’ll stab them!
Bacon: Oh, hold your hands, my lord, it is the glass!
Edward: Coler to see the traitors gree so well
Made me think the shadows substances. (6.127–130)

Later, two sons watch their fathers fight in Bacon’s magic glass, before
translating the image into reality and killing each other. As Bacon rue-
fully comments, “This glass prospective worketh many woes” (13.75).
Greene alludes to the topical interest in German magic by staging a
contest between Bungay and his rival Vandermast, in which they con-
jure up images of Hercules, while Bacon uses his art to assemble exotic
commodities for a feast (9.243–264). The final act, in which Bacon’s
brazen head is resoundingly smashed, pronounces a sternly iconoclas-
tic verdict on performative signification, and Bacon’s elegy for his
magical instrument, which he calls “the cause efficiat of their woes”
(13.81), summarizes the play’s association of autonomous images with
black magic: “So fade the glass, and end with it the shows / That
nigromancy did infuse the crystal with” (13.82–83). This conclusion
seems unduly optimistic, given the prevalence that Greene assigns to
magical practices. His devil complains of over-work in terms that the
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witch-finders would have endorsed: “How restless are the ghosts of
hellish spirits / When every charmer with his magic spells / Calls us
from nine-fold trenched Phlegethon, / To scud and over-scour the
earth in post” (15.1–4). Like Faustus, Bacon plays tricks on a usurer,
and his Wagneresque servant Miles addresses Satan as “Master
Plutus,” repeating a common association of the devil with the pagan
god of money, which we will encounter again in Goethe.

Like Marlowe’s Faustus, Friar Bacon stresses the Biblical associa-
tion of covetousness with lust and idolatry. The young heroine,
intriguingly named Margaret, recalls the time when she idolized her
lover and “doted more on him than on my God. / But now, the touch
of such aspiring sins / Tells me all love is lust but love of heavens, /
That beauty used for love is vanity” (14.14–18), and she learns to
scorn mere appearances: “Ah, fie upon that fond conceit, / Whose hap
and essence hangeth in the eye” (14.60–61).

Greene and his contemporaries could draw on two opposed
theories of the erotic. One line of thought stretches from Aristotle’s
natural teleology, through Judeo-Christian asceticism and Gnostic and
Manichean antimaterialism, to scholastic and Protestant denigrations
of carnality. Viewed from this perspective, lust is evil in itself; a seduc-
tive distraction from love’s properly spiritual end. An alternative mode
of thought is found in Plato’s Symposium, which argues that carnal
desire is an emanation from, and thus a means toward the ideal and
spiritual form of love. In the Republic, Plato’s Diotema describes love
as “an enchanter, sorcerer, sophist,” and as “the mediator who spans
the chasm which divides [gods and men], and therefore in him all is
bound together, and through him the arts of the prophet and the
priest, their sacrifices and mysteries and charms, and all prophecy and
incantation, find their way” (203a). Appropriately Christianized, such
passages provided the theoretical cornerstone of the Neoplatonic
tradition’s depiction of love as a kind of magic: Plotinus claims that
“[t]he true magic is the love contained within the universe,” while
Ficino’s Commentary on Plato’s Symposium comments that Plato
called love a magician: “[b]ecause in love there is all the power of
enchantment. The work of enchantment is the attraction of one thing
by another because of a certain similarity of their nature. From their
common relation a common love is born, and from that love a
common attraction, and this is true enchantment.”35

The Platonic approach does not, of course, involve an endorsement
of lust per se, but rather a celebration of the spiritual end toward
which brute lust can and ought to be directed. The infusion of ideal
love into physical lust is, for Plato, analogous to the magical
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attribution of subjective agency to objective matter, but analogy
implies a difference as well as a similarity. In this passage, love is the
“true enchantment,” that is, magic is properly understood and prac-
ticed as a means to unite matter and spirit, while lust is associated with
black magic. This latter is the magic of Circe and Bacchus, which kills
the soul and turns men into beasts, as opposed to that of Orpheus and
Apollo, which vivifies dead matter. Ovid makes a similar distinction
between black magic and poetic enchantment in the Remedia amoris:

If anyone thinks he can be helped by harmful herbs,
And magic arts from Thessalian lands, that’s his affair.
That’s the old way of witchcraft: my Apollo
Offers innocent aid with sacred song.
With me in charge no spirits will be ordered from their graves,
No witch, with wicked spells, will split the ground . . . 36

In Friar Bacon, Margaret and Bacon himself ultimately reject the idea
of love as magic. The play does not endorse a union of spirit with mat-
ter, but concludes with a firm rejection of physical lust as a “fond
conceit,” in favor of the “love of heaven.” A more intricate analysis of
the connection between magic, love, and lust takes place in Doctor
Faustus. As Patrick Cheney has shown, Marlowe’s treatment of Helen
of Troy alludes to the Symposium, but with the caveat that “Marlowe
sees the object of love not as a divine form in the heavenly realm, but
as an earthly beloved incarnating the divine light” (215). It might,
however, be more precise to say that this is how Faustus, rather than
Marlowe, sees Helen, and that Marlowe’s intent was to criticize such
a Platonic approach to erotic issues by connecting it to the demonic
magic practiced by his hero. Cheney observes that:

In the philosophical tradition leading in to the Elizabethan age, which
included Neoplatonism, magic tended to be “sympathetic magic.” The
primary principle of sympathy is similarity or imitation: like produces
like, an effect resembles its cause. . . . Thus, if a magician wishes to
achieve a magical union with a stellar body, such as Venus, he creates a
magic talisman that imitates Venus. (196)

But as in Spies’s Historia, the Helen of Troy scene in Marlowe’s play
suggests that this kind of magic is Satanic. Helen, who Faustus takes
to be the incarnation of Platonic ideal beauty, is in fact a devilish
“phantom” devised by Mephistopheles. Marlowe had already con-
nected Helen with the destructive power of lust in Edward II, where
Lancaster compares Gaveston to the “Greekish strumpet.” (2.5.15). In
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Faustus Helen plays the role of the illusory sign, the idol which is
“nothing in the world,” the empty spectacle. Even before she appears,
Faust has experienced several such spectacles, which are the most
conspicuous feature of his altered consciousness after the signing of
the pact. In the second act he witnesses a dance performed by devils,
and asks Mephistopheles “What means this show?” (2.1.83). The
devil replies: “Nothing, Faustus, but to delight thy mind withal/ And
to show thee what magic can perform” (2.1.84–85). The magical sign
has no meaning, it is an end in itself, and it induces an empty,
irrational pleasure in its observers.

It is surprisingly common for playwrights to present sympathetic
accounts of antitheatrical arguments, and Marlowe’s view of such
spectacles concurs with the antitheatricalists’ description of theatrical
re-creation as the work of the devil. When Faustus hears he is to see a
parade of the seven deadly sins, he exclaims “[t]hat sight will be as
pleasing unto me as paradise was to Adam the first day of his
creation” (1.5.97). But the devil’s reply carefully distinguishes between
God’s creation and the demonic illusion presented to Faustus: “Talk
not of paradise or creation but mark this show.” As the witch-tracts
stress, the devil is incapable of truly creating anything, and can only
manufacture artificial “shows” in order to deceive his victims about
the nature of his power. This is why the only question Mephistopheles
refuses to answer is “who made the world” (1.3.65), on the grounds
that it is “against our kingdom” (2.3.70). The devil’s creation stands
in dialectical contradiction to God’s. The doctrine that the material
world was created by the devil was a central tenet of Manicheanism
and, in the view of orthodox Christians, a fundamental presupposi-
tion of magic. In The City of God, Augustine quotes Hermes
Trismegistus:

“As the Lord and Father, or that which is highest, even God, is the
maker of the celestial gods, so man is the maker of the gods who are in
the temples, content to dwell near to men. . . .” When this Æsculapius,
to whom especially he was speaking, had answered him, and had said,
“Dost thou mean the statues, O Trismegistus?”—“Yes, the statues,”
replied he, “however unbelieving thou art, O Æsculapius—the statues,
animated and full of sensation and spirit, and who do such great and
wonderful things. . . .”(8.23)37

The widespread Elizabethan interest in Hermetic thought produced
several works which look sympathetically on such pronouncements.
The best known is Shakespeare’s A Winter’s Tale, where Perdita argues
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that “art itself is nature” (4.4.81), and the sculptor Julio Romano is
said to be able to “beguile Nature of her custom, so perfectly he is her
ape” (5.2.108). Defenses of magic often took the line that the magi-
cian was merely perfecting nature, and in such arguments the
Aristotelian distinction between nature and custom, the artificial
“second nature,” was beginning to break down. There is no sense of
opprobrium when Leontes tells the statue that “There’s magic in thy
majesty” (5.3.45), and Perdita offers an identifiably Catholic defense
of images: “do not say ‘tis superstition, that / I kneel and then implore
her blessing. Lady. . . .” (5.3.50–51). Paulina cautiously warns that, if
she makes the statue move, “you’ll think / Which I protest against /
I am assisted / By wicked powers” (5.3.107–109), but she insists “my
spell is lawful” (5.3.127), and Leontes can only agree: “If this be magic,
let it be an art / Lawful as eating” (5.3.133–134).38 This benign attitude
to magic contrasts dramatically with Doctor Faustus. Whereas the
statue comes to life when Leontes desires to kiss it, in Marlowe’s play
Helen evaporates when the magician attempts to embrace her.

Faustus’s attitude toward images is understood to reflect the funda-
mental nature of magic itself, as we see when he visits the Emperor.
The monarch is interested in the source of magical efficacy, noting
Faustus’s reputation for “rare effects of magic. They say thou hast a
familiar spirit by whom thou canst accomplish what thou list” (4.1.3–5).
Faustus admits that his magic is performed “by art and power of my
spirit” (4.1.41), and when the Emperor first asks him to use the “cun-
ning of thine art” (4.1.32) to call up “Alexander the Great, / Chief
spectacle of the world’s pre-eminence” (4.1.26–27), Faustus is careful
to remind him that the illusion will be performed by “spirits,” and to
warn him against a literal interpretation of the vision, in a speech that
paraphrases Spies’s Historia:

it is not in my ability to present before your eyes the true substantial
bodies of these two deceased princes, which long since are consumed to
dust. . . . But such spirits as can lively resemble Alexander and his
paramour shall appear before your grace . . . which I doubt not shall
sufficiently content your imperial majesty. (4.1.42–51)

The significance of this admission is underlined by a courtier’s ironic
aside: “Ay, marry, Master Doctor, now there’s a sign of grace in you,
when you will confess the truth” (4.1.46–47). Faustus stresses that the
vision is only an empty representation, produced not by himself but by
his infernal assistants. But the Faustian tragedy lies precisely in the fact
that his magic makes such a belief implausible. Faustus has been
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tempted to conjure up a sign which, while actually empty, appears to
be a real person. Marlowe’s view of images is in line with the puritan
argument that icons inevitably invite idolatry. Thus, having inspected
the apparitions, the Emperor explicitly denies Faustus’s admonition,
insisting “Sure these are no spirits, but the true substantial bodies of
those two deceased princes” (4.1.65–66). In the B text, the Emperor
tries to embrace Alexander, and Faustus has to intervene: “My
gracious lord, you do forget yourself. / These are but shadows, not
substantial” (4.1.2–3). The ruler apologizes for having been
“ravished” (4.1.104) by the images, thus anticipating the effect that
Helen of Troy will have on Faustus himself.

As Sara Munson Deats has remarked, the plethora of female images
in Doctor Faustus is matched only by the virtually complete absence of
real women characters. There are, of course many female “phantoms,”
such as the “hot whore,” the “courtesans innumerable,” Alexander’s
paramour and Helen herself but, as Deats remarks, these “represent
male fantasies of the female rather than either gender principles or
actual women.”39 As in the Historia, Faustus’s encounter with Helen
marks the point at which he finally succumbs to the deceptive power
of signification. He mistakes the devil’s representation of Helen for the
real woman, and his properly spiritual aspirations are idolatrously
focused on this image. Marlowe describes the psychological effect of
idolatry with great precision; Faustus alienates his soul at the moment
that he deifies the image. He immediately lapses into fetishistic sexual-
ity, replacing spiritual telos with carnal pleasure:

Her lips sucks forth my soul. See where it flies!
Come, Helen, come, give me my soul again.
Here will I dwell, for heaven be in these lips,
And all is dross that is not Helena. (5.1.92, 95–96)

The word “dross” is drawn from alchemy; here it indicates that
Faustus has abused his art to attain a carnal, earthly end, and this mis-
take entails the idolatrous misrecognition of an actual referent in an
empty diabolical image. The figure of Helen of Troy has been heavily
fraught with magical significance for three thousand years. Even in the
Iliad, the disproportion between one woman’s adultery and ten years
of war is pronounced enough that Helen is more symbol than person.
Mihoko Suzuki has shown how the sack of Troy came to be regarded
as “a secular Fall; accordingly, Helen attained the status of a secular
Eve.”40 But she remained an ambiguous figure. The Platonic equation
of beauty with truth lend her some respectability; in the Gnostic
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tradition, she could represent sophia [wisdom] and ennoia [under-
standing], and she was sometimes worshipped under the form of
Athena. Roy Erikson finds in Marlowe’s treatment of Helen an echo of
Augustine’s apostrophe to Wisdom in De libero arbitrio: “Woe to those
who love not you, but the signs you show, and forget your meaning”
(2.16.168). There is also the alternative tradition of Stesichorus’s
“Palinode,” which suggests that Helen never went to Troy. This poem’s
purpose is to defend the divinity of the real Helen, who was worshiped
by the Spartans, by suggesting that the Helen over whom the Greeks
and Trojans fought was merely an empty image, an eidolon.

Euripides criticizes Helen in The Trojan Women but absolves her in
Helen, endorsing the tradition that an eidolon of Helen went to Troy
in her place. In the latter play, Helen claims that Paris stole “not
Helen, but a phantom endowed with life . . . made in my image out of
the breath of heaven; and Paris thought that I was his, although I never
was—an idle fancy.”41 The creature who was supposedly the object of
the Trojan war was not a real woman but a mere image, whose resem-
blance to Helen herself was purely nominal: “So I was set up as a prize
for all the chivalry of Hellas, to test the might of Phrygia, yet not I, but
my name alone” (ibid.). The relationship between this virtual reality
and divine creation is the subject of a lengthy debate between
Helen and Meneleus. He asks her “How then couldst thou have been
here, and in Troy, at the same time?” and she responds that “The
name may be in many a place at once, though not the body” (ibid.)
Meneleus is curious as to how a nominal identity can acquire physical
form, and Helen’s answer is the one that would be given by magicians
and their opponents alike for twenty centuries: the phantom was
manufactured out of air. As in the Odyssey, where she is able to
imitate the voices of all the other Greek women, Euripides attributes
supernatural powers, including that of flight, to the heroine.

Other advocates of the eidolon tradition include Herodotus and the
sophist Gorgias, whose Encomium excuses Helen from blame on the
grounds of her passivity. As Suzuki notes, the central question raised
by the competing myths is “Was she a subject or an object?” (14).
Norman Austin argues that the opposition between Helen and her
eidolon became the primary symbol through which the Greeks
debated the relationship between nominal identity (onoma) and
material actuality (pragma, which could mean “thing,” “deed,” and
“commercial transaction”).42 For Matthew Gumpert, “the eidolon is
the standard Helen myth in its starkest, most explicit form,”43 because
it alludes to Aristotle’s understanding of exchange value. In Gumpert’s
view, Helen inspires a “chrematistic economy”—that is, a system of
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exchange for profit, as opposed to a system of production for use. The
eidolon is the imaginary form of value that human beings impose upon
natural objects in the process of exchange, and the distinction between
the faithful, chaste, real Helen and the faithless, carnal eidolon is a
mythological expression of the emergence of exchange value as an
autonomous power. These contrasts will be explored in great depth in
Goethe’s treatment, as we shall see in chapter five. Between Marlowe
and Goethe, however, the Faust myth goes underground, surviving
mainly in the form of popular entertainment, while its major themes
are assimilated into works like Milton’s Paradise Lost and various ver-
sions of the parallel myth of Don Juan. We will turn our attention to
these canonical works in the next two chapters, but it will be useful
first to trace the fortunes of Faust in the realm of mass culture.

IV

One reason to describe the Faust legend as an authentic “myth” is the
fact that it originates in genuinely popular culture. The historical Faust’s
fame initially spread by word of mouth, and Spies’s Historia attempts to
exploit this popular interest in order to propagate the orthodox view of
witchcraft and the Lutheran view of signification. Large parts of
Marlowe’s play seem designed to appeal to the groundlings, the story
remained firmly low-brow throughout the seventeenth century, and it
was largely this Volkisch aspect that appealed to Goethe. His treat-
ment elevates Faust permanently into the realm of high culture. Before
Goethe, however, the Faust story had been told through such media as
chapbooks, doggerel verse, and puppet-plays, and with the growth of
Enlightenment it began to seem a primitive, superstitious fable.
According to Thomas Carlyle, Goethe’s achievement was that he
purged the incredible, supernatural elements from the story:

Goethe’s conception, both of Faust and Mephistopheles, bears not only
far more relation to the habits of a refined and intellectual age, but is
also far more ingenious and poetical in itself. The introduction of magic
is but accessory to the main result: it is intended merely to serve as the
means of illustrating certain feelings, and unfolding certain propensities,
which exist in the mind, independently of magic; and the belief we are
required to give it is of the most loose and transient nature.44

As the influence of Enlightenment permeated European society, the
figure of Faust temporarily lost its power to terrify. This process is
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already evident by the late seventeenth century. In Randoph’s
Plutothalmia (1651), a character threatens to raise the spirit of Faust,
but his adversaries are unconcerned: “We fear not Dr. Faustus: his
landlord Lucifer/ Says that his lease with him is out of date. . . . Let
Dr. Faustus do his worst.”45 On May 26, 1662 Samuel Pepys’s diary
records taking his wife “to the Redd bull, where we saw Dr. Faustus,
but so wretchedly & porrly done that we were sick of it.”46 In 1723 a
Londoner recorded how “the Tag rag and bob tail flocked to see the
Divill and Doctor Faustus for fifty nights together and made a perfect
beargarden of the play-house.”47

By the eighteenth century, the story was regarded as comedy rather
than tragedy. An advertisement for a performance in Bremen,
probably from the 1690s, describes “The Life and Death of the great
archconjurer Dr. John Faust, excellently presented, with Pickelharing
comedy, from beginning to end.” It promises spectacular stage effects,
including one in which “Pickelharing wants to gather money but is
tormented by all sorts of magic birds in the air.” The clown seems to
have become a comic symbol of avarice, and a notice of a 1742 per-
formance in Frankfurt-am-Main describes how “Crispin receives from
Mephistopheles a fiery rain of gold.”48 So degraded had the story
become that, according to Palmer and More, the actress Karolina
Neuber “burned [the clown] Harlekin or Hans Wurst publicly on the
Leipzig stage in 1737 as a sign that henceforth Hans Wurst and all he
stood for was banished from the stage.” (247n9). The following year,
however, an announcement of a performance in Hamburg 1738
describes how “Hans Wurst wants to have a lot of money and, to
please him Mephistophiles permits him to cause a shower of gold.”
The play’s eighteenth-century reputation is summed up by an
advertisement from the same city in 1767, which calls it “a grand
mechanical comedy.”49

In Alexander Pope’s The Dunciad (1729) one of the poetic dunces
claims affinity with the conjurer: “To aid our cause, if Heav’n thou
canst not bend, / Hell thou shalt move; for Faustus is our friend.”
(303–304): Pope’s note explains that “Faustus” and “Pluto” are
“Names of miserable Farces, which it was the custom to act at the end
of the best Tragedies, to spoil the digestion of the audience.” A ballet
based on the legend was performed in Vienna in 1730, and Palmer and
More trace the predominance of its comic and spectacular aspects to
Viennese influence, especially that of the actor Stranitzky. The clown-
ish role of Wagner grew yet more prominent, and he continues to
appear under such names as Pickelherring, Harlekin, Hans Wurst,
Caspar, and Crispin. Palmer and More claim that “he became a sort of
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parody of Faust and second in importance only to the worthy Doctor
himself . . .” (244). William Mountfort’s Life and Death of Doctor
Faustus, Made into a Farce (1684) featured Scaramouche and
Harlequin instead of Wagner and the Clown, and in1724, John
Thurmond’s pantomime Harlequin Doctor Faustus was performed at
Drury Lane. Thurmond’s work consists largely of dancing and special
stage effects; he followed it up in 1727 with The Miser, or Wagner and
Abericock. In Hogarth’s A Just View of the British Stage, the ghost of
Ben Jonson glumly watches a rehearsal of the Faust farce, and the face
of the muse of tragedy is covered with a bill advertising Harlequin
Doctor Faustus, while his Small Masquerade Ticket shows crowds
streaming in to see Dr. Faustus and ignoring the nearby Academy of
Arts. By the eighteenth century, in short, the story of Faust had
become a by-word for commercialism and the consequent degenera-
tion of taste. In 1702 Johann Georg Neumann found scant interest in
the historical Faust:

[T]his sorcerer led a rather obscure life; and one would know even less
about him than one does, if he had not been brought on to the stage so
often by the comedians. . . . As for the rest, the fellow is certainly not
worth making such a fuss about.50

When Paul Weidmann composed his “allegorical drama” Johann
Faust in 1775 he assumed that the story was fictional: “It is true that
Melanchthon and other contemporary historians try to pass it off as a
true story; but even if it is only a chimera, it is the sublime privilege of
poetry to transcend the limits of what is probable.”51 Weidmann took
advantage of the license permitted to writers of fiction by saving
Faust’s soul, an innovation he seems to have made independently of
G.E. Lessing, and which therefore appears to have been dictated by the
Zeitgeist of Aufklarung.52 Faust’s aspirations to efficacious knowledge
began to seem admirable, not demonic, in a scientific age. Weidmann’s
play also reflects the direct influence of Milton; it features a good
angel named Ithuriel who warns Faust against Mephisto, just as the
eponymous archangel chases Satan away from Eve in book IV of
Paradise Lost. Like Weidmann, Lessing was anxious to allegorize the
story. In 1777 he observed that “anyone who today should attempt to
represent such a subject as probable in order to awaken serious belief
and conviction in the thing itself . . . would be courting failure.”53

Lessing’s assumption that he was writing myth rather than history
allowed to him to save his hero’s soul. In his projected play, he told a
friend, a good angel was to fashion a false eidolon of Faust, and this
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empty image would be corrupted by the devils instead of the real man.
Lessing labored over his Faust for twenty years (1755–1775) before
unfortunately misplacing the manuscript on the Dresden to Leipzig
coach. Two fragments were published, however, one in 1759 and one
posthumously, and each of them anticipates themes that would be
developed by Goethe. Lessing’s Prelude is a Miltonic Pandemonium
held in an ancient cathedral, where the devils hold a counsel that
recalls Satan’s conversation with God in the book of Job. Faust is
introduced in the first scene, “among his books” as usual. Here,
however, the nature of his intellectual dissatisfaction is made much
more specific than in previous treatments. According to Lessing’s
notes, Faust

Recollects that a learned man once conjured up the devil by means of
Aristotle’s Entelechie. He, too, had often tried it, but in vain. He will try
once more; it is just the right time; he recites a formula of conjuration.54

Faust succeeds in raising a spirit which, after some effort, claims to
recall that its name is Aristotle. However, Lessing’s note reveals that
“This spirit is none other than the devil who undertook to seduce
Faust” (91). In the other surviving fragment Faust summons seven
spirits, and decides which of them will serve him by asking how swift
they are. This episode involves another departure from similar scenes
in the puppet-plays, in which the first six devils answer in terms of
physical speed, only to be trumped by Mephistopheles’s boast that he
is “as fleet as human thought”. This claim is made by Lessing’s sixth
devil, who is in turn surpassed by the last, who claims to be as fast as
“the transition from good to bad” (94). This answer strikes a chord
with Faust because he evaluates it according to empirical rather than
ethical criteria: “As the transition from good to bad! I have experi-
enced it, how swift it is! I have experienced it!” (94). Faust’s attempt
to command the greatest possible amount of supernatural labor-power
issues in the elision of morality’s constitutive polarity, and alienated
activity brings about ethical disorientation. These pithy particles of
Lessing’s project come to fruition in the vastly expanded thematic
concerns of Goethe’s Faust.

There was, however, a deeper, more subterranean and Volkisch
stream of influence running into the treatments of both Lessing and
Goethe. In early eighteenth-century Germany, most people would
have first encountered the Faust story in the form of puppet-plays,
the surviving versions of which, as their English translator 
T.C.H. Hedderwick comments, “point, like semaphores, to Lessing’s
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fragment.”55 Hedderwick also argues that “the German puppet-play
sprang, directly or indirectly, from Marlowe’s tragedy” (xliii). He
notes the prevalence of English players in Germany throughout the
seventeenth century, and points out that Marlowe’s Faustus was
certainly performed at the Court of Dresden in 1626 (xxxvii).
E.M. Butler concurs, adducing the performance of Marlowe’s play in
Graz in 1608, and seeing no reason to credit the existence of a lost
German ancestor of Goethe (69). The Faust story was also depicted by
puppets in eighteenth-century England, as we know from Swift’s
“Dialogue Between Mad Mullinix and Timothy” (1728), which
mocks the audience’s lack of discrimination: “Shou’d Faustus with the
Devil behind him, / Enter the stage, they never mind him: / If Punch, to
spur their fancy, shews / In at the door his monstrous Nose.”56 The
puppet plays provide the missing link connecting the earliest versions
of the myth with those of Lessing and Goethe.

The fact that relatively few of these plays survive indicates their
low-brow character, but it also suggests that the aura of dread and
mystery had not been completely purged from the name of Faust. The
early nineteenth-century puppet-master Geisselbrecht underlined
the parts of his Faust script that concerned sorcery and Satan, before
writing at the end: “all the passages I have underlined are those which
have decided me never to play Faust again.”57 For reasons that can
only be conjectured, when the myth became respectable in the wake of
Goethe, and nineteenth-century scholars and editors tried to secure the
scripts for the puppet-plays, almost all the puppeteers refused to
cooperate. Such reluctance to give up trade secrets recalls the reticence
of the magical initiate, and the producers of Faust plays seem to have
retained the sense that they constituted an occult craft. Hedderwick
observes that

The showmen who possessed a copy of the piece appear to have been
under the impression that they were in possession of a treasure which it
would have been profanation to permit the Philistine public to touch. At
all events, when applied to, they seem almost invariably to have denied
that they had any MS of the words, or to have refused to lend or part
with it on any consideration whatsoever. (xviii)

Nevertheless, reconstructions of the play, based on fragments and
memories of performances, began to appear in the 1840s, and in 1850
Wilhelm Hamm managed to bring out a complete and authentic
libretto of the play as performed by the puppet-master Bonneschky in
Leipzig. Hamm achieved this only by instructing his amanuensis to ply
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Bonneschky’s assistant with drink and surreptitiously borrowing the
tattered manuscript during its guardian’s incapacitation. The empha-
sis of this show is on spectacle rather than narrative; it features lavish
decoration, fireworks, and the conjuration of various Biblical and
mythical figures. Faust’s primary motive is financial, not intellectual,
and he tells Mephistophilis [sic]: “The first point is that thou gettest
me gold, as much as I require of thee” (10). Mephistophilis and Faust
both refer to the “sovereign” of Hell as “Pluto,” the god of money.
The popular association of money and magic is prominent through-
out, and Faust insists on a guarantee from Mephistophilis that the
money he gives him will not vanish into thin air, after the usual
manner of fairy gold. However, the Leipzig script is not devoid of the-
ological sophistication. Faust’s opening monologue defines entelechy
aptly enough—“all of us bear in our breasts the goad that drives us on
towards a higher point than that whereon we stand” (1)—and as the
action unfolds it is made clear that he is damned because his entelechy
is deflected away from its proper telos and therefore ceases to be what
it is. His essence becomes alien to itself and, under infernal influence,
the “goad” in his breast drives him toward lower, not higher, ends.
Even this most basic version of the story raises the issue of
Mephistophilis’s ontological status, and the script leaves open the
possibility that he is a projection of Faust’s psyche. “But when wilt
thou be with me again?” asks Faust, to which the devil replies “The
instant thou thinkest of me” (11). The play’s comic scenes often take
on a manic, hysterical aspect, and the antics of Caspar the Clown
approach the ultra-violence of Faust’s main rival on the English
puppet stage, Mr. Punch.

The relationship between sorcerer and apprentice, expressive of the
clash between the tragic and comic elements of the myth, grows
fraught and adversarial in the puppet-plays, and for the first time it
involves wage-labor. In an anticipation of Moliere’s Don Juan, which
we will discuss in chapter four, Caspar and Faust spend the magician’s
last night haggling over unpaid wages, and as in the early Wagner-
books, the Clown acts out a low, parodic version of his master’s
tragedy. Caspar’s devil is called Auerhahn, a name which is mentioned
in Spies’s 1587 edition, translated by P.F. as “Ackercock,” and which
turns up in John Thurmond’s pantomime The Miser, or Wagner and
Abericock (1729), as well as in Thomas Mann’s Doctor Faustus. The
comic subplot dwells on the same issues as the main narrative;
Auerhahn torments Caspar with tricks involving disappearing money,
and the clown readily accedes to the devil’s offer to find him a job as
night-watchman in exchange for his soul, because he is convinced that
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he has none. It is easy to detect, in Caspar’s naive materialism, a comic
mimicry of Faust’s tragic skepticism:

Auerhahn: Be not so simple. Art thou not made in the similitude of
man? It follows, then, that thou hast a soul as well.

Caspar: Do you really believe that I have a soul?
Auerhahn: Of course I do.
Caspar: (to himself) The stupid devil! I may as well leave him of that

mind. (Aloud) Quite right; now I think of it, I have a soul. I don’t
know how on earth I could have forgotten it. (64–65)

Auerhahn’s gulling of Caspar, like the Clown’s quarrel with Faust over
his wages, is a plebian version of Faust’s purchase of diabolical labor-
power with his soul. The common element is the readiness to calculate
subjective activity in quantitative terms, and the result in both cases is
a carnal conception of the subject. At this point we should ask why the
Faust myth seemed especially apposite to the puppet-show medium.
We may find a hint in the lines from Swift that Hedderwick uses as the
epigraph to his translation of the Bonneschky manuscript:

The gods of old were logs of wood,
And worship was to puppets paid;
In antic dress the idols stood,
And priest and people bow’d the head.

No wonder, then, if art began
The simple votaries to frame,
To shape in timber foolish man,
And consecrate the block to fame.58

Swift’s ascription of an idolatrous genealogy to puppet-shows was not
far-fetched. Barely a century before Swift wrote, Ben Jonson’s Zeal-of-
the-Land Busy railed against a performing puppet as a “heathenish
Idoll” in Bartholemew Fair (5.5.5) with a fury more than matched by
his real life contemporaries. As Scott Cutler Shershow observes,
puppet-shows have been associated with epistemological error and
ethical debasement since Plato’s allegory of the cave. Shershow also
points out that puppetry is well-suited to the simultaneous expression
of comic and tragic modes, and thus perfectly equipped to convey
what has been called, in a different context, “the banality of evil”:

The puppet may be seen, by turns and at once, either as diminutive and
trivial, a mere doll and plaything, or as mysterious and efficacious, the
very epitome of performance in all its supposedly transformative
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power. . . . The discourses of witchcraft and of Protestantism
collectively envision the puppet as both wonder and trick, a potentially
magic figure invested with a self-present representational power or, con-
versely, a site for representation construed as a degradation of some
transcendent “truth.”59

In England, the word “puppet” was used to refer to both religious
icons and the fetishes used by witches. In 1582 one accused witch
“denied having any puppets, spirits, maumettes,” while another
admitted keeping “four imps called Robin, Jack, William, and
Puppet.” The same implication is found in German; thus Goethe
indicates Faust’s perverted view of Gretchen by having him address
her as “Puppe” (3477). More obviously than even a human actor, a
stage puppet is a mobile sign, the embodiment of performative repre-
sentation. The puppet also exhibits a higher degree of objectification
than a human actor: the latter remains essentially human even while
mechanically performing an alien identity, but the former is quite lit-
erally an animate image.60 The facility with which the form of the pup-
pet medium was adapted to the two great themes of the Faust
myth—the performative power of representation and the objectifica-
tion of the subject—enabled the legend to survive, underground but
substantially unaltered, during the century and a half when it was con-
sidered beneath the interest of high aesthetics. But while the figure of
Faust himself temporarily disappears from the field of high culture, the
myth’s influence is clearly discernible in several canonical works which
do not bear his name, and we will turn our attention to such examples
in the next two chapters.
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Chapter Three

Faust and Alienation

I

Although the story of Faust was largely relegated to the popular
sphere between Marlowe and Goethe, its contention that performative
representation leads to the death of the soul remained a prominent
concern in European high culture. John Milton’s Paradise Lost
restates the Biblical story of the Fall as a version of the Faust myth.
The forbidden fruit is a performative sign that effects a pact with
Satan, and the poem analyzes the psychological consequences of this
pact. These include idolatry, which is the mistaking of the sign for
the referent, and carnality, which is the reduction of human beings to
objects, and the ultimate form of which Milton presents as death. The
Faust myth is profoundly influential on Milton’s depiction of Satan
who, like his prototype Comus, is given many of the characteristics
conventionally ascribed to magicians and witches. Preeminent among
these is a denial of mediation, a refusal to recognize that the world of
appearances refers to any ulterior logos, which Milton figures as
Satan’s irrational envy of the Son. The consequences of the Fall also
include alienation. The curse laid upon both Adam and Eve is that
they will experience their essential subjective activity—their labor—as
alien, hostile, and unpleasant. A world made up of performative signs
is by definition meaningless, and Milton shows how this absence of
significance renders human life obnoxious to itself.

Theologically, the doctrine that the world is inherently hostile to
humanity is called Manicheanism, and Milton’s Satan is above all a
Manichean. The campaign against witches had worked to identify the
practice of magic with the crime of heresy, and it was especially asso-
ciated with dualistic heresies that assign practical power over the
material world to the devil. In his Confessions, Augustine describes his
disillusion with the Manichean creed, which he had followed for nine
years, through his disenchanting encounter with a Manichean priest
named Faustus. He gives this character many features that prefigure
the Faustus of the succeeding millennium, and the name of the
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German magician may contain a direct allusion to Augustine’s oppo-
nent. When heresy erupted into medieval Europe in the form of the
Cathar and Bogomil sects, orthodox theologians interpreted them
using the outline delineated by Augustine’s Faustus, and labeled
them “Manichees.” Manicheanism thus has a claim to be the very def-
inition of heresy in early modern Europe, and it can aptly be called a
Faustian religion.

Developing later than, and probably out of, the plethora of syncretic
Neoplatonism known to history as Gnosticism, Manicheanism
emphasizes one Gnostic idea in particular: it views matter as evil. For
the Gnostics, however, matter remained an emanation from God,
however degenerate. In Manicheanism, this denigration of matter
flowers into full-fledged dualism: the “doctrine of the two principles,”
as one Cathar tract was titled. In the Manichean account of creation,
a series of spiritual beings known as “eons” emanate from God, and
are ranked according to their degree of temporal proximity and onto-
logical affinity to the deity. One or more of the eons “fall” away from
their Creator as the result of envy or illegitimate aspiration, and this
evil force becomes the Demiurge which creates and governs the mate-
rial universe, and which the Manicheans identified with both the
Creator of Plato’s Timaeus and the God of the Old Testament. From
this perspective, the Being who Paradise Lost refers to as the “Father”
is in fact the devil. Milton’s Satan experiences the Creator as an
oppressive, tyrannical force; from the Satanic point of view the world
God creates is a prison for the soul, and the laws of nomos are its
regulations. Creation, in short, is a kind of Hell, from which it is the
purpose of life to escape.

Manicheanism is thus a creed of alienation, which teaches that the
universe is a place of exile for our spiritual essence. For orthodox
Christianity, in contrast, the universe was created by a beneficent deity,
was seduced from grace by a fallen angel, and was redeemed by the
incarnation of the logos. The incarnation is a vehicle of mediation, by
which God communicates His presence in creation even after the Fall. In
contrast, the Manicheans viewed matter as a foreign, hostile substance;
they considered themselves alien to the material world, which was ruled
by their enemy, the evil Demiurge, who they called diabolus protos or
“Satan.” They invoked the Biblical description of Satan as “the prince
of this world”1 to support their theory, but orthodox Christians replied
that Satan’s power was only illusory, and that the final cause of material
events was a benign and omnipotent Deity. The paradigmatic heretical
belief, for Christianity, is that Satan’s power is independent of God’s,
and this is precisely the error that Milton’s Satan commits.
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This belief led the Manicheans inexorably to the practice of magic.
Since the intervention of a benign deity was not to be looked for, the
things of this world could be manipulated by propitiating or attempting
to control the devil. Medieval heretics, generally lumped together as
“Manichees,” were therefore easily equated with witches. Malcolm
Lambert notes “the common assumption that heresy was of direct
diabolical origin,” and shows how the campaign against it was
ideologically assimilated into the witch-hunts:

If the Devil and his army of demons are the effective force in the field,
then resistance to them is the same kind of resistance that churchmen
and the faithful believed to be appropriate against witchcraft. The two
offences ran closely together.2

This association is certainly discernible in Augustine, who taxes his
former coreligionist Faustus with the general Gnostic error of putting
too much stress on superfluous and excessive knowledge, and implies
that demonic inspiration lies behind his tenets. In the Confessions he
demands: “who ordered this Mani to write about these things, knowl-
edge of which is not necessary to piety?”3 Augustine’s Faustus is also a
sophist, who uses rhetoric to conceal his lack of logic:

There had just come to Carthage a certain bishop of the Manicheans,
Faustus by name, a great snare of the devil; and many were entangled by
him through the charm of his eloquence. Now, even though I found this
eloquence admirable, I was beginning to distinguish the charm of words
from the truth of things, which I was eager to learn. (5.3.3)

Augustine’s refutation of Faustus dwells on this distinction between
the “charm of words” and the “truth of things.” The Manichee
believes that eloquence can determine truth because he is in thrall to
“the devil,” who exercises, or appears to exercise, control over
worldly affairs through the magical manipulation of appearances.
Augustine’s conversion comes when he sees through Faustus’s image
and perceives his essence:

My ears had already had their fill of such stuff, and now it did not seem
any better because it was better expressed nor more true because it was
dressed up in rhetoric; nor could I think the man’s soul necessarily wise
because his face was comely and his language eloquent. (5.6.10)

Although Augustine admits to having initially been “caught” in
Faustus’s “snare,” by the end of the account he suggests that it is
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Faustus himself who has been deceived by the devil. Neil Forsyth has
memorably written of Milton’s “Faustian Satan,”4 and the Satan of
Paradise Lost is certainly a rhetorical sophist speaking “high words
that bore/Semblance of worth, not substance.”5 He also denies that
God created him, views God as a tyrant, experiences his own existence
as Hell, refuses to recognize the Son as Mediator, systematically vio-
lates nature, encourages the pursuit of excessive knowledge, substitutes
appearance for essence, and “bids abstain” from sexual reproduction,
all of which were beliefs associated with Manicheanism. To the degree
that Satan is attractive or convincing we may ascribe residual
Manichean sympathies to Milton, but Paradise Lost insists on the con-
cepts of God as Creator and the Son as Mediator. In Of Christian
Doctrine Milton refutes Manicheanism unequivocally (though perhaps
not conclusively), referring to the belief “that some evil power whose
name was unknown presided over the affairs of the world. Now that
evil should prevail over good, and be the true supreme power, is as
unmeet as it is incredible. Hence it follows as a necessary consequence
that God exists.”6 It is Milton’s Satan, rather than Milton himself, who
expresses the Manichean mind-set that results from denial of the cre-
ative and mediating roles to telos and logos.

From the orthodox point of view, the Manichean despair at creation
leads to the attempt to obscure nature through the imposition of a legal-
istic and customary “second nature,” and also to the attempt to manip-
ulate nature through magic. Catholic and Protestant churches alike
emphasized, however, that Satan’s power was exercised only “under
God.” In a sense, then, Satan could not really do anything at all. The
only power he possessed, which was nonetheless a formidable one, was
the ability to appear powerful in the eyes of fallen humanity.
Demonology is a discourse of hidden agency, but it is also a discourse of
false agency. The powers it invokes are not really powerful, and to
believe in their autonomous power is the apotheosis of heresy. To use
Kantian terminology, the power of Satan is real “for us” but it is not real
“in itself”; it enjoys an epistemological but not an ontological reality.

Paradise Lost presents the Fall as a transition from monism to dual-
ism, from monotheistic innocence to the Manichean condition of
“Knowing both Good and Evil” (9.709). Satan’s repeated use of the
word “knowledge” (4.514–515, 9.687, 9.697) in his descriptions of
the tree evokes gnosis, and his successful temptation of Eve in book
nine is a concise summary of the Manichean mind-set. He begins idol-
izing the plant, claiming that it possesses magical virtue to provide
occult knowledge by the mere act of ingesting it: “O sacred, wise, and
wisdom-giving Plant, / Mother of science! now I feel thy power / Within
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me” (9.679–681). Eucharistic parodies of this nature were regularly
attributed to both witches and “Manichean” heretics. Furthermore,
Milton’s devil describes God as a tyrant who has forbidden knowledge
of creation “to keep ye low and ignorant” (9.704). He envisages
creation as a hierarchy leading from debased matter to exalted spirit,
holding out to Eve the possibility of ascending toward spirit through
gnosis: “I, of brute, human; ye, of human, Gods” (9.712). He denies
that the world is created by God, insisting on mechanistic, empirical
causality:

The Gods are first, and that advantage use
On our belief, that all from them proceeds:
I question it; for this fair earth I see,
Warmed by the sun, producing every kind;
Them, nothing. (9.718–722)

And he induces Eve to share his experience of the world as a prison, to
be escaped by all possible means, including death: “death to be
wished, / Though threatened, which no worse than this can bring”
(9.715). This feeling that the world is our enemy, that it is a hostile
(that is, literally, Satanic) power is known to modernity as “alien-
ation.” Milton’s Satan is a study in alienation, the interest of which lies
in its effortless combination of what, today, we consider the separate
discourses of theology, economics, and semiotics. More than any other
literary figure, he carries the spirit and philosophy of Faust from the
Renaissance into the Enlightenment.

II

When Milton wrote Paradise Lost, sorcery was still a capital offence,
and he shared his contemporaries’ understanding of witchcraft as
diabolical.7 In his reflections on Eve’s “Fancy,” Adam addresses the
issue of whether Satan could enter the human mind uninvited, and con-
cludes by exonerating her: “Evil into the mind of God or Man / May
come and go, so unapproved’d, and leave / No spot or blame behind”
(117–119). This was a perennial and vital question during the witch
craze, and Milton takes the position that evil is an alien power which
can work independently of human volition. As Forsyth observes, the
influence of the witch debates on Milton has been relatively neglected:

Paradise Lost has been studied as an encyclopedic assemblage of many
different, perhaps all literary, genres, but one that has not always been
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remembered is that of the confession of the witch trial—in historical
cases often forced out by judicial torture and made to conform to the
judges preconceptions. (162)

Like the Faust myth, Milton’s epic cannot be fully understood without
taking into account its intervention in the contemporary debate
regarding the nature and effects of Satanic influence on the human
mind, and Paradise Lost presents witchcraft as a centrally important
component of the Satanic. Death accuses Satan of having “Conjur’d”
(2.693) the angels to revolt, while Sin is referred to as Satan’s “famil-
iar” (2.761), his “Enchanting Daughter” (2.353), a “Sorceress”
(2.724), and compared to Hecate:

. . . the Night-Hag, when call’d
In secret, riding through the Air she comes
Lur’d with the smell of infant blood, to dance
With Lapland Witches, while the labouring Moon
Eclipses at their charms. (2.662–666)8

Sin also addresses Satan in terms we might expect from a witch, urg-
ing him to acknowledge that his power is autonomously creative: “O
Parent, these are thy magnifick deeds, / Thy trophies! . . . Thou art
their author, and prime architect” (10.354–356), and referring to a
“secret harmony” (10.358) which links their hearts in “connexion
sweet” (10.359). The construction of Pandemonium is explicitly con-
nected to the magical folk-beliefs which, it is implied, bespeak simi-
larly figurative insights into spiritual affairs. The devils are likened to
“Faerie Elves, / Whose midnight Revels, by a Forrest side / Or Fountain
some belated Peasant sees, / Or dreams he sees, while overhead the
Moon / Sits Arbitress” (1.7810–785). Milton uses another simile
drawn from popular lore about the supernatural when he likens
the progress of Satan to:

. . . a wandering fire,
Compact of unctuous vapour, which the night
Condenses, and the cold environs round,
Kindled through agitation to a flame,
Which oft, they say, some evil Spirit attends,
Hovering and blazing with delusive light,
Misleads the amazed night-wanderer from his way. (9.634–640)

Milton implies that such folk-beliefs reflect serious theological truths,
and even the highly refined philosophy expounded by the devils in
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Hell is magical. While they think they are holding rational discussions,
the narrator denigrates their debate as “pleasing sorcery [which] could
charm / Pain for a while” (2.566–567). In Eden, Satan plays the role of
incubus, being discovered “Squat like a Toad, close at the ear of Eve; /
Assaying by his Devilish art to reach / The Organs of her Fancy, and
with them forge / Illusions as he list, Phantasms and Dreams”
(4.800–803). In Paradise Regained, Jesus repeats the idea that bad
dreams come from the devil, but he finds this fact to be grounds for
dismissing their significance: “what they can do as signs / Betok’ning,
or ill boding, I contemn / As false portents, not sent from God, but
thee [i.e. Satan]” (4.489–91).9 The dream induces in Eve the prototyp-
ical witch’s delusion: “Forthwith up to the Clouds / With him I flew”
(5.86–87). Satan’s occupation of the serpent is described in terms that
recall the prosecutorial accounts of witches’ familiars: “in at his
mouth / The Devil enter’d, and his brutal sense, / In heart or head, pos-
sessing soon inspir’d / With act intelligental” (9.187–190). As she
departs from Adam and leaves alone for her encounter with Satan, Eve
is explicitly likened to a witch, “of Delia’s [i.e. Diana’s] train” (9.387),
hastening to the “groves” (9.388), the Biblical resort of magic and
idolatry. Just as Satan fooled the witches by giving them the impres-
sion that they commanded him and not vice versa, when he
approaches Eve in the form of the serpent, he pretends to be “more
duteous at her call, / Than at Circean call the herd disguis’d”
(9.521–522), and we recall the metamorphoses induced by Homer’s
witch. When the serpent speaks, Milton raises the fraught question of
how Satan could communicate with the witches while in corporeal
guise, “with serpent tongue / Organic, or impulse of vocal air”
(9.529–530).

Satan’s temptation of Eve in Paradise Lost is based on the
Manichean fantasy of a magical escape from the evil world of matter
via the efficacious “Sign” (4.428) of the fruit, and Eve’s reaction after
eating it reveals its magical properties. She attributes efficacious power
to it, declaring “Great are thy Virtues” and calling it “Of virtue to
make wise” (9.778). Its true effect, however, is to erase her ability to
distinguish imagination from reality, and this confusion is linked
to both gnosis and idolatry: “such delight till then, as seem’d, / In
Fruit she never tasted, whether true / Or fancied so, through expecta-
tion high / Of knowledge, nor was Godhead from her thought”
(9.787– 790). The three adjectives with which she worships the
plant—“O sovran, virtuous, precious of all Trees” (9.795)—express,
respectively, the idolatrous, magical, and economic modes of her post-
lapsarian perception, and she segues easily from this fetishistic
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epistemology to the aggressive Baconian empiricism that is its philo-
sophical expression: “Experience, next to thee I owe, / Best guide; not
following thee, I had remain’d / In ignorance, thou open’st Wisdom’s
way, / And givest access, though secret she retire” (9.807–810).

In Paradise Regained, Satan sounds like a witness for the prosecution
in a witch trial. He boasts that he frequently inspires the predictions of
fortune-tellers, and “lend them oft my aid,/ Oft my advice by presages
and signs, / And answers, oracles, portents and dreams . . .” (1.93–95).
The Son responds with the typical witch-hunter’s verdict that the devil
seduces the superstitious by mingling true prognostications with disas-
trously misleading ones:

That hath been thy craft,
By mixing somewhat true to vent more lies.
But what have been thy answers? what but dark,
Ambiguous, and with double sense deluding. (1.432–435)

The phrase “double sense” refers us to the witches of Macbeth, who
“palter with us in a double sense” (5.8.20), thus indicating the Satanic
nature of sophistic, non-referential signification. The inability to grasp
the referential aspect of signification epitomizes the Satanic perspec-
tive. For example, as Satan contemplates the stairway to heaven in
book three of Paradise Lost, the reader is explicitly informed of the
image’s symbolic purpose as a material sign of res non apparens: “Each
Stair mysteriously was meant, nor stood / There always, but drawn up
to Heav’n sometimes / Viewless” (3:516–519). From Satan’s perspec-
tive, however, the staircase is not a symbol to be interpreted but a lit-
eral, objective entity, by means of which he could in theory climb to
heaven. His insistence on this literalist hermeneutic exacerbates, and in
fact constitutes, his alienation from God: “The Stairs were then let
down, whether to dare / The Fiend by easy ascent, or aggravate / His
sad exclusion from the doors of Bliss” (3:523–525). In Victoria Silver’s
reading of this episode, Satan is excluded from heaven because he does
not understand that the staircase is “not an object but a meaning”:

. . . it is only when he construes the ladder as proffering actual entry to
the celestial fields he mourns, that it seems designed to spite him. For
when the expressive or illustrative use of the ladder is ignored, when it
is objectified and made instrumental in the physical sense, then it cannot
but goad Satan to undertake the impossible yet once more.10

According to Silver, Milton thus delineates the “violence of magic”
(242) and the magical mentality “in which we expect a correspondence
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between the nature of invisibilia and the things that represent them”
(221). To perceive a sign as efficacious—the hermeneutic of magic and
idolatry—is to forget that it is a sign. Such confusion about the onto-
logical status of representation is for Milton the very definition of
apostasy. In Silver’s view, “it is his idolatrous understanding that
makes Satan’s hell a place devoid of rest or hope” (214), and his fall
occurs when he “rejects the idea that he was created a ‘form,’ figure,
or sign expressive of something unlike himself” (233). He does not
understand that all creation, including himself, is an image expressive
of the divine will. The exaltation of the Son establishes that fact, but
Satan feels himself impaired by this revelation that creation is a sign
that refers to something beyond itself. He cannot stomach the prospect
of doing obeisance to both Father and Son, to both the Creator and
His image in creation, “To one and to his image now proclaim’d”
(5:784).

Satan cannot accept the mediating function of signs; he takes them
as autonomous powers in their own right. In Silver’s words, due to his
“idolatrous emphasis on the divine image as against the divine word,
on sacramental sign over testamental promise in his very creation,
Satan experiences only a further disproportioning, a veiling and
removal of God from himself—the apostate’s experience of mediation—
since the Son now stands between Satan and God, obstructing what
was notionally his free and rightful access . . .” (236). The devil thus
falls into the error which Isaiah warns against, whereby the clay dis-
putes with the potter,11 and the resulting consciousness is strikingly
anticipatory of postmodern idolatry in which, as Silver puts it:

Spectacle becomes an end in itself, a sensation divorced from any other
meaning or purpose, granting any object or image a magical aura—the
effect to which Adam succumbs when he confesses that Eve’s loveliness
renders her not only supreme in virtue but autonomous in being. . . .
Like the magical image, beauty appears to exert the force of erotic
compulsion on anyone who beholds it. . . . Adam and Eve have become
each other’s fetish, not only in the sexual but also in the magical sense,
where their exclusive fixation on each other’s body becomes like a
charm, moving them irresistibly to lubricious excess. (336, 338)

Milton’s conception of the Satanic thus reveals his understanding of
the connection between performative representation and the objectifi-
cation of the human subject. He had already undertaken a prelimi-
nary, but nonetheless profound, investigation into this alliance
between magic and carnality in A Masque performed at Ludlow
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Castle. Comus, as the son of Bacchus and Circe, symbolizes both sen-
suality and sorcery. He performs “abhorred rites to Hecate” (535) is
“Deep skill’d in all his mothers witcheries” (523), and in fact “excells
his Mother at her mighty Art” (63). The aim of his magic, like hers, is
to reduce human beings to a purely carnal condition, to destroy the
soul, using “brew’d enchantments” from a “charmed Cup” (51) which
“Whoever tasted, lost his upright shape, / And downward fell into a
groveling Swine” (52–53). Comus has learned how to deploy false
images in order to transform people into animals:

. . . Now to my charms,
And to my wily trains, I shall ere long
Be well stock”t with as fair a herd as graz”d
About my Mother Circe. Thus I hurl
My dazzling Spells into the spungy air,
Of power to cheat the eye with blear illusion. (150–155)

As well as being a “Sorcerer” (521), Comus is a Don Juan; a seducer
who uses both words and what he claims is the “virtue” of the sor-
cerer’s equipment: “When once her eye / Hath met the virtue of this
Magic dust, / I shall appear some harmless Villager” (164–166). The
masque contrasts Comus’s concept of “virtue” as practical, efficacious
power, with the chaste “virtue” of the Lady, which Milton presents as
quite literally the antidote to the false “virtue” peddled by the
“Enchanter.” He describes magic as a kind of counterfeiting, whereby
false coin is introduced into the microcosmic kingdom of the individ-
ual subject, dethroning reason, God’s viceroy, and erasing its stamp
from the currency:

. . . his banefull cup,
With many murmurs mixt, whose pleasing poison
The visage quite transforms of him that drinks,
And the inglorious likeness of a beast
Fixes instead, unmoulding reasons mintage
Character’d in the face . . . (525–530)

The financial image here anticipates Satan in Paradise Lost, when his
furious gestures atop Mount Niphates “marr’d his borrow’d visage,
and betray’d/ Him counterfeit” (4.116–117). In his attempt to seduce
the Lady, Comus has rather incongruous resort to the mercantilist
argument in justification of usury. The strategem is appropriate only if
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we bear in mind the conceptual connection between magic, financial
value, and sensuality that evidently informs the sorcerer’s logic:

Why should you be so cruel to your self,
And to those dainty limbs which nature lent
For gentle usage, and soft delicacy?
But you invert the cov’nants of her trust,
And harshly deal like an ill borrower
With that which you receiv’d on other terms. (679–684)

The Lady scorns the sorcerer’s usurious value as “base forgery” (699),
recognizing that Comus’s argument perverts the natural telos of both
money and sexuality. The former is naturally barren, though the
usurer makes it reproduce; the latter is naturally reproductive, though
the concupiscent and sodomitical make it barren. The speaker of
Shakespeare’s Sonnets employs the same conceptual framework when
he encourages the young man to lend his beauty to women, in order to
reap interest in the form of children:

Unthrifty loveliness, why dost thou spend
Upon thy self they beauty’s legacy?
Nature’s bequest gives nothing, but doth lend,
And being frank she lends to those are free. (2:1–4)12

In Milton’s Masque, the “Enchanter” makes an identical, spurious
argument:

Beauty is natures coin, must not be hoarded,
But must be current, and the good thereof
Consists in mutual and partak’n bliss,
Unsavoury in th’ enjoyment of it self. (739–742)

Shakespeare’s youth is a “beauteous niggard,” who is hoarding the
“wealth” given to him by “Nature” instead of “using” it. Comus
accuses the Lady of being a “penurious niggard” (726) and an “ill
borrower” (683) from Nature, who has lent the Lady her beauty “for
gentle usage” (681). The unnatural and idolatrous character of his
rhetoric is revealed in this turn to financial imagery, as the sorcerer
pressures the Lady to put her sexuality into circulation by analogy
with the creation of financial value. In the preceding speech, he lists
the bounties that nature has provided, but betrays his perverted,
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magical perspective by including financial value among these:

. . . and that no corner might
Be vacant of her plenty, in her own loins
She [i.e. Nature] hutch’t th’ all-worshipt ore, and precious gems
To store her children with. (717–720)

The properties of gold that make it “all-worshipt” and give it the
power to embody and “store” nature’s gifts are its functions as
the medium of exchange and as the repository of value. These are not
natural but customary qualities of gold, they are symbolic properties
that have been attributed to the metal by human beings, and Comus’s
case is instantly undercut by his glib allusion to the idolatrous charac-
ter of money. For Milton, the sorcerer’s attitude to gold is the
inevitable result of his magical view of signs in general. Like Comus,
Paradise Lost’s Satan reverses the proper roles of nomos and phusis,
which is to say that his viewpoint is magical and idolatrous.
Pandemonium, built of gold, represents the Satanic second nature, in
which the stars are replaced by artificial “Starry Lamps” “from the
arched roof / Pendent by subtle Magic” (726–727). Comus’s palace
fulfills the same function, and the Lady prophecies the fall of its
“magic structures rear’d so high” (798). She understands that “this
Jugler / Would think to charm my judgement, as mine eyes”
(757–758), by using words as performative tools aimed at seduction,
rather than as referential signs leading to objective truth: he uses mere
“gay Rhetoric” “pranckt in reasons garb” (759).

Milton generally suggests that diabolical power lies behind any
kind of efficacious signification. He frequently expresses the puritan
view of Papist and Anglican ceremonies as magical, accusing them of
claiming ritualistic efficacy ex opere operato. This is what, in The
Reason of Church Government, he calls “the sorcery of Prelats,”
(1.849) and in An Apology for Smectymnuus, “their sorcerous doc-
trine of formalisms” (1.932). Popery is yet more explicitly linked to
the Satanic in Paradise Lost, where Sin and Death build a bridge to
earth “by wondrous Art / Pontifical” (2.312–313). Milton follows
Luther in connecting this fetishism to the commodification of priestly
labor, whereby clerical “merchants of Babylon” (1.851) “make mer-
chandize of the bodies and souls of men” (1:849), and he repeats the
commonplace identification of financial value with religious fetishism
in Animadversions, reminding his readers that “gold hath been anath-
ematiz’d for the idolatrous use” (1:687), and concluding that
“Antichrist is Mammon’s son” (1.590).
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The historical reference, needing no elaboration for Milton’s audi-
ence, is to the Papacy’s debt to the Fuggers, which compelled the
church to provoke the Reformation by the whole-scale marketing of
salvation. But given the emphasis in Paradise Lost on how sons and
daughters bear the image of their fathers, we may be justified in press-
ing the metaphor more closely. Antichristian, which for Milton meant
idolatrous, religions are like money—like Mammon—because they
substitute material images for spiritual realities. This constitutes their
alienation from God. Paradise Lost’s Mammon embodies this alien-
ated consciousness, and Milton brings home the definitive nature of
his allegorical referent when he describes him as alienated from God
even when in His presence:

Mammon, the least erected spirit that fell
From heaven, for even in heaven his looks and thoughts
Were always downward bent, admiring more
The riches of heaven’s pavement, trodden gold,
Then aught divine or holy else enjoy’d
In vision beatific. (679–684)

Mammon’s attitude to nature is violently hostile, aggressive, and
exploitative:

. . . by him first
Men also, and by his suggestion taught,
Ransack’d the Center, and with impious hands
Rifled the bowels of their mother Earth
For treasures better hid. Soon had his crew
Open’d into the hill a spacious wound
And digg’d out ribs of gold. (684–690)

Mammon here enacts a parody of God’s creation of Eve from Adam’s
rib. Where the deity fashions a living human being, the devil mines the
material which will serve as the fetishized embodiment of dead labor-
power. Money, a lifeless image representing human activity, is the
Satanic opposite of life: “the word of the devil,” as Martin Luther called
it, “through which he creates everything in the world, just as God cre-
ates through the true word.”13 Luther’s observation might seem
Manichean in its ascription of worldly creation to the devil, until we
notice that he is actually positing the simultaneous earthly existence of
two creations: a natural, divinely inspired creation, and an idolatrous,
financial, and Satanic re-creation. In Paradise Lost, for example, gold
stands for one kind of “riches” in heaven and another kind of “riches”
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in Hell: “Let none admire / That riches grow in Hell; that soil may best /
Deserve the precious bane” (690–692). Milton emphasizes this notion
of a systematically mistaken mode of valuation: “so little knows / Any,
but God alone, to value right / The good before him, but perverts bad
things / To worst abuse, or to their meanest use” (4.201–204). One
function of money is to store labor-power in symbolic form. To possess
money is to possess stored-up, efficacious power. Milton gives his
infernal gold this magical force to unleash labor-power, and he contrasts
the supernatural work done by the devils’ gold with the relatively
ineffectual physical labor of pre-capitalist societies:

. . . And here let those
Who boast in mortal things, and wond’ring tell
Of Babel, and the works of Memphian Kings,
Learn how their greatest Monuments of Fame,
And strength and art are easily outdone
By spirits reprobate, and in an hour
What in an age they with incessant toil
And hands innumerable scarce perform. (1.692–699)

The gold is magical, it embodies labor-power in concentrated form,
and because of this it is more potent than the actual labor that pro-
duced the pyramids. As Sin later comments to Satan, “thy virtue hath
won/ What thy hands builded not” (10.372–373). When giving coun-
sel in Pandemonium, Mammon recommends that the devils put gold
to work, along with their “art,” in order to create an unnatural
mundus inversus that will stand in opposition to God’s creation:

. . . cannot we his light
Imitate when we please? This desert soil
Wants not her hidden lustre, gems and gold;
Nor want we skill or art from whence to raise
Magnificence; and what can heav’n show more? (269–273)

In contrast to this supernaturally active, fetishistically valuable gold,
Eden contains “potable Gold” (3:608) and “vegetable Gold” grows on
the tree of life (4.220). This is the “philosophers’ gold” of alchemy—
that is, gold in its natural aspect as the qualitative perfection of met-
als—as opposed to the Satanic view of gold as idolatrously embodying
quantitative value. As Forsyth (132–133) points out, the description of
Satan’s first view of Eden as displaying “[i]n narrow room Natures
whole wealth” (4.207) gestures toward Marlowe’s The Jew of Malta,
where Barabas refers to “infinite riches in a little room.”(1.1.37)
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Only by translating labor-power into representation can value be
stored without regard to its physical, natural manifestation. Both lines
allude, in turn, to the incarnation, and thus ironically reveal the
blasphemous inversion that defines the villains’ financial mode of
evaluation. The incarnation and money are mirror images, one being
a divine and the other a demonic mode of fusing the spiritual with
matter. This dialectical opposition between logos and efficacious rep-
resentation is given figurative expression in early modern Christianity
as a conflict between God and Satan, and Milton’s epic is the most
intricate analysis of this contradiction.

Satan’s view of value is both cause and consequence of his fall. He
thinks of the distinction between Creator and creature as quantitative,
not qualitative, and presumes that it can be expressed in financial
terms. This is what leads him to conceive the absurd notion of
challenging the force that brought him into existence. He fails to
understand the concept of redemption in terms other than financial
until it is, as he convinces himself, too late:

I ‘sdeind subjection, and thought one step higher
Would set me highest, and in a moment quit
The debt immense of endless gratitude,
So burthensome, still paying, still to owe;
Forgetful what from him I still receiv’d,
And understood not that a grateful mind
By owing owes not, but still pays, at once
Indebted and discharg’d; what burden then? (4.50–57)

The assumption that money and magic are homologous forms of
objectified labor-power, fetishized as autonomous representation, and
existing in a hostile relationship to both humanity and nature is so
deeply embedded in Paradise Lost that the precise mode of connection
between them is sometimes hard to discern. Before returning to
Milton’s epic, it might therefore be a useful digression to study a prac-
tical controversy, the urgency of which compelled Milton to think
through his critique of magical signification and its relation to alien-
ated labor-power, and to examine the full extent of the filial resem-
blance between Antichrist and Mammon.

III

In Paradise Lost, Eve’s recognition of her activity as “labor” precipi-
tates the Fall. She and Adam discuss how “they best may ply / Their
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growing work; for much their work outgrew / The hands’ dispatch of
two gard’ning so wide” (9.201–203). The narrator differentiates
between the primordial couple’s actual activity—“gard’ning”—and
their “work,” which is something they do not do, something that
exists outside them, in alien form. Eve makes the same distinction
when she comments that “the work under our labor grows” (9.208),
and she also abstracts the general category of “labor” from the specific
activity of “gard’ning.” Human activity, considered in general and as
a whole, is now conceived as an objective concept that can be distin-
guished from its actors. “Labor” is now reified: it has become a thing
which can be divided, quantified, and exchanged for other things,
such as food. “Let us divide our labours” (9.214) recommends Eve,
“lest th’ hour of supper comes unearned” (9.225). It is this division of
labor that allows Satan access to Eve on her own, thus facilitating her
seduction.

The theme of alienated labor has already been raised, when Satan’s
secret incursion into Eden is likened to the insinuation of “lewd
Hirelings” into the church (4:193). What was it about the status of a
“hireling” that suggested this diabolical analogy? In The Likeliest
Means to Remove Hirelings, Milton observes that Scriptural strictures
against clerical greed focus on one specific kind of “hire.” Their target,
he observes, is “not only the excess of hire in wealthiest times, but also
the undue and vitious taking or giving it, though but small or
mean. . . .” (7.280). It is not merely the quantity of “hire” which is
criticized, but also its quality. Milton points out that the Bible does not
attack luxury only—“not only the excess of hire”—but also the par-
ticular manner in which priests are rewarded, which is sinful in itself,
whether or not luxury is involved.

We can start our investigation of this “undue and vitious” hire with
one among the barrage of Biblical texts with which Milton begins The
Likeliest Means, 2 Peter 2:3: “through covetousness shall they with
feigned words make merchandise of you” (7.280). Peter objects
particularly to that mode of remuneration which treats people as
objects to be bought and sold. The specific form of covetousness he
attacks is that whose spiritual effect is the objectification—or, more
precisely, the commodification—of human beings. This is central to
Milton’s depictions of false religion from “Lycidas” on, and it molds
and guides The Likeliest Means’s denunciation of ministers whose
“sheep oft-times sit the while to as little purpose of benifiting as
the sheep in thir pues at Smithfield; and for the most part by som Simonie
or other, bought and sold like them” (7:302). Milton’s most famous
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discussion of commodified religion is from Areopagitica:

A wealthy man, addicted to his pleasure and to his profits, finds religion
to be a traffic so entangled, and of so many piddling accounts, that of
all mysteries he cannot skill to keep a stock going upon that
trade. . . . What does he therefore, but resolves to give over toiling, and
to find himself out some factor, to whose care and credit he may commit
the whole managing of his religious affairs; some divine of note and esti-
mation that must be. To him he adheres, resigns the whole warehouse of
his religion, with all the locks and keys, into his custody; and indeed
makes the very person of that man his religion; esteems his associating
with him a sufficient evidence and commendatory of his own piety. So
that a man may say his religion is now no more within himself, but is
become a dividuall movable, and goes and comes near him, according as
that good man frequents the house. (2.544)

This passage condemns the alienation of religion, its relegation to a
form of property, or “dividuall movable,” which can exist in alien
form, separate from the person to whom it belongs. The religion of the
putative merchant is no longer “within himself;” it has been alienated
to another, transferred to “the very person of that man.” Milton is
appalled by the idea that religion can be conceived of as a thing, an
alienable commodity. He is angered by the prospect of a properly
subjective experience being given objective form, as when a minister is
hired by the merchant to perform his religion for him.

The merchant in this anecdote is presented as selling a part of
himself, and such a transaction was offensive to radical Protestant
theology. The tension in Areopagitica is between this notion of an inte-
rior, and thus inalienable, core of personal identity, and the merchant’s
proto-Lockean understanding of subjective activity, or “labor,” as an
alienable commodity. We can detect in this tension the initial stirrings
of a seismic historical rupture. For radical Protestants of the mid-
seventeenth century, the fact that one’s conscience belonged to oneself
meant precisely that it must never be sold—Esau’s sale of his birthright
provided the Biblical referent most often used to establish this point.
For political economists of the late seventeenth century, on the other
hand, the fact that one’s subjective activity was one’s own “property”
meant that one was entirely free to sell it, in the form of “labor,” to the
highest bidder. It is the difference between conceiving of oneself as an
integral, unitary and indivisible being, and the conception that it is
possible for one part of the self to alienate, or “sell,” another. The lat-
ter notion must inevitably conceive of the part of the self that is sold as
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a thing, a commodity, and it is this process of alienation and com-
modification that Milton finds described in Peter’s critique of priests
who “make merchandize” of salvation.

All money-based economies impose a financial value upon the
things of the world, and especially on human activity, or “labor,”
which functions as the common denominator facilitating the exchange
of qualitatively different objects. As people learn to conceive of their
surroundings and activities in terms of financial value, their habits of
thought are correspondingly altered, and this applies particularly to
their conception of their own subjective activity. A market economy
demands that people conceive of at least a certain portion of their
activity as “labor,” a commodity that can be exchanged for a determi-
nate sum of money. On these grounds, Milton argues that hireling
priests must always and inevitably be idolaters. Idolatry is grounds for
exclusion from the public sphere in Areopagitica, and in The Likeliest
Means Milton presents any involvement in what he elsewhere calls
“the ignoble Hucsterage of pidling Tithes” as sufficient cause for
exclusion from the church. He had also emphasized this point in
Animadversions, in which it is the status of a “hireling,” as opposed to
mere vice or ignorance, that disqualifies a man from the clergy:

And what would it avail us to have hireling Clergy, though never so
learned? For such can have neither true wisdom nor grace, and then in
vain do men trust in learning, where these be wanting. If in lesse noble
and almost mechanik arts . . . he is not esteem’d to deserve the name of
a compleat Architect, an excellent Painter, or the like, that beares not a
generous mind above the peasantly regard of wages, and hire; much
more must we thinke him a most imperfect and incompleate Divine,
who is so farre from being a contemner of filthy lucre . . . (1.719–720)

We need to be careful here to specify exactly what Milton objects to.
There was, of course, nothing especially new in the general concept of
wage labor. The exchange of labor for cash had been the predominant
form of employment in the “mechanical” trades for over a century.
Furthermore, Milton is by no means opposed to the payment of min-
isters. He admits that “we cannot justly take away all hire in the
church” (7.280), and he draws a careful distinction between “hire”
and the “hireling”;

Hire of itself is neither a thing unlawful, nor a word of evil note,
signifying no more than a due recompense or reward; as when our
Saviour saith, “The laborer is worthy of his hire.” That which makes it
so dangerous in the church, and properly makes the hireling, a word
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always of evil signification, is either the excess thereof, or the undue
manner of giving and taking it. (7.278–279)

Milton’s target in The Likeliest Means is thus much more precise than
has usually been realized. He does not object to wage labor in secular
life, nor does he object to the financial compensation of ministers.
What he argues against, rather, is the financial compensation of minis-
ters by wage labor, and he objects to this because he considers that it
assumes a magical, fetishistic attitude to human activity, which will
inevitably produce liturgical idolatry in any cleric so remunerated. To
many radicals, including Milton, the view that priestly labor was a
commodity not only amounted to idolatry in itself but also produced
and confirmed tendencies toward liturgical idolatry. The purpose of
the minister’s activity was to save the souls of the congregation. When
this activity was equated with a sum of money, it was hard to avoid the
conclusion that salvation was for sale. If it could be shown that the
tithe system treated salvation as a commodity, that system would
be ipso facto illegitimate. Furthermore, a quid pro quo principle of
remuneration involved the assumption that priestly labor was effica-
cious for salvation, and the advocates of this principle thus stood con-
victed of adherence to Judaic legalism and “works righteousness.”
Milton was not alone in this view, which was a staple of the tithe
debate. In 1659, Henry Stubbe cited a speech from Foxe’s Book of
Martyrs, in which William Thorpe informs a prelate:

Since Tithes were the Hire and Wages limited to Levites and to Priests,
of the Old Law, for bearing about of the Tabernacle, and for Slaying and
Fleying of Beasts, and for burning of Sacrifice, and for keeping of the
Temple, and for tromping of Battle before the Host of Israel, and other
divers Observances that pertained to their Office: Those Priests that will
challenge to take Tithes, deny that Christ is come in the Flesh, and do
the Priests office of the Old Law, for whom Tithes were granted.14

Tithes, Stubbe argues, were instituted among the Levites, not as attribut-
able to the office of a minister, but as compensation for the labor he
performed. The assumption was thus that this labor was efficacious in
itself. But Protestantism denies that priestly labor is efficacious in itself;
therefore, priests who demand compulsory tithes are not Protestants but
idolaters. Thomas Taylor shows a clear understanding of this connection
between economic and liturgical fetishism when he asks the Anglicans:

Do you indeed believe, as in Words you say, That you regenerate the lit-
tle Infant, by sprinkling a little Water on its Face, and speaking a few
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Words of your own devising over it, which it knows nothing of. Do you
indeed, I say, believe that by this kind of Baptism, they are made the
Children of God, the members of Christ, and Inheritors of the Kingdom
of God? Or do you not rather do these Things to get Money by?15

Like Taylor, Milton is convinced that a “hireling” will automatically
be drawn toward idolatry, because the conception of labor as a thing
for sale involves a process of objectification analogous to that by
which divinity is identified with an icon. Defenders of tithes often
invoked the rise of “heretical” sects to justify their demands that the
church must be bolstered with a regular income, but Milton retorts
that it is the inappropriate manner of collecting income that causes
such problems: “This is that which makes atheists in the land . . . not
the want of maintenance or preachers, as they allege, but the many
hirelings and cheaters that have the gospel in their hands . . .” (7.318).
It is disgraceful that ministers should demand wages “for the verbal
labor of a seven day’s preachment” (7.285). Tithes were instituted
among the Israelites as part of the “Judaical ceremonial law” now
abrogated by Christ, and Milton therefore associates them with the
blind adoration of nomos, the legalistic fetishization of the sign, which
defines idolatry:

He then who by that law brings tithes into the gospel, of necessity brings
in withall a sacrifice, and an altar; without which tithes by that law were
unsanctifid’d and polluted . . . and therefor never thought on in the first
Christian times, till ceremonies, altars, and oblations, by an ancienter
corruption, were brought back long before. (7.281–282)

When the principle of paying wages to priests is admitted, all sorts of
idolatrous absurdities follow. For instance, Milton notes that compul-
sory tithes and the payment of occasional fees for religious services
imply contradictory conceptions of ecclesiastical labor. They cannot
both be regarded as wages for a determinate amount of labor: “For if
the minister be maintained for his whole ministry, why should he be
twice paid for any part thereof? Why should he, like a servant, seek
vailes [i.e. tips] over and above his wages?” (7.298). Of all liturgical
matters, the issue of marriage was closest to Milton’s heart, and he
claims that a sacramental view of the institution is a fetish made plau-
sible by a prior fetishization of the priest’s ceremonial labor:

. . . in imitation of heathen priests who were wont at nuptials to use
many rites and ceremonies, and especially, judging it would be prof-
itable, and the increase of thir autoritie, not to be spectators only in
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busines of such concernment to the life of man, they insinuated that
marriage was not holy without their benediction, and for the better
colour, made it a sacrament. . . . (7.299)

Fortunately, he notes, marriage has been removed from “the canonical
shop” by the Marriage Act of 1653. But Milton views this as only one
battle in a comprehensive and continuous war between God and
Mammon. Milton’s declaration, at the very beginning of his polemical
career, that “Antichrist is Mammon’s son” (1.590) deserves to be
understood as a definitive statement of his iconoclastic theology, and as
a manifesto to which he remained faithful throughout his life and art.

IV

Paradise Lost’s direct allusions to the Faust legend have frequently
been noted. Satan’s threat to “turn this Heav’n itself into the Hell/
Thou fablest” (6.291–292) nods to the bravado of Marlowe’s Faustus:
“I think Hell’s a fable” (2.1.123), and the devil’s knowledge that “Which
way I fly is Hell; myself am Hell” (4.75) recalls Mephistopheles’s “Why
this is Hell, nor am I out of it.” (1.3.74) There is also the intriguing
possibility that Milton knew P.F.’s translation of Spies’s Historia. To
the various similitudes by which, in the German text, Mephistopheles
attempts to convey the nature of Hell to Faustus, the English translator
adds one of his own:

We have also with us in hell a ladder, reaching of an exceeding height,
as though it would touch the heavens, on which the damned ascend to
seek the blessing of God; but through their infidility, when they are at
the very highest degree, they fall down again into their former miseries,
complayning of the heate of that unquenchable fire. (110)

The “infidelity” meant here is a departure from a properly mediated
hermeneutic in favor of the iconic thinking that imagines Hell might
contain a ladder and, as we have seen, Milton echoed this image in
Satan’s vision of the stairway to heaven in Paradise Lost (3:516–519).
It is intriguing to consider Milton’s epic in the light of the claim made
by P.F.’s Mephistopheles (like the ladder image, it is not in Spies’s
German original) that “the Lord cast [Lucifer] down headlong, and
where before he was an angel of light, now dwells he in darkness, not
able to come near his first place without God send for him to appear
before him as Raphael” (103). We already know that “Satan himself is
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transformed into an angel of light” (2 Corinthians 11:14), and unless
we are Manicheans we also know—as a logical consequence of God’s
omnipotence—that Satan is as surely a messenger of God’s as any
allegedly good angel. In the book of Job, for instance, we find him
comfortably involved in the heavenly council among his fellow “sons
of God.” Raphael’s name means “medicine of God,” and Satan per-
forms a similarly corrective role as the instrument of God’s punish-
ment. The lessons they teach are frequently indistinguishable. We
recognize in Satan’s temptation of Eve the Manichean aspiration to
escape the evil world of matter with the help of the magical fruit:

Taste this, and be henceforth among the Gods
Thy self a Goddess, not to Earth confin’d,
But sometimes in the Air, as we, sometimes
Ascend to Heav’n, by merit thine, and see
What life the Gods live there, and such live thou. (5.77–81)

But we are surprised to find it reprised in Raphael’s insinuation that:

. . . time may come when men
With Angels may participate, and find
No inconvenient Diet, nor too light Fare:
And from these corporal nutriments perhaps
Your bodies may at last turn all to Spirit
Improv’d by tract of time, and wing’d ascend
Ethereal, as wee, or may at choice
Here or in Heav’nly Paradises dwell. (5.493–500)

Both Satan and Raphael characterize the relation of creature to Creator
in terms of Neoplatonic emanation, as opposed to Aristotelian imma-
nent entelechy, and they thereby introduce illegitimate aspirations into
the minds of Adam and Eve. The difference is that Raphael repeatedly
reminds his interlocutors that the creature’s experience of the Creator
must always pass through images: “what surmounts the reach / Of
human sense, I shall delineate so, / By lik’ning spiritual to corporal
forms, / As may express them best” (5:571–574). The archangel’s pur-
pose is to make Adam acknowledge representation’s mediating func-
tion, rather than idolatrously treat the signs of creation as though they
were autonomous. Michael repeats the admonition in book twelve: “to
God is no access / Without Mediator” (12.239–240), and by this time
Adam has grasped the difference between mediation and occult signif-
icance: “Favour unmerited by me, who sought / Forbidd’n knowledge
by forbidd’n means” (12.278–279).
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Satan’s knowledge of God, which he had assumed to be immediate,
is also inevitably mediated through the signs of creation, and the
exaltation of the “Mediator,” figured as God’s “Son” should force him
to acknowledge this fact. His failure to do so immediately causes his
fall. In Victoria Silver’s words:

The unsurpassable difference between potter and clay, conscious and
inanimate existence, intellectual and material being, agency and
passivity, is suppressed when the idolatrous deify the works of their own
hands. Like Satan with sin, they incontinently project their subjectivity
onto things, deluded by this false creation into supposing that they can
control the world through images. But such magical mastery merely
disguises the oppressiveness of the demonic world these practices
predicate; for as long as we imagine that deity is invested in its appear-
ances or images, that there is a continuity of being and power between
them, we are bound to hate God. (235–236)

The “Son” is what happens when we accept that we are images of
divinity, which entails accepting that we are not identical with or
comparable to divinity. This is why Satan feels impaired at the exalta-
tion of the Son; he does not accept that he is a mere image of God, or
rather, he assumes that to be an image of something is to be an ema-
nation from it, thus to be comparable to it, and thus theoretically able
to replace it. In short, the only kind of image Satan understands is an
idol; he therefore considers himself not an image of God but an “Idol
of Majesty Divine,” (6:101) and he attempts to imitate God by wrest-
ing worldly power from him. He thus arrives at the Faustian belief that
creaturely works, fetishized as magic, can be practically efficacious in
compelling or controlling divinity.

From every perspective in Paradise Lost, whether divine, angelic,
human or diabolical, the Fall is described in terms of the rebellion of
object against subject, of created against Creator. These are the terms
in which Abdiel rebukes Satan: “shalt thou dispute / With him the
points of libertie, who made / Thee what thou art,” and they are iron-
ically prefigured in Sin’s submission to Satan: “Thou art my Father,
thou my Author, thou / My being gav’st me; whom should I obey / But
thee, who follow?” (2.864–866). Satan exalts over man because “Him
by fraud I have seduc’d / From his Creator” (10.485–486), and the
narrator describes how the denial of the Creator leads directly to
idolatry when he laments the propensity of human beings

. . . to forsake
God their Creator, and th’invisible
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Glory of him, that made them, to transform
Oft to the Image of a Brute, adorn’d
With gay Religions full of Pomp and Gold. (1.367–372)

The objectification of the subject (carnality) and the subjectification
of the object (idolatry) are different aspects of one process which
Milton, like later philosophers, calls “alienation.” Satan is described
as “Alien from Heav’n” (4.571) and “alienate from God” (5.877).
The effect of the Fall is to reduce the world to the same “alienated”
(9.9) condition, and Satan considers God “alienated” (10.378) from
creation, thus leaving it prey to “the dark Idolatries / Of alienated
Judah” (1.456–457). Alienation results in the inability, or the refusal,
to recognize the presence of deity in the created universe, which is to
say, in the Manichean, Satanic, and Faustian perspective. Milton
describes its nature in the episode where Satan is temporarily dis-
armed by Eve’s “graceful Innocence” (9.459) which “bereav’d / His
fierceness of the fierce intent it brought: / That space the Evil one
abstracted stood / From his own evil” (9.461–464). At the sight of
Eve, Satan’s “fierceness” is separated from his “fierce intent,” so that
a subjective space opens up within him that is not defined by the
abstract quality of fierceness. His “evil,” which had been his essence,
is alienated, and exists outside him in abstract and exterior form, as
labor-power does in money or religious devotion in an icon. But
Satan identifies with his alienated essence, he sees himself as an idol,
and he quickly re-asserts his identity as the “Evil one.” This self-
idolization is the “hot Hell that always in him burns, / Though in mid
Heav’n” (9.467–468). Alienation—Hell—consists in the conception
of the self as an abstract, objective entity, a thing, and it leads to the
literal reduction of human beings to objects, which is death, the fate
Satan proceeds to inflict on Eve.

Death can be escaped only through the “mediation” (3.226) of the
“Son,” and in De Doctrina Milton explicitly exempts the Son from the
alienation expressed by idols: “the Father does not alienate his glory
from himself in imparting it to the Son, inasmuch as the Son uniformly
glorifies the Father” (1.192). The Son is essential differentiation
without alienation, and in De Doctrina as in Paradise Lost, he stands
for the view of creation that results from referring it to a Creator: “as
he is the image, as it were, by which we see God, so he is the word by
which we hear him” (1.224). We experience Christ, the “Son” or
logos, when we see God in the world, just as “Satan” is what happens
when we obscure Him behind the our own deified works. The Son is
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thus the antithesis and the destroyer of Satan:

Thee next they sang of all creation first,
Begotten Son, divine similitude,
In whose conspicuous count’nance, without cloud
Made visible, th’almighty Father shines,
Whom else no creature can behold . . .
. . . He heav’n of heavens and all the powers therein
By thee created, and by thee threw down
Th’ aspiring dominations. (3.383–392)

The exaltation of the Son, the declaration that the universe and its
inhabitants are God’s creation, instantly induces the birth of Sin from
Satan’s head. He feels “impair’d” by this knowledge, representing as
he does the idolatrous human tendency to worship the products of our
own labor:

That we were formed then saist thou? And the work
Of secondary hands, by task transferred
From Father to his Son? strange point and new!
Doctrine which we would know whence learned: who saw
When this creation was? rememberst thou
Thy making, while the Maker gave thee being?
We know no time when we were not as now;
Know none before us, self-begot, self-rais’d
By our own quick’ning power. (5.853–861)

This is in contrast to Adam’s rational, Kantian reaction to conscious-
ness. Unlike Satan, Adam instinctively looks beyond himself, to the a
priori conditions of his possibility:

. . . how I came thus, how here?—
Not of myself;—by some great Maker then,
In goodness and in power pre-eminent:
Tell me, how may I know him, how adore,
From whom I have that thus I move and live. (8.277–281)

The “Son,” as Milton informs us in De Doctrina, is the “external
efficiency,” the power of God in the world, which opposes the occult
power of magic, and Satan’s failure to grasp this point is repeated in
Paradise Regained. Once again, the devil commits the idolatrous
hermeneutic error of literalism, and thus he cannot appreciate that the
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function of the Son is to mediate our experience of the Creator. He
tells Jesus how he

. . . by voice from Heaven
Heard thee pronounced the Son of God beloved.
Thenceforth I thought thee worth my nearer view
And narrower scrutiny, that I might learn
In what degree or meaning thou art called
The Son of God, which bears no single sense.
The Son of God I also am, or was;
And, if I was, I am; relation stands:
All men are Sons of God; yet thee I thought
In some respect far higher so declared.
Therefore I watched thy footsteps from that hour,
And followed thee still on to this waste wild,
Where, by all best conjectures, I collect
Thou art to be my fatal enemy. (4.499–525)

Satan defines himself as the “enemy” of the “sense” in which Jesus is
the Son of God. Jesus is the Son of God in the sense that he mediates
between Creator and creation. Satan is the force that opposes this
mediation, insisting in Manichean fashion that God is absent from
material creation, and claiming power over it for himself. He does not
recognize what, in Paradise Lost, Michael calls the “virtual power” of
God incarnate in “every kind that lives” (12.337–338). He is unable
to read the visible signs of the universe as referring to an ulterior ref-
erent, and is therefore deprived of the consolation which the archangel
offers to Adam and Eve: “doubt not but in Valley and in Plain / God is
as here, and will be found alike / Present, and of his presence many a
sign / Still following thee” (12.349–352). Michael’s prophecy of Christ’s
coming “to dissolve / Satan with his perverted World” (12.545–546)
does not follow the Manicheans in suggesting that the visible world
belongs to the devil. Rather, the emphasis is on the word “perverted:”
it is the illusory and magical “second nature” that is perverted and
Satanic, and its destruction by Christ will reveal again the obscured
logos in the world.

At the risk of tautology, it is worth noting that this recognition of
logos in the world entails a logocentric epistemology. That is to say, it
involves a view of meaning as produced by virtue of the fact that signs
are guaranteed by reference to an ultimate, prelinguistic logos or truth.
Such a mode of interpretation will look beyond the surface play of sig-
nification, ignoring the Satanic claim that signs can be substituted for
their referents, uncovering essence beneath appearance, and progressing
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“From shadowy Types to Truth, from Flesh to Spirit” (12.303). Adam
and Eve have to be taught this hermeneutic, since they initially show a
tendency to deduce the essential properties of objects from their exter-
nal appearance, and need Raphael to instruct them “that great / Or
bright infers not excellence” (8.90–91). The warning comes too late,
however, to protect Eve from Satan’s spying:

Down he alights among the sportful herd
Of those four-footed kinds, himself now one,
Now other, as their shape serv’d best his end
Nearer to view his prey, and unespi’d
To mark what of their state he more might learn
By word or action mark’d. (4.396–401)

We should note that Satan is incapable of penetrating beneath
surface representations. As was constantly stressed in the witch pam-
phlets, the devil has no access to the human mind, and can only guess
what we are thinking by external “word or action.” Milton contrasts
this superficial perception with God’s “Eternal eye, whose sight
discerns / Abstrusest thoughts” (5.711–712). Raphael recalls that
Messiah clearly displayed “his Sign in Heaven” (6.776) before the
final battle with Satan, “But to convince the proud what Signs avail”
(6.789). The narrator finds it necessary to protect the reader against
Satanic carnality in interpretation, interjecting several reminders that
he is giving merely figural, pictorial portrayals of res invisibilia,
invoking “The meaning, not the Name” (7.5) of his muse, and
appealing “that I may see and tell / Of things invisible to mortal
sight” (3.54–55).

Eve is prepared to resist Satan by instruction as to the nature of
images, and about the related issue of her derivation from God.
Transfixed by her reflection in the pool, she hears a voice enjoining her
to go with Adam, “Whose image thou art” (5.472), but she prefers the
“smooth wat’ry image” (5.480) of herself. The heavenly voice must
explain to her that it is an image, which means explaining that it has a
referent: “What there thou seest fair Creature is thyself” (5.468). Once
she grasps the relation of sign and referent, she is able to understand
herself as the “image” of Adam. Her initial mistake echoes Satan’s in
heaven. He rebels at the proclamation, announced by the “begatting”
of the Son, that he was created in another’s image. This rebellion issues
in the birth of Sin, who is an image of Satan. To reject the Creator is
automatically to construct an artificial and sinful re-creation, a
“second nature.” Inevitably, Satan regards this image of himself in an
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idolatrous and carnal manner, as Sin herself explains:

They call’d me Sin, and for a sign
Portentous held me; but grown familiar,
I pleas’d, and with attractive graces won
The most averse, thee chiefly, who full oft
Thy self in me thy perfect image viewing
Becam’st enamour’d. (2.760–765)

This process is repeated after the human Fall, when Eve idolizes the
tree’s “Fruit Divine” (5.67), which Adam had called “The only sign of
our obedience left / Among so many signs of power and rule” (4.428–
429). The Fall results in a shift in the mode of signification, a lapse
into idolatry which is characterized by the worship of animal-gods:

Their Maker’s Image, answered Michael then
Forsook them, when themselves they vilifi’d
To serve ungovern’d appetite, and took
His Image whom they serv’d, a brutish vice. (11.515–518)

The Manicheans often symbolized Christ, or the “supreme emanan-
tion,” in the form of a serpent, and it is Raphael, not Satan, who tells
Adam and Eve that the serpent is “to thee / Not noxious” (7:497–498).
The practical consequences of this information need no elaboration,
and are in themselves sufficient proof of the felix culpa. Strictly speak-
ing, however, Raphael is telling the truth. He is referring to the natural
creature, the serpent in-and-for-itself. What he does not address is the
snake’s occult, artificial significance, the serpent for us. Adam and Eve
do not experience the serpent as it is in itself, and Eve’s illusion that
she does so perceive it causes her Fall. The fault lies not in the serpent,
or even in Eve’s perception of the serpent, but in her identification of
the serpent with her perception of it. This ignorance of mediation is
the first mistake against which we are warned in the Argument of
book one, where the “prime cause” of the Fall is “the Serpent, or
rather Satan in the Serpent.” The narrator repeats this distinction
several times just before the Fall (9: 412–413, 9. 494–495).

Satan himself experiences his existence in the serpent as an
alienation from God, and his attitude to incarnation forms another
polarity with the Son. Simply by virtue of their distinction from their
Creator—by the fact that they are created—human beings must
impose on the things of this world a significance that does not natu-
rally belong to them. Kant called this the realm of the “phenomenal,”
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or the “for us.” The greatest epistemological and ethical error human-
ity can make, according to Kant, is to mistake the “phenomenal” for
the “noumenal,” the “for us” for the “in itself,” and this is the error that
Milton identifies with Satan. If we remain conscious of the distinction
between the natural and the artificial significance of things—between
the serpent and Satan-in-the-serpent—we will be aware that the world
as we perceive it is mediated, and we will understand that phenomena
are the result of antecedent conditions of possibility. For Milton, the
Son personifies this awareness of divinity’s presence in creation. If,
however, we elide the distinction between phenomena and noumena,
we will take the world as it is immediately presented to us as “reality.”
We will then notice only the alienation of divinity from creation, we
will have fallen, and we will share the perspective of Satan in the
serpent:

O foul descent! that I, who erst contended
With Gods to sit the highest, am now constrained
Into a beast; and, mixed with bestial slime,
This essence to incarnate and imbrute,
That to the highth of Deity aspired! (9.163–165)

This is the attitude that leads to magic, to the attempt to obtrude mate-
rial causes in the place of final causes, which in turn involves the
fetishization of representation as performative. The serpent is a natural
creature, but Satan-in-the-serpent is a performative sign. The serpent is
incapable of beguiling a human being, but Satan-in-the-serpent can do
so easily. Indeed, he cannot fail to do so, by his very existence he has
already done so, since the beguilement consists precisely in the dis-
placement of natural by occult significance. Eve’s self-exoneration
before God displays her inability to distinguish the natural from the
occult: “The Serpent me beguiled, and I did eat” (10.162). God accord-
ingly accommodates His reaction to her mode of understanding:

Which when the Lord God heard, without delay
To judgement he proceeded on the accused
Serpent, though brute; unable to transfer
The guilt on him, who made him instrument
Of mischief, and polluted from the end
Of his creation; justly then accursed,
As vitiated in nature: More to know
Concerned not Man, (since he no further knew)
Nor altered his offence; yet God at last
To Satan first in sin his doom applied,
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Though in mysterious terms, judged as then best:
And on the Serpent thus his curse let fall. (10.163–174)

Eve’s Fall is both cause and effect of her confusion of appearance with
essence, as is revealed when she accuses the serpent of causing it.
Seeing that Eve does not understand that the serpent was activated by
an occult power, God curses the serpent. That is to say, he curses the
fact that the serpent appears to Eve to have been the cause of the Fall,
since that fact is itself the cause of the Fall. In cursing the serpent, God
addresses himself to the world of phenomena, which is to say that He
speaks figuratively, in “mysterious terms.” Believing as he does that
signs are autonomous, Satan fails to understand that he is included
under the curse inflicted upon his image: “True is, me also he hath
judg’d, or rather / Me not, but the brute Serpent in whose shape / Man
I deceiv’d” (10.494–496). Since Satanic consciousness thinks in such
literalistic, magical terms, God reveals the involvement of sign and
referent to Satan by literally, magically, transforming him into a
serpent. He is “punish’d in the shape he sinn’d” (10.516). Adam, in
contrast, is aware of the gap between sign and referent:

. . . thy seed shall bruise
The Serpent’s head; piteous amends! unless
Be meant, whom I conjecture, our grand foe,
Satan; who, in the serpent, hath contrived
Against us this deceit: To crush his head
Would be revenge indeed! (10.1030–1036)

But the last sentence indicates his continued thrall to picture thinking.
Adam has grasped that the serpent is a symbol of Satan, but he has not
grasped that “Satan” is itself a figural term, and so he evidently imag-
ines his descendent literally stamping on the horned, goateed head of
the devil. Michael eventually corrects this impression in book twelve:
“Dream not of their fight, / As of a Duel, or the local wounds / Of
head or heel: not therefore joins the Son / Manhood to God-head”
(386–389). The Son is not to be incarnated as a man in order physically
to destroy the devil, but as an indication that creation’s relationship to
the Creator can be understood in other terms than as alienation.
Redemption operates, as Michael tells Adam, “Not by destroying
Satan, but his works / In thee and in thy seed” (12.394–395). Our
impression, which is very powerful in Paradise Lost, of Satan as a
power independent of God, is Satan’s perception of himself, and also
the perception he inculcates in humanity. It is the essential tenet of
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Manicheanism, but it is Satan’s perception, not Milton’s. In fact,
Satan’s absurd assumption that he is independent of God is not merely
the cause and the effect of his Fall, it is his Fall. The Satanic perspective
is the creature’s denial of the Creator. Once we understand this, any
debate about the justice of Satan’s cause, or the admissibility of his
grievances, or his political significance, becomes otiose. The Romantic
sympathy for the devil is anachronistic. To Milton, Satan represented
the ideology of magic, and it is in these terms that we should seek to
understand him.
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Chapter Four

Faust and Don Juan

I

In the eighteenth century, the Faustian attitude to autonomous
representation and the objectification of the subject moves decisively
into the realm of the erotic. Even in Spies and Marlowe, the erotic
power exerted by the animate image of Helen of Troy marks the stage
at which the distinction between illusion and reality breaks down.
This condition is known to postmodern philosophers as “hyper-reality,”
and thinkers like Jean Baudrillard have argued convincingly that the
displacement of the referent by the sign is the definitive characteristic
of contemporary consciousness. In Baudrillard’s work, however,
hyper-reality loses some of the ethical stigma that his former
Situationist colleague Guy Debord attached to the “spectacle.” While
both Debord and Baudrillard trace a direct link between the spectacle
and the imposition of imaginary exchange-value on an object, Debord
emphasizes the fact that exchange-value is objectified labor-power,
and this give his critique a moralistic tone that has largely disappeared
from postmodernist accounts of the hyper-real.

The theoretical foundation of Debord’s work is Georg Lukacs’s
extrapolation of Marx’s concept of commodity fetishism into the all-
encompassing notion of “reification,” a phenomenon that is simulta-
neously psychological and economic.1 In Debord, as in Walter
Benjamin’s “The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction”
and Susan Sontag’s On Photography, the twentieth century’s fetishiza-
tion of images is shown to develop organically from the root of
commodity fetishism. As Sontag puts it:

A capitalist society requires a culture based on images. The camera’s
twin capacities to subjectivize reality and to objectify it ideally serve
these needs and strengthen them. The production of images also
furnishes a ruling ideology. Social change is replaced by a change in
images. The freedom to consume a plurality of images and goods
is equated with freedom itself. The narrowing of free political choice to
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free economic consumption requires the unlimited production and
consumption of images.2

Sontag’s insights have often been applied in feminist analysis, as a way
of understanding the erotic objectification of women. In the 1970’s,
such objectification was frequently discussed under the rubric of
“pornography.” Susan Griffin’s comment that “the pornographic
camera performs a miracle in reverse. Looking on a living being, a per-
son with a soul, it produces an image of a thing”3 is representative of
such critiques. They are prefigured in the antitheatrical discourse of
the sixteenth century, which consistently connect the performative
with commerce, and especially with sexual objectification. In 1580,
Anthony Munday linked the theater with prostitution, claiming
that “none delight in those spectacles, but such as would be made
spectacles,” and observing the “harlots” in the audience who strive
“to be as an object to all mens eies.”4 Munday follows a pattern of
argument established by Stephen Gosson (1579), who united com-
merce, carnality, and the theater as a “generall Market of Bawdrie”
where “every knave and his queane, are there first acquainted and
cheapen the Merchandise in that place, which they pay for elsewhere
as they can agree.”5

Feminist anthropology suggests that the sexual objectification of
women, their translation into merely physical images, has a similar
history and logic to the development of Debord’s “spectacle.” The
spectacle is an independent image that grows out of a market in
commodities and, according to Claude Levi-Strauss, the objectifica-
tion of women grows from a similar system of exchange. Levi-Strauss
argues that women were the first symbolic objects that made possible
societies based on alliances between men: “The emergence of symbolic
thought must have required that women, like words, should be things
that were exchanged.”6 Gayle Rubin’s reading of Levi-Strauss calls for
“an analysis of the evolution of sexual exchange along the lines of
Marx’s discussion in Capital of the evolution of money and commodi-
ties,”7 and her own work, among many others, provides ample evi-
dence of the utility of such studies. Andrea Dworkin describes
fetishistic male sexuality as a kind of perverted Platonism:

The love of or desire for or obsession with a external object is, in male
culture, seen as a response to the qualities of the object itself. . . . It is
taken for granted that a sexual response is an objectified response: that
is, a response aroused by an object with specific attributes that in them-
selves provoke sexual desire. . . . Men, perpetually searching to justify
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their perpetual search for objects that move them to experience their
own desire transmuted to power, claim especially to love beauty as such;
and under the formidable guise of aesthetic devotion, objectification is
defended or presented as the recognition of the beautiful.8

Whereas in Plato the beauty of an object emanates from the ideal form
of beauty, in fetishistic male desire an object’s beauty is conceived as
intrinsic to the object itself. Physical beauty is thus not a sign of ideal
beauty, but an empty, surface phenomenon. The subjective element of
desire is repressed, and it is assumed that beautiful objects, especially
the female body, simply produce desire by virtue of their own qualities.
This is magical thinking, since it attributes performative power to an
objective thing, and in fact many words which today connote sexual
desire—glamour, enchantment—were originally used to describe the
effects of magic. Dworkin concludes that “objectification” is an
imprecise term. The objects of male desire are not inanimate; they are
artificially animated by the quasi-magical significances attributed to
them: “the woman is the fetish, not just object, but magical charm,
charged with symbolic meaning” (127). Rubin makes the same point
with regard to the “primitive” societies described by Levi-Strauss:
“The exchange of women does not necessarily imply that women are
objectified, in the modern sense, since objects in the primitive world
are imbued with highly personal qualities” (174). If women are
subjects, however, they are so only in a magical sense, in the same way
that an occult sign or ritual is attributed efficacious power. As they are
regarded by male desire, then, women assimilate objectification into
their very subjectivity: they become living idols. Milton associates this
process with the fall of man when, in Paradise Lost, Adam attributes
Eve’s seduction to her “longing to be seen/ Though by the Devil
himself” (10.877–878).9

It is possible to track the logic of this objectifying tendency through
the Faust myth’s various treatments of Helen of Troy. As we saw in
chapter two, Helen has been the predominant trope for iconic,
fetishized female beauty since Homer. The early versions of the Faust
story take care to point out that the icon conjured up by the magician’s
spells is not Helen herself, but a “devil-specter in the image of Helen.”
But Faust himself is taken in by the illusion, and in Spies he even imag-
ines that he has impregnated her. Faust is associated with unbridled
and perverse sexuality from his earliest appearances in the historical
record. The city of Nuremburg’s description of Faust as “the great
sodomite and necromancer” indicates the age’s tendency to associate
the translation of knowledge into magic with sexual perversion.
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Spies, P.F., and Marlowe all dwell on Faust’s sexual escapades, and
Helen’s role is even more pronounced in the puppet-play. The puppet
Faust’s soliloquy on first seeing her summarizes the alienation of the
self and the perversion of entelechy that spring from the idolatry of
fleshly beauty: “Am I still myself? Ha! Are mine the eyes that drink
this vision in, as the dry and glowing earth absorbs the beams of the
bright sun . . . earth blooms for me in the glamour of love.”10 The
word “glamour” was often used to describe the illusory aura of fasci-
nation cast by magic spells, and Faust is quickly reminded of this.
Shortly after hurrying Helen to the boudoir he reappears in disarray:
“Oh, vanity! Ha, false, detestable phantasm! When to my heart I
would have pressed this radiant being, lo! Within my arms I held a
fiend of hell!” (73–74). The connections between sexual objectifica-
tion, magic, and idolatry were commonplace in the early modern
period; in Aphra Behn’s The Rover (1677), the prostitute Angellica has
the misfortune to fall in love with Willmore, a thinly disguised carica-
ture of the Earl of Rochester. To her dismay, this experience of sincere
feeling reveals the power exerted by her looks as fetishistic and thus
illusory: “O, how I fell like a long-worshipped idol / Discovering all the
cheat . . . Why wouldst thou then destroy my fancied power. . . .”11

Every version of the Faust story includes a critique of sexual idolatry,
and as a result, treatments of the Faust legend frequently overlap with
another primal modern myth: the story of Don Juan. It is often said
that Don Juan is to the body what Faust is to the mind, but just as
Faust exhibits sexual as well as intellectual ambition, Don Juan always
displays a Faustian free-thinking skepticism. There are many other
thematic connections between the two heroes.12 One prominent
shared characteristic is their deployment of efficacious representation
in the pursuit of material ends: where Faust uses magical spells, Don
Juan employs the serpentine rhetoric of seduction. In The Literary
Speech Act: Don Juan with J. L. Austin, Shoshona Felman establishes
the importance of Don Juan as a mythological expression of perfor-
mativity by pointing to the similarities between Juan’s promises to
marry the women he seduces and the performative statements
described by Austin:

By committing speech acts, Don Juan literally escapes the hold of truth.
Although he has no intention whatsoever of keeping his promises, the
seducer, strictly speaking, does not lie, since he is doing no more than
playing on the self-referential property of the performative utterances,
and is effectively accomplishing the speech acts that he is naming. The
trap of seduction thus consists in producing a referential illusion
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through an utterance that is by its very nature self-referential: the
illusion of a real or extralinguistic act of commitment created by an
utterance that refers only to itself.13

Like Faust, Don Juan is interested only in the efficacy of words, not
their truth: “Saying, for him, is in no case tantamount to knowing,
but rather to doing: acting on the interlocutor, modifying the situa-
tion and the play of forces within it.” Felman’s observation that
“current research on the performative is very often organized
around promising, which is taken as the exemplary model of speech
acts in general” (9) has become increasingly apposite since the
book’s first publication, and Don Juan has served as a rich topos for
a generation of feminist scholars. The fact that his promises, as
performative speech-acts, do not have to correspond to any prelin-
guistic subjective intention is what allows Don Juan to philander
and deceive, but it also displays his disregard for the allegedly
patriarchal, transcendent subject. Felman calls this subversive
aspect of performativity “Austin’s Donjuanism.” In his foreword to
the new edition of Felman’s book, Stanley Cavell emphasizes the
paradigmatic role played by the act of promising in Austin’s theory
of communication:

. . . the act and concept of promising is not just one more among per-
formative utterances as these are characterized by Austin in contrast to
constative utterances . . . but that promising—even especially the prom-
ise to marry—is somehow privileged in Austin’s view, naming as it were
the fact of speech itself. . . . Austin identifies speaking as giving one’s
word, as if an “I promise” implicitly lines every act of speech, of intelli-
gibility, as it were a condition of speech as such. (xiii)

As Derrida’s study of Austin also suggests, even constative utterances
contain an implicit performative “I promise,” indicating that the
speaker is sincerely communicating what he believes to be true. As
Derrida observes: “Each time I open my mouth, I am promising some-
thing. . . . Even if I lie, the condition of my lie is that I promise to tell
you the truth. So the promise is not just one speech act among others;
every speech act is fundamentally a promise.”14 By exploiting the per-
formative nature of promising, then, Don Juan undermines the very
possibility of an authentic subject communicating a prelinguistic truth.
His use of the performative is even more radical than Cavell implies in
his discussion of Austin’s distinction between illocutionary and
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perlocutionary speech-acts:

Illocutions . . . can name what they do (to say “I promise, bet, wed,
announce” etc. is to promise, wed, etc.); perlocutions cannot in this way
name what they do. If apparently perlocutionary acts (uttering “I deter,
punish, alarm, amaze, disgust, seduce, delight, etc. you”) were eo
ipso . . . to deter, punish, alarm, disgust, seduce, delight you, speech
would essentially . . . be a form of magic. (xix)

But in the Donjuanian view of the world, as in the Faustian, speech is
indeed a form of magic. Don Juan expands the illocutionary nature of
promising to everything he says; the truth-content of speech has no
significance, and all that matters is the practical effects that his words
produce. He might as well be, and in a sense he is, uttering magic
spells. It is this abandonment of autonomous subjectivity, this reveling
in performative signification, that makes “Donjaunism” appealing to
feminists like Felman, who admits to being “seduced” by J.L. Austin.
If we trace the connections between Don Juan and Faust, however, the
morality of the performative begins to look less liberating and more
sinister, even Satanic. For these legends agree upon, and eventually
unite around, the proposition that performative signification and the
consequent objectification of the subject are the work of the devil.

II

The idea of dealing with the devil in order to win sexual favors was
ancient, and love magic was historically one of the most frequent
charges laid against accused witches, so it is not surprising to find that
Don Juan and Faust share common mythological ancestors. One
source of both legends was the story of Simon the Gnostic, who was
alleged to have used his magical powers to achieve sexual intercourse
with Helen of Troy, and this tale was later assimilated into the life of
the proto-Faust Simon Magus, a story described by Tertullian in
On the Soul. Simon, the archetypal magician, here becomes the
progenitor of Helen, who symbolizes the illusory fetish-object of con-
cupiscent desire, and who is described as a Manichean devil, creating
the rebellious angels and then being imprisoned by them in fleshly,
female form.

There is the (infamous) Simon of Samaria in the Acts of the Apostles,
who chaffered for the Holy Ghost: after his condemnation by Him, and

The Faust Myth118

mailto:right@palgrave.com


a vain remorse that he and his money must perish together, he applied
his energies to the destruction of the truth. . . . Besides the support with
which his own magic arts furnished him, he had recourse to imposture,
and purchased a Tyrian woman of the name of Helen out of a brothel,
with the same money which he had offered for the Holy Spirit,—a traf-
fic worthy of the wretched man. He actually reigned himself to be the
Supreme Father, and further pretended that the woman was his own pri-
mary conception, wherewith he had purposed the creation of the angels
and the archangels; that after she was possessed of this purpose she
sprang forth from the Father and descended to the lower spaces, and
there anticipating the Father’s design had produced the angelic powers,
which knew nothing of the Father, the Creator of this world; that she
was detained a prisoner by these from a (rebellious) motive very like her
own, lest after her departure from them they should appear to be the
offspring of another being; and that . . . she was degraded even to the
form of man, to be confined, as it were, in the bonds of the flesh. Having
during many ages wallowed about in one female shape and another, she
became the notorious Helen who was so ruinous to Priam. . . .15

Another prototype of Don Juan was St. Cyprian, who before his con-
version had been a magician in third-century Antioch, and who used
demonic assistance in an attempt to seduce Justina, a Christian virgin.
In the legend, the girl repels the devil with the sign of the cross, thus
inspiring Cyprian to follow her example and convert. Calderon de la
Barca’s The Wonderful Magician (1635?) tells the story of Cyprian in
a style that seems to indicate a familiarity with the Faust myth. The
play is worth discussing at length because of its evident coalescence
with the Faust-books, and also because of its remarkably detailed pre-
figuration of Paradise Lost. In Calderon, the Donjuanian promise is
overtly made to the devil. In later versions this is only implicitly so,
and Juan’s efficacious promises appear to be made to the women he
seduces. But just as the prosecutors in the witch trials insisted that the
defendants had made a covert, or even unconscious, pact with Satan,
so also Juan’s performative speech acts are ultimately revealed to have
been addressed, even without his knowing it, to the devil, who finally
claims his part of the bargain. The contract has become, as with the
social contracts of Hobbes and Rousseau, a matter of custom and
practice rather than a formally signed document.

Calderon’s play opens with Cyprian in retreat from the pagan state
religion of Antioch, seeking refuge in a wood during the dedication of
a new temple to Jupiter. He reads the words of Pliny, “God is one
supremest good, / One pure essence, one existence, / Self-sustained,”16

and he recognizes that these cannot be the attributes of any pagan god.
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He is immediately joined by a demon, to whom he complains that
“I cannot find / Such a god as Plinius figures” (1.3). The presence of
contradiction in the world leads him toward Manicheanism:

. . . two wills,
Mutually antagonistic,
Cannot lead unto one end.
They being thus in opposition,
One we must consider good,
One as bad we must consider. (ibid.)

Manichean thought imagines the devil as a power independent of
God, and the crux of the criminal charges against witches was the
accusation of Manicheanism: witches and magicians believed that the
devil was a being who could be induced, or even forced, to bring about
material effects independently of the divine will. In this play, however,
Cyprian reasons his way beyond the Manichean temptation:

. . . though He in one or two
Or more persons be distinguished,
Yet the sovereign Deity
Must be one, sublime and single,
The first cause of every cause,
The first germ of all existence. (ibid.)

Unlike Faust, Cyprian’s reasoning is theologically orthodox, and his
immersion in study is therefore an obstacle rather than, as with Faust,
an instrument to the devil’s ends. Noting this, the demon has recourse
to sensual temptation as an alternative to intellectual: “So involved in
study is he, / That I now must wean him from it, / Weaving round him
the bewitchment / Of rare beauty” (ibid.). He evidently views carnal
lust as a kind of magic, a “glamour,” which will undo Cyprian’s rea-
son: “I note the dangerous workings / Of his mind, and thus to magic /
Bind him. . . .” The unwitting vehicle of this sexual magic is the
Christian virgin Justina, who we meet lamenting the idolatry of
Antioch, and warning against the magical, demonic power unleashed
by such practices:

The whole city, madly gay,
Error-blinded and insane,
Consecrating shrine and fane
To an image, which I know,
Cannot be a god, although
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Some demoniac power may pass,
Making breathe the silent brass
As a proof that it is so. (1.7)

In this she is proved correct, and just as described in the contemporary
witch trials, the demon performs miracles in order to convince the
pagans that their idols are alive. He boasts of his magical power to
Cyprian in terms that recall Mephistopheles’s instruction of Faust in
astronomy: “I in magic am so mighty, / That I can describe the orbits /
Of the stars, for I have traveled / Through the farthest and beyond
them” (2.7). Once in the grip of sexual fascination with Justina,
Cyprian begins to find such magic attractive. He wishes for “some
devilish power to aid me, / Were it even to rise from hell . . . I would,
to possess this woman, / Give my soul” (2.6). Just as in the Faust leg-
end, there are several references to the topical controversies of the
witch craze. When the demon disguises himself as Justina’s lover, she
refutes the accusation of infidelity by invoking the doctrine that
demons can take material form by concentrating air: “The air / Must
this phantasy display — / This illusion.” It is just this Satanic ability to
conjure images that convinces Cyprian to sign the Faustian pact,
when the devil fabricates a chimera representing Justina. The
incident closely resembles Faust’s encounter with the image of Helen
of Troy:

[A rock opens and Justina is seen sleeping.]
Demon: Is this she whom you adore?
Cyprian: Whom I idolize beyond measure.
. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
Demon: Stay; for till the word you gave me

Is affirmed, and well attested,
You can touch her not.

[Cyprian rushes towards the rock, which closes.]
Cyprian: Oh, stay

Cloud that hides the most resplendent
Sun, that on my bliss e’er dawned
But ‘tis air my void arm presses.—
I believe your art, acknowledge
Now I am your slave for ever.
What do you wish I do for thee?
What do you ask?

Demon: To be protected
By your signature here written
In your blood, at the foot of a letter. (2.18)
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All of the Faustian elements are here, down to the smallest details, and
Calderon was evidently deeply familiar with anti-witch discourse.
Cyprian uses his demonic powers to control the weather—“Ye skies of
cloudless day / List to my magic spell-words and obey”—there is the
same fascination with “mystic symbols,” and a similar comic subplot
involving the clownish attempts of Cyprian’s servant to imitate his
master. The temptation scene between Justina and the demon forms a
conceptual bridge between the theological disputes of the witch trials
and those of Paradise Lost. Justina begins by speculating about the
devil’s ontological status: “Art thou but delusion’s cheat?” Her confi-
dence in the omnipotence of the monotheistic deity repels the devil’s
advances, but following his departure she fears that, were it not for her
ascription of all earthly power to God, “Some strange witchery of my
will / Must have been effected here.” As in Cyprian’s opening encounter
with the demon, the omnipotent Christian God drives out the
Manichean credence in Satanic efficacy, and Justina informs the demon
that the “bliss” he offers her “were bought too dear,” recognizing it as
“a slavery most severe.”

Unlike Justina, Cyprian eventually succumbs to the temptations of
magic, and we next meet him in the Faustian predicament of appear-
ing to command nature but finding no satisfaction in his power. He
cannot influence Justina’s will with his magic, and this makes a mock-
ery of his mastery over the physical world. A “phantom figure of
Justina” now approaches, claiming to have been summoned by “the
powerful spell thou workest.” It soon disappears, but Cyprian gives
pursuit and manages to capture the image, which he admits “hast cost
me / Even my soul. But in my judgment, / Since the gain has been so
glorious, / Not so dear has been the purchase.” But of course his prize
is immediately transformed into “gaunt skeleton, a statue, / A pale
image, a sepulchral / Show of death,” thus instructing him in the objec-
tifying properties of both magic and sexual obsession. Armed with this
knowledge, he confronts the demon and announces that he now
knows that magical signs possess no intrinsic efficacy, and that any
power they may seem to have actually comes from Satan:

To assert, that on thy magic
As expressed by me, the burden
Of the fault should lie, is vain,
For I, point by point, so worked it,
That of all its silent symbols
There was not a line but somewhere
Had its place, of all its spell-words
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Not one word that was not uttered.
Then, ‘tis plain thou has deceived me,
For though acting as instructed,
I but found an empty phantom
Where I sought a blissful substance. (3.16)

Cyprian claims that the contract is now void, but the devil points out that
he has fulfilled his pledge to teach the magician “How to draw to thee
Justina / By the potent power impulsive / Of thy words.” “Twas a phan-
tom,” complains Cyprian, but the devil replies that “Twas a portent”
sent by “a god who takes this trouble / For Justina.” Cyprian is confused:

Cyprian: What’s one God,
When of gods there’s such a number?

Demon: All their power in Him is centred.
Cyprian: Then One only, sole and sovereign,

Must He be, whose single will
Their united wills outworketh.

Demon: I know nothing, I know nothing. (ibid.)

Thus Calderon expresses the transition from polytheism to monothe-
ism as the movement from an idolatrous to a referential hermeneutic.
At first, Cyprian sees the corpse as a mere “phantom”; an empty,
meaningless image. Once he learns to read it as a “portent,” a sign
with an ulterior meaning, he is led to the conclusion that this signifi-
cance must have been placed in the image by a single transcendent
author, in whose name he then successfully renounces his pact with the
devil, despite the demon’s legalistic insistence that “Thou art mine, my
slave: no master / Canst thou have but me.” Imprisoned along with
Justina, Cyprian commits the ultimate sin of despair, fearing that his
sins are too great to be forgiven. Justina responds by denying the
quantitative view of sin, its equation with a financial debt, that has
obscured from Cyprian the true nature of redemption:

Oh, there are not
Stars as many in the heavens,
Sands as many on the shore,
Sparks within the fire as many,
Motes as many in the beam,
On the winds so many feathers,
As the sins He can forgive. (3.23)

The quantitative view of sin and redemption is the quintessential error
of Donjuanian and Faustian philosophy. Both heroes equate life with
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time; they trade the qualitatively definitive element of their human
natures—their souls—for a calculable, determinate amount of power
measured in temporal terms, and they are led to do this by their
exploitation of the performative sign. Cyprian pledges his word
directly to the devil, while later Don Juans make their promises to
women, but the performative effect of the promise is the same in both
cases. It has been described by Judith Butler:

If the explicit claim that a promise makes is not only to represent an
intention, and to represent it continuously through time (“I will do this,
and I will do it despite what happens tomorrow or the next day”), then
the promise assumes that language can and does represent intention or,
in this instance, “will” in a transparent, adequate, and sustaining
way. This is, as it were, the implicit metaphysics of a sustainable
promise. (116)

The Biblical prohibitions on taking oaths spring from an understand-
ing that it blasphemous to presume that human words can effect
deeds. The plausibility of Don Juan’s promises rests on a similar
presumption, and he exploits his victims’ faith in the performative
power of his words. Whereas the Bible asserts that Providence may
override human prediction, bestowing on events an ulterior signifi-
cance that demands interpretation, Juan takes a purely mechanical
and quantified view of time as “credit,” giving it the calculability of a
financial debt, and scorning the subjective intentionality that guaran-
tees a promise. Significantly, Calderon’s Justina is the last virgin to
repel the seducer; in subsequent versions of the myth Don Juan’s
strategems are invariably successful.

III

Don Juan makes his first significant appearance under that name
in Tirso de Molina’s El Burlador, composed between 1607 and 1629.
This play features what will become Juan’s characteristic catch-phrase,
“tan largo me lo fiais,” or “what long credit you trust me with.”17

This is his invariable response to the threat of divine retribution. He
sees his amoral life as a loan of time, imagines God as a usurer waiting
to collect a debt, holds a pragmatic opinion of truth, and does not
understand himself as an autonomous, prelinguistic subject. In Butler’s
terms, he rejects “the implicit metaphysics of a sustainable promise,”
and consequently El Burlador exhibits a moral and historical tension
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between the plural, disparate subjectivity of postmodernity and the
unitary subject of Enlightenment Europe.

De Molina’s Don Juan does not enact a formal pact with the devil,
but he commits a comparable blasphemy, swearing by God that he
will honor his promises while intending no such thing. He is presented
as a man for whom “intention,” or any other form of interior subjec-
tivity, is non-existent. In one of several allusions to the Odyssey, the
disguised Don Juan is questioned about his identity and replies: “Who
am I? A man without a name.” This recalls Odysseus’s answer to the
Cyclops—“I am nobody”—which was hailed by Adorno and
Horkheimer in Dialectic of Enlightenment as announcing the birth of
the autonomous, intending subject which can be conceived of as exist-
ing apart from the body of the speaker (67). In the Don Juan myth, the
same answer heralds that subject’s death. Juan denies that he has any
stable identity, any core of personality that could guarantee the valid-
ity of his promises across time. He has no virtu, and therefore no
virtue. As a result, his actions become, in Spanish, “malicia,” the
equivalent of the maleficia committed by witches.

El Burlador personifies the process of objectification that accompa-
nies the Donjuanian destruction of autonomous subjectivity in the
figure of “the stone guest”—the statue of the Commander whom Don
Juan has murdered, and who miraculously accepts his invitation to
dinner, where he becomes the agent of divine justice on the hero. Don
Juan has abdicated his subjective essence in favor of the objective
effects of performative promises, and he is therefore appropriately
punished by an object that achieves subjective agency. Like Don Juan’s
empty words, the statue can do things despite not being alive. It repre-
sents the stored-up, objectified intentionality that Don Juan has alien-
ated into language. Ironically, the statue is the one figure in the play
with whom Don Juan does keep his word. Molina stresses this point
at length, having Juan declare “I keep my word with men, being a
knight,” and “I swear I will fulfill it, I am Tenorio.” There are multi-
ple ironies here; Don Juan is not making a promise to a man but to a
statue, and he swears by the name he has earlier disavowed. He does
keep his promise, however, scornfully asking Catalinon, the servant
who urges him to break the appointment “Didn’t you see me give my
word,” and rebuffing the lackey’s confused question, “What does it
matter if you break it?”

Ian Watt’s account of the difference between Juan’s attitude to the
statue and his treatment of women is certainly plausible: “The
statue in effect achieves its purpose by relying on Don Juan’s public
allegiance to the pagan and individual notion of troth, as opposed to
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the more modern Christian and universalist conception embodied in
the word truth” (108). But there is more at stake here than feudal
fidelity. Juan keeps his promise to the statue because he is not dealing
with a human subject but with an automated object. His war is against
the transcendent subject, the prelinguistic element of the human mind
where intention and will reside: the soul. Since the statue’s definitive
characteristic is the absence of any such spiritual ousia, Don Juan can
exempt it from his violations. He is keeping his word, not to a person,
but to an animate image, because it is in animate images—performative
signs—that he has always placed his trust.

Shoshona Felman’s work on Don Juan does not focus on these
prototypical Spanish versions, but on Moliere’s play of 1665. As a
result, she and those who build upon her work often miss the message,
which is very clear in Calderon and de Molina, that Don Juan’s
exploitation of the performative is founded upon, analogous to, and
made possible by his faith in the efficacy of the pact with Satan. In
other words, like the story of Faust, the myth is designed to establish
the Satanic nature of performative signification. Heavily stressed in
counter-reformation Spain, this element shrinks in scope and impor-
tance in the rationalist milieu of the sun king’s court, and Moliere’s rel-
ative neglect of the demonic appears to have obscured the myth’s
ethical stance in the eyes of some twentieth-century commentators.
Unlike his earlier incarnations, Moliere’s Don Juan is a rationalist:

Sganarelle: Is it possible that you don’t believe in Heaven at all?
Don Juan: Let that question alone.
Sganarelle: That means you don’t. And Hell?
Don Juan: Enough!
Sganarelle: Ditto. What about the devil then?
Don Juan: Oh, of course.
Sganarelle: As little. Do you believe in an after life?
Don Juan: Ha! ha! ha!
Sganarelle: But everybody must believe in something. What do you

believe in?
Don Juan: What do I believe?
Sganarelle: Yes.
Don Juan: I believe that two and two make four, Sganarelle, and four

and four make eight.
Sganarelle: That’s a fine thing to believe! What fine articles of faith!

Your religion then is nothing but arithmetic.18

As in the earlier versions, Don Juan believes in quantity, not quality;
mathematics, not virtu. But the diabolical implications of this are
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largely absent from Moliere’s version, and the final scene where Juan
is seized by Hellfire is entirely pro forma. From its opening lines, the
play treats Juan’s perspective with considerable sympathy; in the first
scene, his servant Sganarelle mockingly sensualizes the concept of
virtu: “I don’t care what Aristotle and the philosophers say: there’s
nothing in this world like snuff. Among other reasons, it inclines the
heart to virtue” (33). Along with his absurd attempts to prove the exis-
tence of God, this establishes him as a lumpen foil for Juan’s thrillingly
scandalous atheism. When Sganarelle avers that “there’s something
wonderful in Man, which none of your clever scientists can explain,”
the audience’s sympathies are directed toward the scientists. Although
Juan’s sexuality is described in terms expressive of idolatry and objec-
tification (“a new object has driven Dona Elvira’s image quite out of
my heart” [36]), and although he uses performative speech acts in a
fashion indistinguishable from his previous incarnations, his demeanor
has become that of a charming rogue:

What do you want me to say? You both maintain that I’ve promised to
marry you. Isn’t it sufficient that each of you knows the truth, without
my having to say anything further? Why make me repeat myself? Surely
the one who has my promise can safely ignore the claims of the other;
and, if I keep my word, what has she to worry about? Argument leads
nowhere. Its deeds that count, not words. (57)

The miserable dupe of the devil whom we met in Calderon has become
a gallant. Moliere’s play breathes the Hobbesian spirit which pro-
duced such real-life contemporary Don Juans as Lovelace and
Rochester. In fact, one of Rochester’s most famous escapades may well
have been directly inspired by Moliere’s play. Like the wicked Earl,
Sganarelle disguises himself as a doctor and, on the principle that
clothes maketh man, he proceeds to treat the local peasants for their
ailments. Rochester’s own work explores the logical and empirical
connections between skepticism and sensuality at length. In the
“Satyre against Reason and Mankind,” he attacks man’s residual
spirituality, which he identifies with “reason”:

The senses are too gross, and he’ll contrive
A sixth, to contradict the other five,
And before certain instinct, will prefer
Reason, which fifty times for one does err (8–11)19

For Rochester, the fact that the Platonic idea of transcendent reason is
not materially perceptible means that it is magical and superstitious:
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“So charming ointments make an old witch fly / And bear a crippled
carcass through the sky” (86–87). In Restoration England and the
France of Louis XIV, the Platonic understanding of reason was giving
way to the Hobbesian conception of rational self-interest. This kind of
reason is pragmatic, not absolute, and it continues to inform the neo-
pragmatist theory of human nature in our own time. It is also the
notion of human nature espoused by neoclassical economics, and in
the myths of Faust and Don Juan we see how theoretical rationaliza-
tions of market relations have historically been linked to magic and
efficacious representation. As Goethe’s contemporary Maler Muller
wrote in reference to his own projected Faust: “If self-interest and self-
love are the mainsprings which propel the world, what wonder that a
strong man should assert his rights and seek out another being to
content him, even if this hardihood should drive him beyond the con-
fines of the natural world.”20 Moliere’s Don Juan asks a peasant for
directions, and the man requests money in return:

Don Juan: Oho! So your advice was prompted merely by self-interest!
Man: I am a poor man, Sir, and I’ve lived alone in this wood for ten

years. I will pray Heaven to give you every happiness.
Don Juan: Pray Heaven to give you a new coat. That will do you more

good than bothering about other people.
Sganarelle: You don’t know this gentleman, my good fellow. He doesn’t

believe in anything but two and two make four, and four and four
make eight. (63)

Juan conceives, and speaks, of the psyche in financial terms. Later in
the play he pretends to be converted, then mocks Sganarelle’s
credulity: “Did you really take what I said just now for genuine
currency?” Here, he seeks to prove his quantified conception of life to
be true when he offers to give the beggar a gold coin if he will
blaspheme. To his uncomprehending fury the man refuses, and this
represents the turning point of Don Juan’s fortunes. Later, when the
statue of the Commander nods grimly at Sganarelle’s invitation to
dinner, the servant perceives this as a sign: “Heaven is scandalized at
your way of life; and has brought about this miracle, to convert you.”
Juan, in contrast, refuses to see any hidden significance in the statue’s
motion, attributing it to a trick of the light, and threatening to have
Sganarelle whipped. The final scene of Juan’s damnation may be per-
functory, but Moliere emphasizes the distinction between the quanti-
tative measurement of human life in financial terms and its qualitative
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evaluation in ethical terms. The statue reminds Juan that “the wages
of sin is death,” and these figurative wages are duly paid: Juan’s “long
credit” has ended. But this leaves Sganarelle deprived of the literal
wages due for his labor—the payment of Juan’s ethical “wages” can-
cels and contradicts the payment of his servant’s financial wages:

Oh, my wages, my wages! By his death everyone else is satisfied. . . .
I am the only one to suffer, I who after so many years’ service have no
other reward than that of seeing with my own eyes my master’s impious
behavior punished by the most horrible punishments imaginable. But
who will pay my wages? (91)

This is another resonant echo of Faust. Like the story of Don Juan, the
Faust legend became a staple of the European puppet theater during the
seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, and the magician and his servant
Caspar traditionally spent Faust’s final night arguing over unpaid
wages. The analogies between the two stories were too striking to
ignore, and it was only a matter of time before they were made explicit.

IV

The Faust myth formally incorporates the parallel myth of Don Juan
through the figure of Gretchen. It is possible that Gretchen, or a simi-
lar character, already appeared in the sixteenth-century German
puppet-plays; an account of the Nuremberg carnival procession in
1588 tells us that Venus was attended by the girl “whom Doctor Faust
in the play abducted.” It was Goethe, however, who gave a name and
a personality to the seduced and abandoned woman, and the Gretchen
theme enters the myth along with Sturm und Drang and the cult of
sensibility. Goethe also reintroduced the element of the Satanic, and
thus the explicit moral judgment of the protagonist, that had been
prominent in Calderon but faint in Moliere. Unlike the heroes of
Marlowe and Spies, Goethe’s Faust famously soliloquizes about his
sensual as well as his intellectual temptations:

Two souls, alas! reside within my breast,
And each is eager for a separation:
In throes of coarse desire, one grips
The earth with all its senses;
The other struggles from the dust
To rise to high ancestral spheres. (1112–1117)21
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Faust’s first descent into practical magic is prompted by nothing more
noble than a wish to impress the girls. He asks Mephistopheles to make
him young again, and the devil prescribes “A recipe / that takes no
money, magic or physician”—an ascetic life of hard labor in the fields.
Faust rejects this option—“That’s work I am not used to, nor can I bear
the thought / of having to do labor with a shovel” (2362–2363)—and
opts instead for magic, which will enable him to concentrate this reviv-
ifying labor-power in images, thus saving him the trouble of having to
perform it himself. The rejuvenating rituals take place in the “witch’s
kitchen,” where Faust contemplates a vision of Helen in a mirror, find-
ing in this image “the essence of all paradises” (2438). The witch’s
magic potion will reproduce the image in Faust’s mind, so that as
Mephistopheles says sotto voce, “With this drink in you, you’ll soon
see / in every woman a Helen of Troy” (2603–2604). From this point
on, Faust will habitually impose the eidolon that he has fetishized and
mistaken for the ideal form of beauty onto the living women he encoun-
ters, thus dehumanizing them and replacing their subjective essence
with an objective image. Hence his inhuman seduction and abandon-
ment of Gretchen. As Mephistopheles’s mock rebuke of Faust’s lust—
“You’re almost talking like a Frenchman now”—suggests, Goethe’s
treatment of this episode is a resounding riposte to Moliere’s light-
hearted, roguish Don Juan. Mephistopheles’s magic has no power over
Gretchen’s virtu, and he therefore resorts to the alternative magic of
financial temptation, leaving her boxes of expensive jewelry as putative
presents from Faust. He employs this technique again in part two,
telling the Emperor about the aphrodisiac effect of banknotes:

If you should walk about these grounds all by yourself,
You’d soon espy a lovely lady, dressed to kill
And peeking from behind a peacock fan;
She’ll smile at you and look to see if you’ve these notes,
Which will procure love’s richest favors (6097–7002)

Following her conviction for infanticide, Faust sees a vision of
Gretchen in prison, but Mephistopheles is easily able to convince him
that “It is a magic image, a phantom without life” (4190), and that
“It’s sorcery: / To every man she looks like her he loves” (4199–4200).
Having grown accustomed to the magical reproduction of images,
Faust is unable to distinguish between the objective illusions of Satan
and the subjective promptings of his conscience.

Goethe’s blending of the two myths released a flood of imitations.
These include Niklas Vogt’s bombastic play The Dye-Works (1809),
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which was written during the author’s convalescence from a nervous
breakdown, and in which Faust changes his name to Don Juan halfway
through. This composite figure is also identified with Gutenberg’s
assistant Johann Fust, and the invention of printing is credited
to Mephistopheles, whose subsidiary devils chant: “ABCDE-
FGHIJKLMNOP / Let black printing be / Our war-magazine, he
he!”22 A more coherent articulation is found in C.D. Grabbe’s Don
Juan and Faust (1829), where the two heroes are rivals for the love of
Dona Ana. Grabbe doggedly and laboriously, but learnedly and aptly,
draws out the myths’ shared philosophical implications. The charac-
teristic that unites the title characters is insatiability, which is
described as an elision of the proper human telos. As Don Juan
exclaims, “Away with the end [i.e. Ziel, which translates the Greek
telos] . . . every end / Is Death—well-being lies in eternal striving, Hail /
Hail that which can always feel hunger!”23

In this work Don Juan is to the body what Faust is to the mind, and
he also represents Grabbe’s view of the Latin temperament, as against
Faust’s Germanic attitude. The stress placed on these differences, as in
Juan’s first mention of Faust as “a great Magus / Come from the icy
wastes of north Germany,” suggests that the two men supply diverse
elements of a single composite character. That does not prevent their
becoming rivals, however. Juan maliciously informs the Governor that
Faust has drawn “magic circles” around his daughter, Dona Ana, but
that he was able to chase the sorcerer away because “steel and manly
courage is more powerful than magic.” The nature of “power” (Kraft)
forms the subject of several discussions between Faust and the devil,
here disguised as a “knight,” and it transpires that they understand
different things by this term. Faust had hoped to use his knowledge to
penetrate to the essence of things, but the devil assures him that
the only power accessible to humanity lies on the surface, in perfor-
mative signification. Such exchanges describe the dispersal of the
affective subject idolized by the Sturm und Drang in affectless,
objective representation:

Faust: I searched after power and the telos, not after the exterior!
The knight: After power. You could not understand the telos, even if I

deciphered it for you.
Faust: Why not?
The knight: Because it lies beyond language. You can only think what

can be expressed in words.
Faust: How? Is language greater than man?
The knight: It is!
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Faust: Feeling and longing, all the speechless impressions, that we
undergo like thunderstorms—what are they?

The knight: Only fog, fog! Whatever is extra-linguistic is without sense
and clarity!

Faust: So all of mankind is only empty words!

Faust’s attempt to reach telos through magic teaches him only that it is
inaccessible by those means. The devil’s lesson is that il n’y a pas
dehors texte, and that human knowledge, like the human subject,
consists only in representation. It follows, of course, that the human
subject can be expressed in financial terms. As in Moliere, the analogy
between counterfeit currency and false promises is prominent in
Grabbe, especially in the comic subplot involving Juan’s servant, here
called Leporello. He styles himself a count, and guarantees his word
with the gift of a ring:

Leporello: Here, you sweet one! Take it. My love is faithful and true,
look, its gold! (to Don Juan.) Do not fear Sir, it is copper and cost
only six Pfennig, which I beg to replace tomorrow morning.

Lisette: (taking the ring) Count! I put it on, the pledge of truth, and I
will follow you unto death!

If Lisette recalls Goethe’s Gretchen, the role of Helen is played here by
Dona Ana, the embodiment of ideal beauty whom Faust and Don Juan
compete to possess. The fusion of the two myths brings together the
traditional, dichotomized view of female sexuality, which divides its
objects into foci of fleshly desire and symbols of formal perfection but,
in Grabbe as in Goethe, these two roles are divided between two sep-
arate characters. The second part of Goethe’s Faust contains another
kind of gloss on the Don Juan story in its portrayal of the “Boy
Charioteer,” who appears along with Plutus in the masque, and is ban-
ished just before the “god”—Faust in disguise—proclaims the inven-
tion of paper money. This “future ladies’ man” (5539) is a symbol of
poetry, as well as an invocation of Lord Byron, the latest in a line of
Donjuanian English rakes that stretched back to Rochester.
Faust / Plutus announces his kinship with the Boy: “you are the essence
of my spirit / You always act the way I’d wish to act” (5623–5624), and
the masque is a simultaneous celebration of financial, semiotic, and
sexual profusion. Goethe considered Byron, who is also recalled in the
figure of Euphorion, the offspring of Faust and Helen, to be the living
embodiment of infinite aspiration, both sensual and intellectual.

Byron’s own works also involve a complicated interweaving of
Faustian with Donjuanian themes. In Manfred, the eponymous
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“Magian” attempts to invoke various spirits and, like Faust, he
assumes that he can control their “Mysterious Agency” by the appro-
priate deployment of magical signs: “I call upon ye by the written
charm / Which gives me power upon you” (1.1.35–36).24 When his
initial attempts fail he resorts to “a power, / Deeper than all yet urged,
a tyrant-spell / Which had its birth-place in a star condemned”
(1.1.42–44). The allusion to Lucifer indicates that Manfred has defin-
itively transgressed the bounds of permitted knowledge. This time the
spirits do appear, but they inform the magician that he is mistaken
about the source of the power that has compelled them. As one of their
number puts it: “Thou worm! Whom I obey and scorn— / Forced by
a power (which is not thine, / And lent thee but to make thee mine) /
For this brief moment to descend” (1.1.125–127). Later though, as
with both Faust and Don Juan, the devil tempts Manfred by giving
him the illusion that signs can be efficacious without Satanic interven-
tion, offering him “a sign / Which shall control the elements”
(1.1.141–142). A denoument characteristic of both myths takes place
when one spirit conjures the form of Astarte, a beautiful female who
Manfred has destroyed through his love, but which vanishes when he
tries to embrace her.

Byron turned his attention to the true source of magical power in
Cain. He declares in the prologue that “I am prepared to be accused of
Manicheism” (882), and his sympathetic portrayal of Lucifer ensured
that his prediction was realized. Lucifer proclaims that God and he
“reign / Together, but our dwellings are asunder,” to which Cain
replies “Would there were only one of ye” (2.2.375–377). Byron
appears to depart from the Manicheans when his Lucifer disavows the
creation of the world, telling Cain “I made ye not; / Ye are his crea-
tures, and not mine” (2.2.396–397), but in fact this is consistent with
Manicheaism as long as we assume, as Byron does, that the Christian
God is the evil deity while Lucifer is benign. Despite his pseudo-
Miltonic nobility, however, Byron’s devil retains the characteristics
that Milton portrayed as repellent. He espouses, for instance, the tra-
ditional Neoplatonic rationalization of idolatry, asking Cain’s wife
(and sister) Adah why she does not “adore” the morning star. She
answers that “Our father [i.e. Adam] / Adores the Invisible only,” to
which Lucifer objects: “But the symbols / Of the Invisible are the
loveliest/ Of what is visible” (1.1.497–501).

Milton’s Satan says much the same, when he calls Eve “Fairest
resemblance of thy Maker fair, / Thee all things living gaze on, all
things thine / By gift, and thy Celestial Beauty adore” (9:338–340).
But in Milton, this idolatrous attitude to representation is implicitly
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condemned because it comes from the mouth of the serpent. Byron,
however, admires just those attributes of Satan that Milton abhors,
and this extends to his theory of signification. In the preface, Byron
informs his readers that “the book of Genesis does not state that Eve
was tempted by a demon, but by ‘The Serpent,’ ” and he insists that
this does not refer to Lucifer, but only to “the Serpent in his serpentine
capacity” (882). Lucifer himself repeats this to Cain, who asks “But
the thing had a demon?” The devil responds: “He but woke one / In
those he spake to with his forky tongue. / I tell thee that the serpent
was not more / Than a mere serpent” (1.1.228–230). This is also the
impression that Milton’s Satan conveys to Eve, but during the century
and a half separating Milton’s devil from Byron’s, the autonomous
symbol has been secularized, and the ethical objections to it have
therefore fallen away. Unlike his predecessor, Byron agrees with the
devil; he does not understand the sin of idolatry, and as a result
he adopts the Satanic perspective in which signs are mistaken for the
reality they convey.25

If the character of Lucifer acquires some novel twists in Byron’s
work, that of Don Juan is transformed completely.26 We have seen
how Calderon’s damned demon-lover faded into the oleaginous
boudoir-creeper of Moliere, but in Byron’s Don Juan the hero is
comically devoid of even sexual aspiration, being the passive object of
others’ lust and not the joyous proponent of his own. Byron alludes to
the earlier version of the myth when he tells us that Juan’s puritanical
mother Donna Inez “knew by heart / All Calderon” (1.11.1–2). The
difference between Byron’s Don Juan and Calderon’s Cyprian is that
the latter knows what he is doing, while the former is innocent of the
theological implications of his behavior. As in Cain and Manfred,
Byron’s sympathy for the diabolical shows that he has failed to
understand its nature.

V

George Sand’s The Seven Strings of the Lyre: A Woman’s Version of
the Faust Legend (1839) attempts to provide an ethical critique of
Byronic sympathy for the devil by examining Donjuanism from a female
perspective. Sand’s hero Albertus claims Faust as his “ancestor,”27

and the play reprises all the now-familiar motifs of the legend. When
we first meet Mephistopheles he is “amusing myself by making a sil-
houette of Helen and her lovers pass on to this paper” (39–40). He
announces his commitment to representation’s power over reality,
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responding to Albertus’s complaint that, “You get yourself off the
hook by comparisons and symbols” by declaring that “Everything is
symbol in the intellectual realm as in the material” (157). The devil’s
aim is to capture Faust’s “heart”: “my business is with your heart, my
dear philosopher; when I have killed it, your brain will function
according to my will” (41). In Paradise Lost’s first temptation scene,
Satan enters the mind of the sleeping Eve by adopting the shape of a
toad, and Sand alludes to this incident when Mephistopheles plots to
bewitch Helen: “I have some fine, fiendish reptiles to exercise over her
brow while she sleep.” But the play’s ideology is not Christian. Sand is
primarily concerned with Helen’s role as the personification of the
Platonic form; in the play’s first scene the magus’s servant Wilhelm
announces that “Helen is the ideal” (31). Albertus declares that “the
divinity I serve is that of Pythagoras and Plato, as well as of Jesus,”
and at first, he describes his attraction to Helen in Platonic terms,
claiming that he does not desire her physical beauty, but the inner
beauty which it represents: “If I admire your brow and your eyes and
your long hair, it is because through these external signs called physical
beauty I contemplate your intellectual beauty, your immaculate
soul” (94).

The play’s symbolism is rather heavy-handed: Albertus says “the
soul is a lyre” (33), the “Chorus of Infernal Spirits” urges “Quick,
quick! Break the lyre. A spirit rebellious against the sentences of
Hell lives in its mysterious breast,” and Mephistopheles laments that
“I am forbidden to touch the lyre myself. I have to have it carried by
my dupes” (64). Sand depicts a crisis in the soul, represented as the
lyre’s “enchantment,” and manifested in Helen’s succumbing to
“brain fever.” Mephistopheles appears in the form of a Jewish money-
lender named Jonathas, who threatens to put Helen in prison, and
attempts to confiscate the lyre in lieu of the interest he is owed on a
loan he made to her father: “I need my money. Tomorrow I want to
leave for Venice and tonight I must complete collecting my capital.
You don’t want to sell me the lyre?” (63). The devil dogs Albertus’s
footsteps, advising him that he is suspected of sorcery: “People will say
that some diabolical things have taken place in your home. . . . Magic
has gone out of style, but the common people have not lost their taste
for it, and some distinguished spirits like to revive their old beliefs
under other names. . . .” (135). As in most treatments of the legend
from Goethe on, the Faust-figure embodies the magical elements
lurking within the rational thought of the Enlightenment. Albertus
assumes that the rationalism of the nineteenth century has vanquished
magic intellectually, but this leaves him confused about the reasons for
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its continued prevalence. When he examines a medieval magical
manuscript he finds

some cabalistic signs, some magic! I’m sure of it. Our ancestors could
not escape their crude perceptions without falling into superstitions still
more crude. Should I be surprised at that? Even I, who live in a century
of enlightenment and cooly judge the errors of the past, even I, ten times
a day, feel the temptation to believe in these absurdities. (106)

Later in the same scene Albertus challenges Mephistopheles directly:

Albertus: Say, what are you? Philosopher or necromancer?
Mephistopheles: Both one and the other sir.
Albertus: As in the Middle Ages? That is seen no more. You are the last

of the race.
Mephistopheles: I am a man of my age more than you are, Honorable

Master. I am at one and the same time adept at reason and a partisan
of magnetism. I am a spiritual follower of Spinoza. In a word, I am
eclectic, that is to say that I believe in everything because I believe in
nothing. (109)

Earlier in the play, the musician Hanz, who represents Sand’s former
lover Liszt, asks Albertus an identical question: “Master, at this
moment do you incline toward the sorcerers or the philosophers?”
(101). Albertus is aware that philosophy is descended from theology,
and that it restates theological dilemmas in secular terms:

It seems to me that, like astrologers of the Middle Ages, I am going to
leave the pure air of the sky and the light of the sun for the darkness of
hell and the illusions of Satan . . . I shall know, nevertheless, how to
vanquish these silly terrors. From now on in the imagination of men
there are neither Tartarus nor demons; there is doubt there, nothingness
still more frightful. (104)

The dreadful possibility, which has been realized in the hyper-reality of
the postmodern condition, is whispered into Albertus’s ear by
Mephistopheles: “What if this so-called magic were only a mysterious
way to express freely ideas so advanced that the barbarism of the age
did not want to admit them?” (107). The sage is reluctant to allow this
possibility, he initially refuses to see any metaphysical significance in
the lyre, and he renounces the ancient identification of musical
harmony with the divinely ordered universe:

Music is an algebraic combination of different notes of the scale, able to
cheer the spirit indirectly by agreeably titillating the auditory nerves.
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The titillation then produces a reaction throughout the entire nervous
system. . . . it is not magic, as many pretend. Moreover, here are notes,
keys, staves, signs to indicate the rhythm, other signs to indicate raising
or lowering pitch. These are not cabalistic signs. They fall within the
most common knowledge and are subject to invariable logic.

Hanz takes issue with this materialism, points out that autonomous
signs are displacing “Providence” as the prime mover of the universe
and, anticipating Thomas Mann’s Doctor Faustus, he argues for a
kinship between magic and music:

The supposed magician who created this talisman, then, made use of
sounds in the same way that other magicians have used Arabic words or
astronomical signs? All for the same purpose, to indicate, by certain
formulae, the mysterious evolution of the science of numbers, a science
that, according to them, presides over the law of the universe without
the intervention of any conscious force of Providence. Master, would
you believe in magic more than in music? (99)

But Albertus vehemently denies the power of magic. At one stage
Mephistopheles suggests that the lyre works by sympathetic magic:
“Suppose there exists a sympathetic rapport between the artist and the
instrument” (112). Albertus’s response indicates that the separation of
subject and object is the foundation of his enlightened world-view:
“That is exactly what I cannot admit.” As the devil had suggested,
however, the common people are less skeptical. When Helen plays the
lyre without touching the strings, a “Merchant’s Wife” remarks that
“This smells too much of sorcery” (89). A “Young Woman” claims
that “Helen is playing with her eyes” (89), but another observer takes
a more rational view:

You don’t see that what you take for your friend Helen is an automaton,
made to resemble her. We speak of Helen, of course, but it is quite
simply a machine, and you are going to see it stop. The eyes are enamel
and turn on a spring. The breathing is produced by a bellows in the
body of the mannequin. (90)

Helen’s madness and the uncanny responses of the lyre to the various
figures who attempt to play it eventually convince Albertus: “There is
no longer any doubt that this lyre is enchanted. Enchanted! Is it really
my mouth that pronounces and my spirit that accepts such a word? It
seems to me that my existence is being destroyed” (131). Although
Sand follows Goethe by having Albertus saved through the
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intercession of Helen’s spirit, the despair of these lines heralds the end
of the optimistic, confident phase of Enlightenment. Albertus is forced
to recognize a kinship between his rationalism and Mephistopheles’s
enchantment, and this deals a fatal blow to his faith in progress. Helen
is comforted at the play’s end, but not before she has endured a devas-
tating vision of the horrors of human life that leaves her temporarily
convinced of the Manichean creed: “If a fatal power presides over the
destinies of humanity, it is the demon of evil . . .” (150). The history of
the nineteenth and twentieth centuries was to persuade many
observers that the Enlightenment had not vanquished the power of
Satan, and the enduring popularity of the Faust myth in both high and
low culture testifies to the sense that, as Goethe put it, the ghosts
continue to haunt Tegel.
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Chapter Five

Faust and Enlightenment

I

The Faust story’s temporary relegation to popular entertainment
which we discussed in chapter two, reflects the enlightened skepticism
and liberal optimism of the late seventeenth and eighteenth centuries.
Few secular intellectuals any longer believed in the literal existence of
the devil, and the idea of selling one’s soul to him seemed impossibly
far-fetched. As the eighteenth century waned, however, the concept of
the soul’s alienation began to be discussed in philosophical, rather
than theological terms, and this was particularly true in the discourse
of political economy. In the words of Istvan Meszaros: “The seculari-
sation of the religious concept of alienation had been accomplished in
the concrete assertions concerning ‘saleability.’ ”1 The commodifica-
tion of human activity as “labor” introduced the alien significance of
exchange-value into a previously sacrosanct domain. As Karl Marx
put it in On the Jewish Question:

human alienation was accomplished through turning everything into
alienable, saleable objects in thrall to egoistic need and huckstering.
Selling is the practice of alienation. Just as man, so long as he is
engrossed in religion, can only objectify his essence by an alien and fan-
tastic being; so under the sway of egoistic need, he can only affirm him-
self and produce objects in practice by subordinating his products and
his own activity to the domination of an alien entity, and by attributing
to them the significance of an alien entity, namely money.2

The secularization of the originally theological concept of alienation
was first expressed in the classical political economy of Adam Smith
and David Ricardo. Through the labor theory of value, such thinkers
revealed that exchange-value was an alienated representation of con-
crete human activity. Smith, for example, is perfectly clear that
“[p]roduce is the natural wages of labor. Originally the whole
belonged to the labourer.”3 However, the classical theory claimed to
explain only the price of a commodity by the amount of labor that
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went into its production. Smith did not yet understand that price is
merely an expression of economic value in general, or that the source
of value is not any particular act of human labor, but human produc-
tive capacity considered in the abstract and as a whole. These insights
were brought to bear on political economy via Hegel’s philosophical
account of alienation.

Kant had already given philosophical form to the ontological
condition of human alienation when he posited an absolute division
between phenomena and noumena. Because of the inherent nature of
the human mind, he argued, we can only experience reality as it is “for
us,” we can never know it “in itself.” We are permanently exiled from
the realm of noumena. For Hegel, however, this alienation was a his-
torical, rather than an ontological, condition. In the Phenomenology
of Sprit, he describes the historical process by which Spirit objectifies
itself in the material world, learns to recognize itself in objective form,
and so overcomes its self-alienation. But the process of alienation also
takes place at the microcosmic level of individual consciousness, and
Hegel discusses its economic and intellectual forms in The Philosophy
of Right. In both cases, the alienation of a human being’s soul, self, or
substantive essence constitutes a fundamental ethical problem:

Herein lies the possibility of the alienation of personality and its
substantive being, whether this alienation occurs unconsciously or
intentionally. Examples of the alienation of personality are slavery,
serfdom, disqualification from holding property, encumbrances on
property, and so forth. Alienation of intelligence and rationality, of
morality, ethical life, and religion, is exemplified in superstition, in ced-
ing to someone else full power and authority to fix and prescribe what
actions are to be done. . . .4

The self-alienation of Spirit is replicated in the spheres of economics
and religion. In these guises, however, alienation is recognizable as an
historical process, and this means that it is possible to raise practical
and ethical objections to its existence. Hegel was especially interested
in the new form taken by economic alienation in eighteenth-century
England, and he recognized that the world economy was being remod-
eled on English lines. The industrial capitalist system was predicated
on the commodification of labor, and Hegel interprets wage labor as
an alienation of the Aristotelian substantial form or, in other words,
the soul:

The relation here between myself and the exercise of my abilities is the
same as that between the substance of a thing and its use. It is only when
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use is restricted that a distinction between use and substance arises . . .
the use of my powers differs from my powers and therefore from myself,
only in so far as it is quantitatively restricted. (185)

A distinction between the “use” and the “substance” of a human
being, which makes possible the distinction between human accidents
and the human essence, is only possible when “the use of my powers”
is “quantitatively restricted” and thus distinguished from “my powers”
in their substantial form. As David MacGregor has observed, Hegel
here anticipates Marx’s famous distinction between “labor” and
“labor-power,”5 or as Herbert Marcuse put it, Hegel “comes close to
the Marxian doctrine of abstract and universal labour.”6 “Labor-
power” refers to labor in general, and is thus equivalent to human life
per se. “Labor-power” is essential, while its expression as quantita-
tively discrete units of “labor” is accidental. The possibility of sepa-
rating essence from accidents arises when human activity is
represented in quantitative form, and thus distinguished from its qual-
itative, substantial form. Hegel clearly understood that, as alienated
labor-power, money constituted a fetishistic, magical force. In the
Lectures of 1803–04 he declares:

Money is that materially existing concept, the unitary form or the
possibility of all objects of need. By elevating need and work to this level
of generality a vast system of common interest and mutual dependence
is formed among a great people, a self-propelling life of the dead, which
moves hither and thither, blind and elemental and, like a wild animal, it
stands in constant need of being tamed and kept under control. . . . The
ruling principle of the merchant class then is the realization of the iden-
tity of the essence and the thing: a man is as real as the money he
owns. . . . But this money which bears the meaning of all needs is itself
only an immediate thing—it is the abstraction from all particularity,
character, etc., individual skill. The outlook of the merchant is this hard-
headedness in which the particular is wholly estranged. . . .7

As Marcuse comments, Hegel “emphasizes two points: the complete
subordination of the individual to the demon of abstract labor, and the
blind and anarchic character of a society perpetuated by exchange
relationships” (45). In money, human essence is alienated in the form
of a thing. But the signifying function of money, the fact that it repre-
sents human activity, is obscured, and money’s meaning is assumed to
be inherent, immediate, and literal. We idolize money in forgetting
that it is a sign of ourselves, and we give it a determining power over
our lives. Hegel describes money as a corrupting force that exploits
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our tendency to fetishism in order to insinuate itself into our minds,
our selves: “in this abstraction spirit has become object as selfless
inwardness. But that which is within is the Ego itself, and this Ego is
its existence. The internal constellation is not the lifeless thing—
money, but likewise the Ego” (ibid.). This passage recognizes that
money only exists in the mind, and that it can therefore be identified
as a quality of the mind itself. It is not, however, essential to the mind;
rather it is an external power that has entered into the mind and
perverted its nature, and the form taken by this perversion is the
alienation of the mind from its own essence.8 Georg Lukacs identifies
“two highly progressive and extremely profound ideas” in these
passages:

First, Hegel has a much greater understanding of the nature of money
than many eighteenth century English writers on economics (such as
Hume) who failed to recognize the objectivity of money, its reality as a
“thing” in Hegel’s term, and who saw money as no more than a relation.
Second . . . it is evident that Hegel had at least a glimmering of the prob-
lem that Marx was later to describe as “fetishism.” He stresses the objec-
tivity of money, its thinghood, but sees no less clearly that in the last
resort it is a social relation between men. (The Young Hegel, 152)

In the Phenomenology of Spirit, Hegel delineates the concept of
alienation through the well-known dialectic of lord and bondsman.
He follows Aristotle in defining slavery as alienation of essence: the
bondsman does not serve his own telos but that of the lord. This
situation certainly manifests itself historically in the enslavement of
human beings, but for Hegel the bondsman represents human labor in
the abstract; as he puts it, “his labor is his being.” The bondsman’s
essence takes on “the form and shape of thinghood,” and he “becomes
a thing whose very existence consists in its being used.”

Hegel’s “bondsman” is Aristotle’s slave qua slave, and the struggle
he describes between lord and bondsman represents the alienation of
labor-power. It describes how human activity becomes separated from
human essence. This process can occur between individuals—in
Aristotle, for example, the master is the essence, the telos, of the
slave—but it can also occur within individuals. In its modern form, it
involves the externalization of labor-power in the abstract, fetishized
form of money. The Phenomenology’s dialectic culminates in the
lord’s recognition that his own identity qua lord is dependent on the
identity of the bondsman. The lord’s essence resides in the bondsman
quite as much as the bondsman’s in the lord. This revelation of essence

The Faust Myth142

mailto:right@palgrave.com


beneath appearance corresponds to the recognition of an idol as the
work of men’s hands, or of money as alienated human labor. We have
seen that the complex, vexed relation of master and slave was a promi-
nent theme in discussions of magic, and that the Faust story was
generally used to debunk the magician’s boast to be master of the evil
spirits. Goethe’s treatment introduces the Enlightenment drive to tear
down all illusions into what his contemporaries viewed as an embar-
rassingly archaic myth, rescuing Faust from comic popular culture,
and establishing in the minds of the rationalist bourgeoisie the uneasy
sense that “the ghosts still haunt Tegel” (4161). In Goethe, the dialectic
between reason and superstition, between logos and eidolon, emerges
as the myth’s preeminent theme.

II

According to Goethe, “humanity stands so high, because it represents
what cannot be represented.” He identified that element in humanity
which “cannot be represented” as the “entelechy,” following Aristotle,
or the “monad,” after Leibniz’s adaptation of Aristotle’s concept. The
entelechy is the principle of form immanent within matter, and also the
goal, or telos, toward which life naturally progresses. Goethe uses
the term as a syncretic approximation of the Christian “soul”; he
originally wrote “entelechy” where the final scene of Faust refers to
the hero’s “immortal part” (11824).9 Although entelechy is immanent
in the body, it is simultaneously transcendent of it: it is an immaterial,
nonextended substance that, therefore, “cannot be represented.” It is
also that which raises humanity to a qualitatively “higher” level of
existence than the rest of sublunary creation. Paradoxically, however,
being corporeal, humanity naturally communicates, expresses, or
“represents,” entelechy through the medium of matter. The prime
epistemological and ethical danger to which humanity is exposed is
the temptation to take this representation of the human essence for
that essence itself. Goethe’s Faust undertakes to show what happens
when we submit to this temptation, and to illustrate how any attempt
to reduce entelechy to a material or quantitative level necessarily
entails its destruction. When entelechy is reduced to numerical or
figurative form it ceases to be what it is: it ceases to exist.

Like the witch-finders of two centuries earlier, Goethe describes this
threat to the human soul as springing from the unfettered power of
performative representation, which he personifies in the figure of the
devil. His sixteenth-century predecessors called this power “magic,”
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and Goethe calls it that too. By the late eighteenth century, however,
belief in magic had been discredited by Enlightenment rationalism. By
resurrecting the popular, superstitious legend of Faust, and by raising
it to the level of high art, Goethe seeks to reintegrate the critique of
magic into intellectual culture. He suggests that it is foolish to disre-
gard the devil simply because he does not have a physical or consis-
tently empirical existence. In fact, Goethe presents the notion that only
matter is real as the prime conclusion of magical, Satanic ideology. In
his own time, he argues, this ideology is inculcated by the mutation of
magic into financial value, whose independent existence and growing
power was revealed by the invention of paper money.

E.M. Butler claims that Goethe did not read Marlowe’s play until
1818, ten years after part one of his own Faust was published (342),
but this does not preclude the influence of the earlier version on him.
Goethe knew the story primarily through the puppet-plays, but those
productions retained the thematic and formal structure of Marlowe’s
work, even down to the incongruous grandeur of Faust’s opening and
closing soliloquies, and Hedderwick is surely correct to trace a clear
line of descent from Marlowe to the puppet-masters. By 1829, when
Henry Crabb Robinson recorded a visit to Goethe, he was certainly
familiar with the play: “On my mentioning Marlowe’s Faust he burst
into exclamations of wonder. ‘Wie gross ist alles angelegt!’ He said he
had thought of translating it.”10 Harold Bloom’s description of Faust
as “the most grotesque and unassimilable of major Western poems in
dramatic form”11 is only half correct. Goethe’s Gesamkunstwerk is
certainly “grotesque,” arcane in imagery and baroque in scope, but its
argument is eminently assimilated into Western culture, deriving as it
does from an unbroken popular tradition stretching back to the
Teufelbucher of the sixteenth century.

Like Paradise Lost, Goethe’s Faust is the work of a lifetime, having
been written over a sixty-two year period, from 1770 to 1832.12

Goethe’s epic contains many echoes of Milton’s, including its heavy
stress on the idea that original sin consists in the Satanic aspiration to
be equal to God. Mephistopheles inscribes “Eritis sicut Deus, scientes
bonum et malum” [“You will be like God, knowing good and evil”] in
a young student’s album and tells him: “Follow the ancient saw, and
my cousin the serpent, / And I warrant your likeness to God will some
day perplex you” (2049–2050). To want to be like God is to misun-
derstand the cause-and-effect relation of Creator to creation; it
involves the creature’s assumption that he is uncreated. Satanic theol-
ogy is always Manichean, and Goethe’s work recalls Milton’s in its
willingness to give a hearing to the Manichean case. He initially
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deduced his personal religion from his youthful reading of Gottfried
Arnold’s History of the Church and of Heretics, which contains a
detailed account of the creed of Mani. In book two of My Life: Poetry
and Truth, Goethe tells us how reason led him to conclude that the
Godhead must, as in orthodox Christianity, be tripartite. However

since the work of production always proceeded, they [i.e., the three per-
sons of the Godhead] created a fourth, which already fostered in himself
a contradiction, inasmuch as it was, like them, unlimited, and yet at the
same time was to be contained in them and bounded by them. Now this
was Lucifer, to whom the whole power of creation was committed from
this time, and from whom all other beings were to proceed. He immedi-
ately displayed his infinite activity by creating the whole body of
angels. . . . Surrounded by such a glory, he forgot his higher origin, and
believed that he could find himself in himself; and from this first ingrat-
itude sprang all that does not seem to us in accordance with the will and
purposes of the Godhead. . . . And so that happened which is intimated
to us under the form of the Fall of the Angels. One part of them con-
centrated itself with Lucifer, the other turned itself again to its origin.13

In Goethe’s Faust as in Paradise Lost, the Satanic is that element in the
human mind that denies that we are created, the tendency of products
to forget that they are produced. It fosters the impulse to focus
exclusively on the manifest medium, thus failing to recognize the
purpose of mediation, and it encourages the tendency to take signs as
self-referential, to suppose that they do not refer to anything beyond
themselves. Lucifer is the creature who “believed he could find himself
in himself.” Just as he rebelled against his Creator, he encourages
humanity to reverse the proper relation of product to producer, and to
bow down before the works of their hands. Goethe’s Mephistopheles
also inverts this order, claiming that “we remain dependent on / the
creatures we ourselves have made” (7003–7004), and superstitiously
asserting that meteors and other geological anomalies were created by
Satanic magic:

Only the honest common people know the truth
and, in their ancient wisdom,
are not to be dissuaded from it:
the rock’s a miracle, and credit’s due to Satan. (10116–10121)

Mephistopheles insists on an antinatural, diabolical, and magical fiat,
for which he adduces as evidence the immediate signs of empirical
perception: “Be nature as it may, / I’ll stake my life on this: the devil
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was at hand! / Our kind are specialists in what’s colossal, / upheaval,
chaos, violence—you see their signs about you” (10124–10127). As in
earlier versions of the myth, Mephistopheles is at once materialism’s
most plausible advocate and its living refutation. As Alan Cottrell
observes: “The fact that Mephisto is at once a powerful spiritual being
and a materialist characterizes the paradox of his nature.”14 In part
two, this contradiction in the Satanic worldview provides Goethe with
the loophole that redeems Faust. As Mephistopheles stands over the
magician’s corpse, his speech reveals the absurd futility of judging spir-
itual affairs in terms of legalistic carnality: “The body’s here, and if its
spirit tries escaping / I’ll promptly show my blood-signed title to
it. . . .” (11612–11613). Mephistopheles conceives of even the soul in
material terms, warning his subsiduary devils (“you sterling coins
from our infernal mint” [11638]) to “watch out below for any phos-
perescent glow; / that will be Psyche with her wings—his petty soul”
(11650–11660). He imagines that Faust’s soul can be captured by
physically pulling off its “wings,” a term he evidently understands in a
myopically literal sense. This recalls the view taken by Milton’s Satan
of the stairway to heaven, and as in Paradise Lost this literalist
hermeneutic, resulting as it does from the denial of mediation, is both
cause and effect of Satanic alienation from God. The devil’s carnality
finally deprives him of Faust’s soul, as he becomes so distracted by his
physical lust for the angels that he does not notice them bearing away
the hero’s “immortal part.” The same paradox is introduced in part
one, when Mephistopheles disguises himself as a Professor and
instructs his student in the method of Baconian empiricism:

To understand some living thing and to describe it,
the student starts by ridding it of its spirit;
he then holds all parts of it within his hand
except, alas! For the spirit which bound them together. (1936–1939)

Although it sounds scientific to us, this materialist mode of procedure
was regarded as magical until the seventeenth century. The magician
robs matter of its “spirit,” essence or entelechy, in order to pervert it
to unnatural, pragmatic, and selfish ends. In the literature of the late
middle ages, this method is constantly denounced as idolatrous, on the
grounds that it is a re-creation, a second nature, which is impiously
imposed upon the first. Magic is a form of custom, of nomos, and as
such it is dialectically opposed to nature, to phusis. Goethe’s tragedy
shows how, in the face and behind the back of Enlightenment, such
magic has come to rule the modern world. In the opening scene, we
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learn that Faust has reasoned his way to the skeptical position that
“we can’t have certitude” (366). Unlike the skeptics, however, Faust
cannot shake off his desire to penetrate beyond representation to
essence. His frustration with sophistic philosophy—the “peddling” of
“empty words”—has driven him to magic:

That is why I’ve turned to magic,
in hope that with the help of spirit-power
I might solve many mysteries,
so that I need no longer toil and sweat
to speak of what I do not know,
can learn what, deep within it,
binds the universe together,
may contemplate all seminal forces—
and be done with peddling empty words. (377–385)

Faust hopes that his magic spells will prove not to be “empty” signs,
but that they will contain what Marlowe’s Faustus called “virtue.” In
magic, words are not empty but efficacious—they are performative,
which is to say that they are deeds. Faust is searching for essence in
exactly the wrong place; he is the antithesis of Socrates, whose refuta-
tion of the sophists led him to locate the guarantor of objective truth
in the logos. Faust’s famous retranslation of the Gospel of John vividly
enacts his fall away from logocentrism:

It is written: “In the beginning was the Word.”
How soon I’m stopped! Who’ll help me to go on?
I cannot concede that words have such high worth
and must, if properly inspired,
translate the term some other way.
It is written: “In the beginning was the Mind.”
Reflect with care upon this first line,
and do not let your pen be hasty!
Can it be mind that makes all operate?
I’d better write: “In the beginning was the Power!”
Yet, even as I write this down,
something warns me not to keep it.
My spirit prompts me, now I see a solution
and boldly write: “In the beginning was the Act.” (1224–1237)

Word becomes deed. As Kenneth Weisinger notes, “the translation
has moved with almost systematic precision from the word logos to
its very opposite.”15 We have been prepared for this apostasy by
Faust’s earlier attempt at invocation. Consulting his books, he first
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considers the sign of the macrocosm, which represents the Platonic
harmony of creation. For Faust, however, the macrocosm is an empty
spectacle, a “mere show” (Schauspiel) (452). Accordingly, he turns to
the merely terrestrial sign of the Earth-spirit: “How different is this
sign’s effect on me!” (460). The difference is not just that one sign is
superlunary and the other sublunary. As Neil Flax explains, the two
signs speak to quite different orders of representation:

The macrocosm sign, a map of the universe according to the traditional
Ptolamaic-Christian model, is a visualizing diagram of a cross section of
the concentric spheres that were held to constitute the creation. In the
terminology of traditional semiotics, the macrocosm sign is a “natural”
or “analogous” or “motivated” or “iconic” sign. It resembles in some
perceptible way what it represents. By contrast, the conjuring sign of the
type used by Faust to invoke the Erdgeist makes no attempt to visualize
or resemble the referent. . . . Instead, it uses words to refer to and
invoke a spirit. It is what semiotics terms an “artificial” or “conven-
tional” or “arbitrary” or “immotivated” sign, relating to its referent
through a self-contained system of differential tokens.16

Faust’s fall away from “natural” to “arbitrary” signification is reen-
acted several times within the play, most notably on Walpurgis Night,
in the Helen of Troy episode, and in the paper money scene. This
descent is prefigured in the initial encounter with Mephistopheles.
Faust asks the devil’s name, and Mephistopheles’s answer mocks the
doctor’s essentialist view of language as referential:

That seems a petty question
from one who is so scornful of the Word,
and who, aloof from all appearance,
only aspires to plumb the depths of essence. (1327–1330)

In response, Faust asserts that the demonic is characterized precisely
by the supersession of essence by appearance, of concept by sign: “the
essence of such as you, good sir, / can usually be inferred from names”
(1331–1332). His intuition is confirmed by the fiendishly misleading
advice the disguised Mephistopheles later gives to a student: “Make it
a principle to give words your allegiance!” (1990). The earnest youth
is taken aback, and protests “But there must be ideas behind the
words” (1993), but Mephistopheles swiftly allays his concerns:

That’s true, but don’t fret too much about it,
since its precisely where ideas are lacking
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that some word will appear to save the situation.
Words are perfect for waging controversies,
with words you can construct entire systems,
in words you can put perfect faith,
and from a word no jot or tittle may be taken. (1994–2000)

Faust’s desire to get beyond “empty words” is complicit with the
demonic suggestion that words are all there is. As Flax remarks,
“The crucial irony here is that Faust’s turn to magical or sacred signs,
far from liberating him from the constraints of ‘empty’ language, only
thrusts him deeper and deeper into the discontents of the semiotic con-
dition. Precisely in the attempt to transcend language by means of the
revelatory sign, Faust reinforces the linguistic limits he had hoped to
escape” (185). Perhaps this last statement calls for some qualification.
It is certainly true that Faust remains trapped within the prison-house
of semiosis, but his ability to manipulate performative representation
indubitably does allow him to transcend the limits of ordinary lan-
guage. He achieves this because his words have power, virtu, Kraft.
But like the patristic and scholastic theoreticians of witchcraft, Goethe
emphasizes that the source of this power is not the signs themselves—
as witches and magicians believed or claimed to believe—but the devil.
Faust’s supposition that he can command the dark forces is vain: even
at their first meeting, when Mephistopheles appears to be trapped
within Faust’s pentagram, the devil easily escapes by lulling the sor-
cerer to sleep with a “magic show” (1441). Magic is not a means for
Faust to command Mephistopheles, but vice versa, as the devil makes
clear in several asides:

Scorn learning, if you must, and reason,
the highest faculty mankind possesses,
let your fondness for self-deception
involve you deeper still in magic and illusion,
and its dead certain you’ll be mine! (1851–1856)

Even the clownish “magician’s trick” (2268) in Auerbach’s wine-cellar
is recognized by the drunken victims as “black magic,” and this inci-
dent is followed by an exposition of the traditional view of sorcery in
the Witches’ Kitchen. This scene is presided over by a group of apes,
conventional symbols of the Satanic desire to create a magical “second
nature,” thus “aping” God.17 Faust asks why the devil needs to work
through the medium of witches, and Mephistopheles gives an answer
straight out of the Malleus Malificarum: “Of course the devil taught
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her how to do it, / but he can’t do the work himself” (2376–2377).
Satan must operate through human conduits, because the real object
of his labor is the human mind. His purpose is precisely to make the
witches believe that their magic is efficacious—it is the inculcation of
this belief, rather than any supernatural effects the witches might
fancy they achieve, that is the devil’s true aim. Faust, the enlightened
man of science, scorns the witches’ rites, until Mephistopheles
explains their real function:

Faust: Don’t tell me anything will come of this!
The silly apparatus, the demented gestures—
I’ve seen enough of such jejune deceptions
to know that I cannot abide them.

Mephistopheles: Of course its nonsense! You’re supposed to laugh;
Don’t be a sober-sided prig!
This hocus-pocus is her privilege as doctor,
a guarantee the drink will take effect. (2531–2539)

The witch’s incantations and gestures do not cause the potion’s mag-
ical effect. What they do is make her believe that they cause this
effect, they “guarantee” it to her satisfaction. They induce in her the
belief that signs can do things, and this belief is necessary and suffi-
cient for the devil to achieve his purpose, which is to make it appear
to human beings that signs are performative, by performing their
alleged effects himself. Goethe provides a reminder of this in part
two: when the court Astrologer announces the images of Helen and
Paris, he is sure that they have been conjured up by magic, and
that “When magic operates, all things are easy” (6393). At this,
Mephistopheles appears in the prompter’s box, observing that “the
devil’s eloquence is always sotto voce” (6400). Despite the devil’s
presence, the Astrologer remains unaware that magical efficacy has
its source in the demonic, and thus he is ignorant of the ethical impli-
cations behind his command to “let Reason be the thrall of Magic”
(6416).

The sorcerers’ argument, and the witches’ defense, had always been
that their magic was efficacious in itself, and required no Satanic
agency to achieve its effects. Goethe indicates that this view of magic
has triumphed in the Enlightenment. Magic has not ceased to be
practiced—on the contrary, it is more widely practiced than ever
before—but because people no longer trace its efficacy to the devil, it
is no longer recognized as magic. Mephistopheles informs the witch of

The Faust Myth150

mailto:right@palgrave.com


this development:

Witch (dancing): Its more than my poor mind can grasp,
seeing here Squire Satan again!

Mephistopheles: Woman, I will not tolerate that title!
Witch: Why not? What harm is there in it?
Mephistopheles: It is now only mythological;

yet mankind is no better off: the Evil One
they may be rid of, evil ones have still not vanished. (2503–2509)

Satan is, in the Hegelian term, a figure suitable for “picture thinking,”
appropriate to a certain level of social development, but now
outmoded. The obsolescence of the sign, however, does not entail the
disappearance of its referent. The great error of Enlightenment is to
imagine that this shift in the mode of representation reflects a corre-
sponding objective situation—to assume that because the conceptual
referent of the term “Satan” is no longer conventionally personified,
the word has ceased to refer to any objective concept at all. And it is
just this assumption that sign creates concept, that representation
determines reality, that Mephistopheles aims to establish in the minds
of his dupes, by convincing them of magical efficacy. His encounter
with the “Huckstress-Witch” serves a similar purpose. Her commodi-
ties are the instruments of traditional maleficia—daggers to stab with,
cups to pour poison, ornaments to seduce girls. Mephistopheles scorns
these accoutrements as obsolete, noting that the market now demands
novel forms of magic:

You are, good woman, quite behind the times!
What’s done, is past! What’s past, is done with!
You should go in for novelties,
That’s all that customers now want. (4110–4113)

Goethe thus makes it clear that his use of traditional demonology
should be understood as an allegorical depiction of objective realities.
The Walpurgis Night scene evokes the atmosphere of the witch-craze,
or as Faust and Mephistopheles call it, “the sphere of dreams and
magic,” in arcane detail. We are invited to consider the relationship
between Faust and his familiar in the pictorial terms used by our
ancestors; the opening line of this scene is Mephistopheles’s inquiry to
Faust “Do you not wish you had a broomstick?” (3835). Flying over
the Brocken, the traditional magic mountain, the duo observe
“mammon glowing in the rocks” (3914), and Mephistopheles tells his
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guest: “Lord Mammon has, you must admit, illuminated / his palace
lavishly for this occasion! / You’re lucky to have seen the spectacle”
(3932–3934). The perennial Faustian question of the devil’s ontologi-
cal status is approached from a variety of perspectives, all of which are
satirized as irrelevant. Enlightenment materialism is represented by the
Proctovisionary (which translates approximately as “the man with his
head up his ass”):

Proctovisionary: You are still there? Now that’s impossible!
Please disappear! We have achieved enlightenment.
Infernal rabble that ignores all rules of logic!
We’re highly rational, despite all ghosts in Tegel.
How long I’ve tried to sweep away delusions,
and yet there’s always dirt. Things are impossible!

Young Witch: Then stop! You do not need to bore us here.
Proctovisionary: I tell you spirits to your faces:

my spirit won’t put up with despotism—
It is itself far too despotic. (4158–4167)

Goethe here introduces the notion, which would later be expressed as
the “dialectic of enlightenment,” that fetishized reason is just as super-
stitious, irrational, and tyrannical as any other form of idolatry. The
various other perspectives available to the educated classes of
Aufklarung Germany are parodied in the Walpurgis Night’s Dream,
where a “Dogmatist” declares “The Devil really must exist, / since
I am seeing devils” (4345–4346), a “Subjective Idealist” remarks that
“if they are all my ego, then I am idiotic” (4349–4350) and so forth.
All such attempts to rationalize the arcane lore of witchcraft and
demonology are dramatically unmasked as inadequate when the
apparitions of the Brocken suddenly vanish to reveal Gretchen in her
prison cell. Confronted by an all-too credible, even commonplace,
instance of the effects of evil, we understand more clearly the figural
significance of the supernatural events on the Brocken. As Jaroslav
Pelikan remarks, the scene on Walpurgis Night “is in many ways
a reverse image of the real and divine world,”18 and we recall
Mephistopheles’s assurance to Faust that his vision of the dead girl
was merely “a magic image, a phantom without life” (“ein
Zauberbild, ist leblos, ein Idol” (4190)). In the Zaubersphare, image
turns into reality and reality into a mere image, and the devil’s aim is
to convert all Creation into the Zaubersphare. As Goethe’s
Mephistopheles knows very well, the eighteenth century brought more
effective ways to achieve this end than pentagrams and incantations,
and more powerful fetishes than the witch’s puppets.
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III

Marc Shell has pointed out that part two of Goethe’s drama recapitulates
the action of part one on the scale of the state rather than that of the
soul.19 This transition in scope also involves a step forward in history,
for the role played by magic in the first part is occupied by money in
the second. What magic is to Faust the individual, money is to
Faustian society. Unlike modern economists, Goethe was not naive
enough to imagine that the “economy” constitutes a distinct arena of
human experience; he recognized that a change in the mode of finan-
cial representation was part of a change in the role of signification in
general. Like Socrates, he often connects the quantitative, financial
mode of value with the empty words of sophistical rhetoric, observing
that “whether mathematics counts pennies or guineas, whether rheto-
ric defends truth or falsehood, is of no concern whatever to either.”20

In his capacity as privy councilor at the court of Weimer, Goethe held
particular responsibility for economic affairs. He was familiar with the
work of John Law, the first economist to experiment with paper money,
and with Adam Smith’s The Wealth of Nations, which tries to reconcile
the performative power of paper money with the labor theory of value.
He fully understood that the auto-reproduction of money invested as
capital was the modern form of magic, and in part two of Faust he diag-
noses the consequent ethical implications. In part one we learn that, like
the historical Faust—and like Goethe himself—the hero had practiced
alchemy in his youth. By the time we meet him, however, he bitterly
repents his superstitious past, when he and his father had used their art
to treat villagers for the plague. We learn that Faust senior

labored at fanciful speculations
about the mystic spheres of nature,
And . . . together with his adepts
would shut himself within his blackened kitchen
and mix contrary elements
according to recipes that never seemed to end . . .
that was our medicine—the patients died,
and no one thought to ask if anyone was healed.
And so with diabolical electuaries,
we ravaged in these hills and valleys
with greater fury than the plague. (1034–1041, 1048–1052)

The younger Faust’s rejection of his father’s practice encapsulates the
historical demise of alchemy. But Faust junior will replace it with a
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different, more effective, form of magic. This aspect of Goethe’s play
has been explored in depth by Hans-Christophe Binswanger, who
points out that interest-bearing capital is a continuation of alchemy by
other means:

. . . the attempts to produce artificial gold were abandoned not because
they were futile, but because alchemy in another form has proved so
successful that the arduous production of gold in the laboratory is
no longer necessary. It is not vital to alchemy’s aim, in the sense of
increasing wealth, that lead be actually transmuted into gold. It will suf-
fice if a substance of no value is transformed into one of value: paper,
for example, into money. We can interpret the economic process as
alchemy if it is possible to arrive at money without having earned it
through corresponding effort . . . in other words, if a genuine value
creation is possible which is not bound by any limits and is therefore, in
this sense, sorcery or magic.21

In the paper money scene, Faust enlists Mephistopheles’s aid to pay
the Emperor’s debts by the invention of banknotes. The monarch is
skeptical at first, rightly suspecting that demonic magic is involved,
but he embraces the new currency once he perceives that his creditors
are happy to accept it as though it were real gold. The liberation of
financial value from gold bullion constitutes the ultimate triumph of
alchemy. Alchemy did not disappear because it failed but because,
certain elements within it having succeeded, it was no longer deemed
necessary. But the elements within alchemy that proved successful—
the practical attempt to create financial value, and the theoretical
claim that art could reproduce natural essences—were never ortho-
dox, and their victory over the orthodox practitioners of the discipline
constitute the death of traditional alchemy. As Goethe’s attribution
of paper money to Mephistopheles suggests, the artificial produc-
tion of financial value was connected with black magic throughout
all alchemical debate, and not even alchemy’s staunchest advocates
would have defended attempts to use it as a means to realize
financial value.

This is the vital difference between the alchemy of the money
markets and the Aristotelian art of precapitalist societies. Traditional
alchemy is concerned with quality. It does not try to create gold in
order to realize its financial value, but because gold is the perfect form
or telos of metal. The elusive “elixir” or “philosophers’ stone” was the
catalyst that would realize the entelechy of the material world. In
contrast, financial alchemy, or usury, conceives of value in terms of
quantity; it disregards the essences of things and translates them into
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financial value. Of course, disreputable alchemists had always
perverted the opus in attempts to enrich themselves; this debased form
of alchemy was called “multiplication,” and was considered the veri-
table antithesis of the quest for entelechy. Its practioners disregarded
the philosophical implications of gold’s elemental nature, and pursued
only its financial, nominal value. They sought a magical way to pro-
duce, not gold, but the value of gold: what gold represented. This is
exactly what Goethe’s Faust achieves in the paper money scene.

Aquinas had distinguished natural gold from the gold produced by
alchemy: “alchemists produce something similar to gold as to exterior
accidents. But it is still not true gold, since the substantial form of gold
is not [induced] by the heat of fire—which alchemists use—but by the
heat of the sun . . .”22 This was the mainstream position within
alchemy itself, and empiricist practitioners were generally considered
marginal, or even dubious: the very word “empirick” was derogatory
when used of alchemists. It tended to be associated with sorcery; in
1652 Elias Ashmole was still reminding his readers that making gold

. . . was scarce any intent of the ancient philosophers, and the lowest use
the adepti made of this materia. For they being lovers of wisdome more
than worldly wealth, drove at higher and more excellent operations:
and certainly he to whom the whole course of nature lyes open,
rejoyceth not so much that he can make gold and silver, or the divells to
become subject to him, as that he sees the heavens open, the angells of
God ascending and descending, and that his own name is fairely written
in the book of life.23

Robert Boyle associates “alchemists” with “usurers:” “the preroga-
tives and usefulness of Gold, in comparison of other metals, is nothing
near so great as alchemists and usurers imagine.”24 The substantial
form of gold was losing its fetishized aura with the decline of bullion-
ist economics, but the magical, demonic art that produced financial
value out of thin air was to prove just as long-lived as empirical sci-
ence. Empiricism shares with magic the belief that an alteration in
appearances can constitute a transmutation of essence, that accidental
qualities rather than substantial forms define identity. Alchemists
assumed that, if they could manufacture a material whose accidental
qualities exactly matched those of gold, that material would be gold,
in essence as well as in appearance. This was the heresy of the witches,
as well as of the alchemists. Magicians often claimed to be able to
effect real transformations in the natural essences of things. The eccle-
siastical inquisitors replied that (a) the transformations were of
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appearances only, not essences, and (b) a transformation of appearance
so effective as to be mistaken for one of essence could only be
brought about with diabolical aid. But their central objection was to
the magical, alchemical (and also empiricist) claim that a transforma-
tion in appearance was a transformation of essence. Such a claim
denied the very existence of imperceptible substantial forms. By exten-
sion, then, it denied the existence of the human soul (which was the
substantial form of the body) and even of the divine Creator. An attack
on substantial form is also an attack on telos, the final cause which, in
any artifact, is identified with the subjective intention of the maker.
But if appearance is essence—if, that is, there is no substantial
essence—then there is no need to seek for the final causes of things,
and we can rest content with material and efficient causality. The gold
produced by the furnace will be as good as the gold produced by
the sun.25

IV

In Goethe’s Faust, the Emperor’s lament for his realm’s financial woe
bespeaks a crisis in the nature of value that parallels Faust’s despair of
attaining philosophical truth in part one. Both crises are solved by
recourse to magic. The state has not come to terms with the power of
exchange-value, which is displacing natural use-value as the source of
wealth. The monarch observes that “chickens and turkeys, geese and
ducks— / payments in kind—are income we are sure of” (4858–
4860), but such natural wealth is being consumed by the unnatural
power of exchange-value:

I’m now supposed to pay the bills and wages,
but can expect no mercy from the money-lenders,
who execute agreements that eat up
what future years must produce. (4869–4872)

Mephistopheles, disguised as the court Fool, claims to see no ethical
problem here. The Emperor has not understood the figural nature of
money, which will enable him to conjure value out of thin air and
guarantee it with his “word” alone: “Could confidence / be wanting
where the sovereign’s word is absolute?” (4878–4879) The courtiers
mutter about “heretics and sorcerers” (4911) and warn the Emperor
that “Satan is laying golden snares for you” (4941), but
Mephistopheles brushes them aside. They do not understand, he tells
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them, that the supernatural—the figural, the financial—is real: “What
you can’t touch, for you is leagues away, / what you can’t grasp does
not exist at all” (4918–4919). He then prompts the Astrologer to pro-
pose a solution in pseudo-alchemical language, prophesizing Faust’s
discovery of, not the philosopher’s stone, but its antithesis. Faustian
alchemy will realize earthly lucre, not spiritual entelechy:

when Sol and Luna, gold and silver, are conjoined;
all other things are then obtainable,
palace and park and rosy cheek and pretty breast,
and they will be provided by the erudition
of one with power none of us possesses. (4965–4970)

The Emperor’s advisors scoff at this “Alchymistic” jargon, prompting
Mephistopheles to promise them “a herd of golden calves,” (5042),
and to comment in an aside that “if the philosopher’s stone could be
in their possession, / there’d be no philosopher to use it” (5063–5064).
The arrival of the Faustian version of the stone is prefigured in a
Masque, which features personified emblems of labor (5207–5214)
and capital (5215–5226). In one of many echoes of the puppet plays
Faust is disguised as Plutus—the god of wealth and also of the under-
world—and distributes counterfeit gold coins from a carriage drawn
by a Byronic “Young Charioteer,” who identifies himself as “that
spendthrift, poetry; / as poet, I augment my worth / by squandering
my very substance” (5573–5575).

As throughout the play, Goethe is careful to link financial repro-
duction to semiotic profusion in general. Poetry is the mode of lin-
guistic expression in which the multiple, connotative meanings of
words overrides their prosaic, denotative significance; it involves a dif-
fusion of semiosis. The Charioteer declares that “I, too, am rich
beyond all measures / and count myself the peer of Plutus”
(5576–5577), and Plutus tells his young friend: “you are the essence of
my spirit. / You always act the way I’d wish to act, / your treasury con-
tains more gold than mine” (5623–5625). In an allusion to the fairy
gold of the puppet plays, the Charioteer hands out disappearing
jewellery—“the rogue / bestows as gold what merely glitters” (5604–
5605)—and Plutus magically makes gold coins come alive and leap
out of chests, so that “ducats dance” (5719). The court Herald
rebukes the crowd for their excitement: “What is the meaning of this
madness? / These things are only make-believe. / No more such greed-
iness tonight! / Do you believe its gold you’re getting?” (5726–5730).
Mephistopheles rides on the chariot too, now in the figure of a
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“Starveling” who was previously know as “Dame Avarice” (5650)
and concerned only with domestic economy. Today, however, his field
of activity is wider, due to an explosion in consumer demand:

Now that women . . .
. . . have far more wants than they have money,
their husbands have a lot to suffer
and see debts everywhere they look . . .
This makes me fonder still of gold,
So now I am Sir Greed, and masculine. (5654–5659, 5664–5665)

The Masque’s allegorical prophecy of financial profusion ends in fiery
apocalypse, and Plutus/Faust’s closing words—“magic must come to
our aid” (5985–5986)—prepare us for the paper money scene which
follows. The Steward rushes in to the Emperor and announces that
“the claws of usury have been appeased” (6042). Inspired by Faust,
the state has issued bills of paper money and, to everyone’s astonish-
ment, the people are happy to accept them as if they were the gold
they represent. The Treasurer’s report alludes to the idolatrous nature
of their faith: “The alphabet is really now superfluous / for in this
sign all men can find salvation” (6081–6082). At first the Emperor
senses “great and criminal fraud” (6063), but he soon allows himself
to be convinced of the scheme’s validity: “And people value this the
same as honest gold? / The court and army take it as full pay? / Much
as I find it strange, I see I must accept it” (6083–6085). Goethe
alludes here to the debates occasioned by the introduction of ban-
knotes in eighteenth-century Europe, and particularly to the contro-
versy surrounding their reference, or lack of it, to the gold standard.
Each of the Emperor’s notes bears an inscription declaring that it is
merely a sign which represents and is redeemable for a determinate
amount of actual gold:

To whom it may concern, be by these presents known,
this note is legal tender for one thousand crowns
and is secured by the immense reserves of wealth
safely stored underground in our Imperial States.
It is provided that, as soon as it be raised,
said treasure shall redeem this note. (6057–6062)

So the banknotes claim to be referential in nature, to refer to an object
beyond themselves. However, this promise to produce the actual gold
which the notes supposedly represent is never fulfilled. The notes prove
to be empty symbols, with no external referent. As Mephistopheles
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later informs us, banknotes have displaced specie:

These notes, when used in lieu of gold and pearls,
are handy, too; you know right off how much you own
and can, without first bargaining or haggling,
enjoy the full delights of love and wine.
If metal’s wanted, there are money-changers . . . (6119–6120)

Mephistopheles describes the revelation, which historically coincides
with the invention of paper money, that financial value is not incar-
nate in gold bullion, but is an immaterial, autonomous, and inde-
pendent power. The devil unleashes performative representation upon
the world, and it instantly reorients human consciousness towards
carnality. As the Lord Steward informs the court:

There is no way these bills can be recaptured;
they flew with lightening speed and are dispersed.
The money changers’ shops are all wide open;
there every note is honored and exchanged—
at discount, to be sure—for gold and silver coin
which soon gets to the butcher’s, baker’s and the dramshop;
half the world seems obsessed with eating well,
the other half with showing off new clothes. (6086–6094)

The figural nature of money, the fact that as Mephistopheles says dur-
ing the Masque “Gold can be converted into anything” (5781), raises
the issue of the connection between the paper money scene and
Goethe’s general theory of representation, and this relation has been
the subject of much critical debate. For Franco Moretti

the paper money episode underlines the semiotic nature (conventional:
allegorical) that the new form of wealth will have. Between the inner
form of allegory and Marx’s analysis of the commodity there is a clear
structural parallelism. Like the commodity, allegory humanizes things
(making them move and speak), and it reifies human beings. In both
cases, furthermore, an abstract reality (exchange value, allegorical
meaning) subordinates and almost hides the concrete reality of use value
and literal meaning. . . .26

Moretti draws here on the homology, first discussed at length by
Walter Benjamin in The Origin of German Tragic Drama, between
allegorical representation and exchange value. The word “homology”
is more appropriate to describe this relationship than “analogy,”
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because exchange value does not resemble allegorical representation;
exchange value is a form of allegorical representation. In fact, exchange
value is the principle of allegorical representation in the abstract, as
pure quantity, and as such it can be applied to any qualitative, empir-
ical phenomenon. In Moretti’s view, however, this distinguishes the
financial from the aesthetic medium of representation:

For Marx . . . commodities can be exchanged because they are qualita-
tively different, and quantitatively equal: in the semantic field, however,
there is no way of reproducing the distinction between quantity and
quality. Again, for Marx, the equivalence between commodities rests
upon the equal quantities of labor embodied in them: but, once
more, the idea of embodied labor has no meaning in the realm of
allegory. (629)

It seems to me, however, that Moretti is still laboring under the mis-
apprehension that the realm of signification that we call “economic,”
and which produces what we call “commodities,” can be conceived of
as a hermetically sealed sphere to be analyzed in isolation from other
media of representation. After all, Goethe’s Faust is concerned pre-
cisely with “the distinction between quantity and quality” in “the
semantic field.” It indicts a merely quantitative, arbitrary approach to
signs as magical and Satanic, and as destructive of the essence or qual-
ity to which signs refer.27 Similarly, the power of magical signs, like
that of financial ones, does indeed spring from the “embodied labor”
they contain. Magical signs, like banknotes, are performative. They
do things, and like paper money, they become efficacious because of
the stored-up demonic labor-power they represent. Marc Shell points
to the continuity between Goethe’s epistemology, his ethics, and his
economics:

the relationship between symbol and thing, which is presented in
Part One primarily as the difference between word and concept, is rep-
resented [in the paper money scene] as the tension between coined or
paper money and commodity . . . the new and ideologically subversive
mode of symbolization is linked with the historical advent of paper
money. . . . The widespread use of coins, which are both symbols and
commodities, may precipitate some conceptual misunderstanding of the
relationship between signs and things, but it does not encourage its
users to believe that symbol and commodity, or word and concept, are
entirely separable. Paper money, on the other hand, does appear to be a
symbol entirely disassociated from the commodity that it symbolizes.
(675, 678)
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Paper money purports to be a sign with no referent, a symbol that
carries its semiotic power within itself, and thus a sign that can do
things. It elides its true referent, which is human subjective activity—
“labor-power” in the vernacular of political economy—and it magi-
cally condenses this power within itself. This is the same process by
which Faust uses magical signs to harness the supernatural labor-
power of Mephistopheles. Eventually this strange paper wealth, which
the Court Jester calls “the leaves of the sorcerer” (6157), becomes the
Emperor’s undoing: he dissipates himself in carnal pleasure while
inflation and war devastate his realm. He is forced to appeal to Faust
for military aid, and the magician is anxious until Mephistopheles
reminds him of his magic’s efficacy:

Faust: But what can we provide? Illusions,
the empty make-believe of magic!

Mephistopheles: The strategems that win all battles! (10299–10231)

Soon afterwards, Faust convinces the Emperor to employ the services
of a “Sabine necromancer” (10439) whose powers function as an alle-
gory of industrial technology, and which Faust praises as “great
forces” even though “dull-witted priests denounce such things as
magic” (10454). Goethe thus applies the witch-finders’ critique of
autonomous representation to the modern economy: signs can become
efficacious only through Satanic agency, and only with disastrous
results. As in the anti-witch literature, the ethical problem with effica-
cious symbols lies in the fact that they imply an alienation, and thus an
appropriation, of subjective activity or “labor-power.” Toward the
beginning of their relationship, Faust complains to Mephistopheles
that their wager has brought him little benefit: “I have not grown one
whit in stature, / I am no nearer to the Infinite” (1814–1815). The
devil informs him that this is because he continues to regard himself in
terms of an essential entelechy. He has not yet understood the magical
potency that becomes available to him due to his control of
Mephistopheles’s labor-power:

Who gives a damn! One’s hands and feet and toes,
one’s head and bottom are one’s own,
but if I seize and feel an alien thrill,
does it belong the less to me?
If I can buy six stallions for my stable,
is not then their strength my own?
I race along, I am a splendid specimen
as if two dozen legs were mine. (1816–1827)
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My argument in this book is that the Faust myth should not be
regarded as mere fiction, but as a progressive, developing commentary
on the ethical effects of autonomous representation. It is not just a
passive reflection or allegorical fictionalization of economic theory.
Rather it is an active participant in that theory, whose primary contri-
bution is to supply the ethical dimension that has been deliberately
and systematically excluded from the discipline of economics ever
since Hobbes. For example, the above passage from Goethe was a
seminal influence on the economic thought of Karl Marx. Marx’s gloss
of Mephistopheles’s boast in the Economic and Philosophical
Manuscripts of 1844 contains the seeds of his mature theory of
alienation, expressed in terms that clearly reveal that theory’s heritage
in the medieval campaign against magic:

. . . let us begin, first of all, by expounding the passage from Goethe.
That which is for me through the medium of money—that for which
I can pay (i.e., which money can buy)—that am I myself, the possessor
of the money. The extent of the power of money is the extent of my
power. Money’s properties are my—the possessor’s—properties and
essential powers. Thus, what I am and am capable of is by no means
determined by my individuality. I am ugly, but I can buy for myself the
most beautiful of women. Therefore I am not ugly, for the effect of
ugliness—its deterrent power—is nullified by money. I, according to my
individual characteristics, am lame, but money furnishes me with
twenty-four feet. Therefore I am not lame. . . . Do not I, who thanks to
money am capable of all that the human heart longs for, possess all
human capacities? (3.311)

Money is the medium of representation, when that medium has
achieved the practical power of transforming essence by changing
appearance. It is the force which turns things into what they are not.
To possess money is to possess this antinatural, magical power.
Furthermore, quite apart from its innate capacities, money is ontolog-
ically the most unnatural force of all, because it is an externalized
representation of human activity, of human life. Money is the objectified
form of subjectivity, at once the cause and the effect of conceiving
of human beings as things. Money, in short, is the power that
transforms human beings into objects: death. As Marx puts it:

The distorting and confounding of all human and natural qualities, the
fraternisation of impossibilities—the divine power of money—lies in
its character as men’s estranged, alienating and self-disposing species-
nature. Money is the alienated ability of mankind. That which I am
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unable to do as a man, and of which therefore all my individual essential
powers are incapable, I am able to do by means of money. Money thus
turns each of these powers into something which in itself it is not—turns
it, that is, into its contrary. (3.312)

According to Marx, the effect of money on the natural, physical world
is precisely magical: it overrides the laws of nature and abolishes the
distinction between fantasy and reality:

If I long for a particular dish or want to take the mail-coach because
I am not strong enough to go by foot, money fetches me the dish and the
mail-coach: that is, it converts my wishes from something in the realm
of imagination, translates them from their meditated, imagined or
desired existence into their sensuous, actual existence—from imagina-
tion to life, from imagined being into real being. In effecting this medi-
ation, [money] is the truly creative power. (ibid.)

Finally, then, money is an efficacious sign (hence the Spanish word for
cash, effectivo). It is a dead symbol of human life that has achieved a
fetishistic, performative power, and the effect of this power is to con-
fuse reality with imagination, to destroy the natural essences of things,
and to extinguish the entelechy of human beings:

Money as the external, universal medium and faculty (not springing
from man as man or from human society as society) for turning an
image into reality and reality into a mere image, transforms the real
essential powers of man and nature into what are merely abstract
notions and therefore imperfections and tormenting chimeras, just as it
transforms real imperfections and chimeras—essential powers which
are really impotent, which exist only in the imagination of the individual—
into real essential powers and faculties. . . . Since money, as the existing
and active concept of value, confounds and confuses all things, it is the
general confounding and confusing of all things—the world upside-
down—he confounding and confusing of all natural and human
qualities. (ibid.)

This is an extremely precise description of what the witch-hunters of
the sixteenth century called “Satan.” It has rarely been recognized as
such, partly because the manuscripts of 1844, like the Grundrisse,
which expresses itself in similar terms, remained unpublished until the
materialist, Soviet interpretation of Marx had calcified into ortho-
doxy, but also because of the ubiquitous success of the process it
describes. We are now fully accustomed to take appearance for reality,
to assume that the world as it appears to us is real. To put it another

Faust and Enlightenment 163

mailto:right@palgrave.com


way, we are no longer conscious of mediation, we believe that our
perception of the world is immediate. To take a medium of represen-
tation for reality is to fetishize signification as performative, to believe
that signs constitute things. Once sufficiently captivated by signs that
we can no longer perceive their referents, we lapse into the supposition
that anything which is not immediately perceptible is not real. There
are no longer any res non apparens; if anything does not appear it is
nonexistent. And this issues in the kind of blind literalism which
assumes that, because we do not encounter a ruddy fellow with horns
and a goatee, Satan does not exist.

As things that do not appear cease to be real, reality is accorded to
anything that does appear. In Goethe, as in Spies and Marlowe, the
apotheosis of the hyper-real spectacle is Faust’s image of Helen of
Troy. There are two occasions at which, ironically, it is left to
Mephistopheles to remind Faust that an image is not real. Among
the hallucinations of Walpurgis Night, Faust sees a vision of
Gretchen, the girl he has seduced and abandoned, with her throat cut.
Mephistopheles is quick to instruct him to “Leave that alone, no good
can come of it. / It is an idol, a lifeless counterfeit” (4189–4190). Later,
again as in Spies and Marlowe, Faust is so overcome by the beautiful
illusion of Helen of Troy that he forgets she is a mere image, and
Mephistopheles has to restrain him from intervening to prevent her
rape: “It’s your own work, this ghostly mask, you dunce!” (6546). The
devil’s admonition is of no avail, and nor is “Helen’s” own protesta-
tion that she is merely an “idol.” On seeing the image, Faust declares
“this is reality” (6553), and attempts to embrace her, at which point
she explodes. But the apparition reappears later, and this time Faust
succeeds in impregnating “Helen” with a son, Euphorion.

Justifications of magic had always defended the human right to
intervene in, and even to correct, nature. This sometimes produced the
startling assertion that magicians, or alchemists, could theoretically
produce an artificial human being. In the early modern period the
most notorious such argument was made by Paracelsus, who uncom-
promisingly asserted the equality of art with nature: “The generation
of all natural things is twofold: Naturall and without Art; and
Artificiall, viz. by Alchymie.”28 For Paracelsus, art can produce any-
thing that nature can, including a human being, and it is in such claims
that we find the true antecedents of modern science. He claimed the
ability to produce a “Homonculus” from the pure “form” of sperm,
without any need for the material, female body. Satan aims, to return
to the terms with which this chapter began, to destroy entelechy, to kill
our soul, and Faust Part Two considers the fate of entelechy in
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Faustian civilization through the figure of Homunculus, described by
Goethe as “pure entelechy.” He is certainly “pure” in the sense that he
has no body, but the most striking thing about Homunculus is the fact
that he is man-made. Homunculus is the culminating symbol of the
Faustian age: an artificial soul. Wagner, the apprentice usurping the
role of the sorcerer, has undertaken the task of manufacturing a living
soul for the express purpose of freeing humanity from nature:

Old-fashioned procreation
is something we reject as folly.
The feeble force that was life’s starting point . . .
. . . is now divested of all rights and privileges;
the beasts may still enjoy that sort of thing,
but human beings, with their splendid talents,
must henceforth have a higher, nobler source. (6838–6347)

Wagner’s manifesto for cyborgs sounds radical and liberatory, and in
his declaration that Nature is “divested of all rights and privileges” we
find the association of the Satanic with the revolutionary that
molded the work of Milton and, as we shall see in the next chapter,
Dostoevsky. We should be cautious, however, in our evaluation of the
alleged utopia heralded by the Homonculus. The artificial soul, the
man-made, unnatural entelechy, has no father or mother, but it is suf-
ficiently aware of its own nature to call Mephistopheles “cousin”
(6885).
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Chapter Six

Modernist Fausts

I

By the end of the nineteenth century, the conceit that modernity was a
“Faustian” epoch was a commonplace of European intellectual dis-
course. The phrase “the Faust myth” was coined by Burkhardt in
1855,1 and the analogy between Faust and modern man was built into
an entire philosophical system in Spengler’s The Decline of the West.
Spengler argued that, since the industrial revolution, “this Faustian
passion has already altered the Face of the Earth.”2 He contends that
the modern “spirit” involves the Faustian transitions from “word” to
“deed”; it is the “true descendent, therefore, of the Gothic—as
expressed in Goethe’s Faust monologue . . .” (411). But Spengler takes
a less optimistic view of Faust than Goethe. His purpose is to draw
attention to modernity’s tragic irony, which he finds in the fact that
“Faustian man has become the slave of his creation” (412). Faust’s
fantasy that his magic controls Mephistopheles is shared by modern
humanity, but in reality we, like him, are enslaved by the mechanical
and financial works of men’s hands.

Spengler distinguishes “Faustian” science from other modes of
thought on the grounds that it is an instrumental approach to knowl-
edge that values only its efficacious properties: “the idea of immedi-
ately exploiting in practice any knowledge of natural relations that
may be acquired is alien to every sort of mankind except the Faustian”
(340). Above all, “the Faustian symbol of the machine” (340) embod-
ies the alienated form of human activity, in which subjective power is
not only externalized but automatic, and which is thus the modern
manifestation of magical efficacy, illustrating the point that “to sell
one’s soul to the Devil means to deliver up one’s will to him” (335).
The system of industrial capitalism “forces the entrepreneur not less
than the workman to obedience. Both become slaves, and not masters,
of the machine, which now for the first time develops its devilish and
occult power” (412). Spengler takes on the role of early modern witch-
finders, instructing the dupes of Satan as to their master’s true nature
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and identity. In his view, however there is one recently developed
aspect of Satanic power that will make it difficult for human beings to
understand its real source. That power is money:

Suppose that, in future generations, the most gifted minds were to find
their soul’s health more important than all the powers of this world;
suppose that . . . the very elite of intellect that is now concerned with
the machine comes to be overpowered by a growing sense of its
Satanism . . . then nothing can hinder the end of this grand drama that
has been a play of intellects, with hands as mere auxilaries. But titanic,
too, is the onslaught of money upon this intellectual force. . . . Only
high finance is wholly free, wholly intangible. Since 1789 the banks,
and with them the bourses, have developed themselves on the credit-
needs of an industry growing ever more enormous, as a power on their
own account, and they will (as money wills in every Civilization) to be
the only power . . . . The dictature of money marches on, tending to its
material peak, in the Faustian Civilization, as in every other. And now
something happens that is intelligible only to one who has penetrated to
the essence of money. If it were anything tangible, then its existence
would be forever—but, as it is a form of thought, it fades out as soon as
it has thought its economic world to finality, and has no more material
on which to feed . . . (413–414)

Spengler’s assumption that money will cease to exist as soon as its
imaginary nature has been demonstrated betrays a residual faith in
human rationality that looks rather naive today. As the postmodern
economy proves, people have no difficulty in obeying the dictates of
money even in the clear knowledge that it has no existence outside the
mind, that it is merely, in Spengler’s phrase, a “form of intellectual
energy” (406). The “hyper-reality” which governs the twenty-first
century is the successful culmination of the belief in the reality of
simulacra that we found in Faust’s deception by his own image
of Helen of Troy. Later, Spengler arrives at a view that has proved
more perspicacious. Far from generating its disappearance, the imagi-
nary nature of money will turn all human thought into financial form:

The whole world-economy since the discovery of the steam-engine has
been the creation of a quite small number of superior heads, without
whose high-grade work everything else would never have come into
being. But this achievement is of creative thinking, not a quantum, and
its value is not to be weighed against a certain number of coins. Rather
it is itself money—Faustian money, namely, which is not minted, but
mentally devised as an instrument by Faustian life—and it is the quality
of that life which elevates the thought to the significance of a fact.
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Thinking in money generates money—that is the secret of the world-
economy. When an organizing magnate writes down a million on paper,
that million exists, for the personality as an economic centre vouches for
a corresponding heightening of the economic energy of his field. This,
and nothing else, is the meaning of the word “Credit” for us. (408)

Spengler argues that the tendency of autonomous money to objectify
the subject, in which the “personality” becomes an “economic centre,”
culminates when the concept of “credit” attains an objective existence
outside the mind. He defines “Faustian society” as “the stage of a
Culture at which tradition and personality have lost their immediate
effectiveness, and every idea, to be actualized, has to be put into terms
of money” (406–407). This complete dominance of money will be
accompanied by a relativistic, pragmatic turn in philosophy: “Systematic
philosophy, then, lies immensely far behind us, and ethical has been
wound up. But a third possibility, corresponding to the Classical
Scepticism, still remains to the soul-world of the present-day West. . . .”
This prophecy has been fulfilled in the anti-logocentric, post-foundational
modes of thought collectively known as “postmodernism.” These ideas
have had a long gestation, bursting forth into philosophy with
Nietzsche, but before that developing in subterranean fashion, as the
doctrines and beliefs conventionally attributed to Satan.

The continued relevance of the Faust myth to the era of market cap-
italism lies in the fact that such a system represents the essence
of human life—productive activity or “labor”—in the symbolic form
of money, and that it then allows this alien system of representation to
rule the lives of those subjects whose lives it represents. The concept of
“labor-power,” as conceived in a market economy, is the direct descen-
dent of the “soul”: it designates the essence of a human being. In
Faustian terms, then, virtually everyone in the twenty-first century
Western world sells his or her soul on a daily basis, exchanging it for
the imaginary, fetishized power of performative signs. The ethical and
psychological implications of wage labor are at best marginal to the
modern discipline of economics, however, because it treats the “econ-
omy” as a discrete area of human experience which may determine,
but is not part of, ethics and psychology. The illusion that the econ-
omy is an autonomous sphere is shared by Marxist and neoclassical
economists. But if we trace the philosophical heritage of the concept of
“labor-power” through its noneconomic ancestry in Hegel’s “sub-
ject,” we will find ourselves inexorably led away from the narrowly
economic realm, to confront the ethical, psychological, and theologi-
cal notion of the “soul.”
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In chapter five we saw how Hegel historicized the concept of alien-
ation, showing how its nature shifts and changes in response to, or
rather as part of, the general social context. Hegel certainly under-
stood wage labor and commodification as aspects of alienation, but he
has been criticized by Marxists for failing to accord sufficient deter-
mining power to the economic sphere. But this criticism assumes that
life can be broken down into distinct “levels” of material and ideal, or
economic and psychological, activities. Despite its philosophical inco-
herence, the idea that the “economic” or the “material” spheres deter-
mine the sphere of thought and ideas grew widespread over the
nineteenth and twentieth centuries, and it is by no means limited to the
political Left. By the late twentieth century, the notion that human
thought and behavior is determined by economic self-interest had
become the foundation of such disciplines as neoclassical economics
and sociobiology, and it was also broadly accepted in the popular
mind. This peculiar convergence of ideas issues in a thoroughgoing
popular materialism, and for the first time in human history, many
people in Western society assume that they have no soul.

The charge that Hegel had underestimated the centrality of the
“economy,” first leveled in “young Hegelian” works like Moses Hess’s
The Essence of Money (1844), is historically anachronistic. The colo-
nization of human life by “economic” activity and thought was barely
underway in Hegel’s time, and the notion of “economics” as an
endeavor that could be separated from ethics was hardly a hundred
years old. Hegel therefore conceived of alienation in general terms,
and failed to pay exclusive attention to the specific form of alienated
human activity known to political economy as “labor.” As Marx
claimed in the Economic and Philosophical Manuscripts of 1844,
Hegel understood alienation primarily at the level of ideas, although
his diagnosis exactly parallels developments in the “economic” sphere:
“Hegel’s standpoint is that of modern political economy. He grasps
labour as the essence of man—as man’s essence in the act of proving
itself . . . Labour is man’s coming-to-be for himself within alienation,
or as alienated man” (3.311). But Marx’s concept of “labor-power” is
closer to Hegel’s conception of labor as human “life-activity” than to
the notion of “labor” as a limited, determinate portion of human
activity that we find in Adam Smith.

The Marxist notion of “labor-power” is derived from Feuerbach’s
concept of “species-being” as the definitive essence of humanity, and
in Marx “labor-power” is a generalization, an abstraction, from
individual acts of labor. Where Smith and Ricardo thought that a com-
modity’s value was produced by the particular labor that went into its
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manufacture, Marx understood that financial value is an objectified
representation, not of specific acts of labor, but of human activity, or
“labor-power,” in general:

the labour that forms the substance of value is equal human labour, the
expenditure of identical human labour-power. The total labour-power
of society, which is manifested in the value of the world of commodities,
counts here as one homogeneous mass of human labour-power,
although composed of innumerable units of labour-power. . . . The
value of a commodity represents human labour pure and simple,
the expenditure of human labour in general.3

In Aristotelian terms, labor-power is the substance, the essence, of
human life, and financial value is its form of appearance. Twentieth-
century Marxists generally differentiated between Hegel’s “first-
order” alienation (the split between subject and object, essence and
appearance, substance and accidents, that ontologically defines
human nature), and Marx’s “second-order” alienation (the histori-
cally specific, economic opposition between human labor-power and
its externalized representation as capital). Istvan Metszaros expresses
this argument in Marx’s Theory of Alienation:

. . . the “first order mediation” itself—productive activity as such—is an
absolute ontological factor of the human predicament . . . in order to
formulate the question of a positive transcendence of alienation in the
actual world one must realise . . . that the given form of labour (Wage
Labour) is related to human activity in general as the particular to the
universal. If this is not seen, if “productive activity” is not differentiated
into its radically different aspects, if the ontologically absolute factor is
not distinguished from the historically specific form, if, that is, activity
is conceived—because of the absolutisation of a particular form of
activity—as a homogeneous entity, the question of an actual (practical)
transcendence of alienation cannot possibly arise.4

For Metszaros, who is typical in this, it is the imperative of practically
transcending alienation that necessitates the distinction between first-
and second-order forms. He has committed the archetypal Marxist
error of subordinating philosophical coherence to revolutionary
praxis. It is true that the nineteenth-century coalescence of capital and
labor-power into the social classes of bourgeoisie and proletariat
seemed to hold out the prospect that the abolition of the second-order
alienation might also involve the transcendence of the first. Hegel’s
concept of the “slave,” as elaborated in the Phenomenology, is
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descended from Aristotle’s description of the slave qua slave: it is that
element of human activity which is alienated, serving the ends of
another rather than of itself. In fourth-century Athens, this alienation
was embodied in the social classes of masters and slaves; and in
nineteenth-century Europe it was manifested in the bourgeoisie and
the proletariat. But as the rigid opposition between classes began to
fragment in the twentieth century, it became clear that the logical
opposition is not between two groups of people, but between labor-
power and capital—between human activity and its alienated form—
and that this opposition is ethical and psychological as much as social.

II

This was clearly understood by Friedrich Nietzsche, who attempted to
reevaluate the master/slave dialectic by giving ethical primacy to the
standpoint of the master. In On the Genealogy of Morals, Nietzsche
traces the transition between the Homeric moral dichotomy of
“Good” and “Bad,” where the former designated the empirical char-
acteristics of the master and the latter those of the slave, to the Judeo-
Christian “slave revolt in morality”5 whereby the “Good” becomes
identified with slavish qualities and the “Evil” associated with those of
the master. Announcing his own “transvaluation” of Judeo-Christian
morality, Nietzsche goes beyond the Manichean position that the
“god” who created the material world was in fact the devil. This view
had been kept alive by antinomian eccentrics like William Blake,
whose The Marriage of Heaven and Hell rehearses many Nietzschean
themes, and it had been channeled into the Romantic sympathy for
Satan expressed by Byron in Manfred and Cain. But unlike Blake and
Byron, Nietzsche did not reserve his ire for the stern God of the Old
Testament. He took the view expounded by Dostoevsky’s Grand
Inquisitor, that even Jesus Christ had been a malign influence on
human history.

The deification of Jesus represents the seductive power of the
“Jewish” slave morality; it follows that the adversary who besets Jesus
represents that morality’s adversary. “Satan,” for Nietzsche, is the
“other” of the slave, he represents hostile and alien power as con-
ceived from the slave’s perspective. Nietzsche asks us to “picture ‘the
enemy’ as the man of ressentiment conceives him—and here precisely
is his deed, his creation: he has conceived ‘the evil enemy,’ ‘the Evil
One,’ and this in fact is his basic concept, from which he then evolves,
as an afterthought and pendant, a ‘good one’—himself!” (21). This
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“good one,” the self of the slave that he constructs in opposition to the
“evil one,” is identified as the “soul,” which is in Nietzsche’s view an
outdated illusion. He rails against the concept of the autonomous,
rational subject, arguing that it is merely an epiphenomenon of
language:

A quantum of force is equivalent to a quantum of drive, will, effect—
more, it is nothing other than precisely this very driving, willing, effect-
ing, and only owing to the seduction of language (and of the
fundamental errors of reason that petrified in it) which conceives and
misconceives all effects as conditioned by something that causes effects,
by a “subject,” can it appear otherwise. For just as the popular mind
separates the lightning from its flash and takes the latter for an action,
for the operation of a subject called lightning, so popular morality also
separates strength from expressions of strength, as if there were a
neutral substratum behind the strong man, which was free to express
strength or not to do so. But there is no such substratum; there is no
“being” behind doing, effecting, becoming; “the doer” is merely a
fiction added to the deed—the deed is everything. (110)

This is the conclusion reached by Goethe’s Faust, when he retranslates
the Gospel of John’s logos from “word” to “deed,” and it is assumed
by the protagonist in every version of the myth. When he sells his soul,
Faust rejects the identification of his essence with an inalienable inte-
rior subject, and endorses Nietzsche’s view that the ability to act, the
“will to power,” is the “essence of life.” The soul can readily be dis-
pensed with, as merely a servile fantasy. Speaking of the slave,
Nietzsche asserts:

This type of man needs to believe in a neutral independent “subject,”
prompted by an instinct for self-preservation and self-affirmation in
which every lie is sanctified. The subject (or, to use a more popular
expression, the soul) has perhaps been believed in hitherto more firmly
than anything else on earth because it makes possible to the majority of
mortals, the weak and oppressed of every kind, the sublime self-
deception that interprets weakness as freedom, and their being thus-
and-thus as a merit. (ibid.)

Nietzsche decries “the soul superstition which, in the form of the sub-
ject and ego superstition, has not even yet ceased to do mischief . . .”
In particular, he protests against “soul atomism,” by which he means
“the belief which regards the soul as something indestructible, eternal,
indivisible, as a monad, as an atomon: this belief ought to be expelled
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from science!” The human subject is thus deprived of autonomy and
integrity; it is laid open to all manner of external influences, which can
enter into and alter it at will, and also in defiance of the subject’s
own will:

. . . a thought comes when “it” wishes. and not when “I” wish, so that
it is a falsification of the facts of the case to say that the subject “I” is
the condition of the predicate “think.” It thinks; but that this “it” is
precisely the famous old “ego” is, to put it mildly, only a supposition, an
assertion, and assuredly not an “immediate certainty.”

We can see here how Nietzsche’s transvaluation of morality forms the
bridge between the early modern view of magic and the postmodern
celebration of the dispersed, material subject. Thoughts, Nietzsche
claims, are not controlled by the will; they come when they wish, as if
from a power outside our minds. From a Christian or a Platonic point
of view, this would indicate a dangerous abnegation of the will, a
form of slavery to external spiritual powers. But Nietzsche’s procla-
mation of the obsolescence and iniquity of Hebraic and Hellenic
morality has emboldened many twentieth-century philosophers to
dance on the grave of the autonomous subject. In Excitable Speech,
Judith Butler shows how Nietzsche connects the individual, rational
subject to slave morality, and particularly to the feeling of guilt:

Here the very terms by which “doing” is retroactively fictionalized
(hinzugedichtet) as the intentional effect of a “subject” establishes the
notion of a “doer” primarily as a wrong-doer. Furthermore, in order to
attribute accountability to a subject, an origin of action in that subject
is fictively secured. In the place of a “doing” there appears the
grammatical and juridical constraint on thought by which a subject is
produced first and foremost as the accountable originator of an injuri-
ous deed. . . . For Nietzsche, the subject appears only as a consequence
of a demand for accountability; a set of painful effects is taken up by a
moral framework that seeks to isolate the “cause” of those effects in a
singular and intentional agent. . . . The question, then, of who is
accountable for a given injury precedes and initiates the subject, and the
subject itself is formed through being nominated to inhabit that
grammatical and juridical site.6

Butler perceptively observes that Nietzsche’s theory of subject-formation
presupposes the priority of the moral law. If the subject is the result of
an accusation, she notes, “then it would appear that the accusation
has to come from an interpellating performative that precedes the
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subject, one that presupposes the prior operation of an efficacious
speaking. Who delivers that formative judgment?” (46). For Butler,
the accusation is made by a figure approximate to the patriarchal
Judeo-Christian God. In fact, however, is quite compatible with the
position that the guilt-inducing “interpellating performative” is
Satanic in origin. The Hebrew word “satan” means “accuser” as well
as “enemy.”

Nietzsche came from a long line of Lutheran ministers, and his
morality involves a dramatic, antinomian, Oedipal rethinking of
Lutheran priorities. Luther had established that merely human moral-
ity, the “law,” had no power over the souls of the faithful, while for
Nietzsche, the “superman” bursts the bonds of traditional ethics.
Dostoevsky had already depicted the effects of this doctrine in figures
like Raskolnikov, and in the Geneology of Morals Nietzsche called
Dostoevsky “the only psychologist . . . from whom I had something to
learn; he ranks among the most beautiful strokes of fortune in my life”
(128n). In fact it is Dostoevsky, rather than Nietzsche, who is the pri-
mary progenitor of postmodernism, as Georg Lukacs acknowledged
when he referred to the twentieth century as “a Dostoevskian world.”7

But, while Nietzsche follows Dostoevsky’s reasoning closely, he
reverses the Russian’s ethical conclusions.8 When Ivan Karamazov
recalls his conversation with the devil, he ascribes to him a
Nietzschean view of guilt, as in the exchange between Ivan and his
brother Alyosha, when Ivan exclaims

“Conscience! What is conscience? I manufacture it myself. So why am I
tormenting myself? Out of habit, a seven-thousand-year-old habit,
shared by all mankind. All right, so we’ll overcome that habit and
become gods . . . . It was he who said that, Alyosha.” “Are you sure it
wasn’t you?”9

Alyosha’s question is fundamental to all Dostoevsky’s work: is Satan
an objective or a subjective phenomenon? Furthermore Dostoevsky
asks whether is the distinction between subjective and objective
phenomena is still tenable in an age whose primary ideological char-
acteristics are the objectification of the subject, and the attribution of
subjective agency to autonomous representation. Dostoevsky’s novels,
especially The Brothers Karamazov and Devils, reflect on these issues
through a wide array of characters, and they give an ample hearing
to the Nietzschean case. Dostoevsky is unequivocal, however, in his
insistence that such ideas are Satanic, and that to succumb to them
is to commit the fatal error of Faust.
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III

The ontological status of the devil is much debated in every version of
the Faust myth, and this debate is usually conducted by the devil
himself. In Dosteovsky, the devil grows increasingly happy to
acknowledge his illusory nature, because he is more and more confi-
dent of the practical power of mere appearance. Satan openly admits
his purely psychological status, arguing that, in the age of the hyper-
real, physical nonexistence is no bar to earthly dominion. He tricks
Ivan Karamazov into despair with just such an admission. Ivan
attempts to rationalize his vision of the devil as a projection of his own
psyche: “You are an incarnation of myself, I mean of one aspect of me
only, the personification of my worst and most stupid thoughts and
feelings. . . . You’re me with a different face . . . ” (766–767). The
devil concedes the possibility, but claims that it is of no practical
purport:

[Devil] “I may be a hallucination of yours, but, just as in a nightmare,
I can say original things that have never even occurred to you and I
don’t necessarily have to repeat your old ideas, even if I am nothing but
a nightmarish figment of your imagination.” [Ivan] “You’re only trying
to trick me now. Your aim is to convince me that you’re an independent
creature and not just a nightmarish vision, but now you suddenly say
yourself that you’re a phantom.”

Of course, the cunning devil would claim to be a mere hallucination:
it is more disturbing, and more plausible today, to think that Satan is
a part of us than to imagine him as an independent being. Satan’s
power of disguise is limitless, he can appear to be a hallucination just
as easily as he can appear as an angel of light. The devil’s denial of his
own autonomous existence cannot be believed. Certainly, the accusa-
tory voice of the devil has the power to enter Ivan’s thoughts at will,
without his own volition. Dostoevsky’s fiction indicates that what he
considered the widespread and growing phenomenon of demonic pos-
session was made possible, rather than prevented, by enlightened
skepticism as to the devil’s existence. When Satan is no longer con-
ceived of as an external force but as something within our minds, it
becomes easier for him to seduce us into despair, and this is why he is
pleased to encourage the idea. A few pages later, he echoes Ivan’s own
ideas: “you and I, we have the same philosophy. . . . Je pense, donc je
suis, that is something I know for certain. As for the rest—all those
worlds, God, and even Satan himself—I’m not sure whether all that
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exists independently or is merely a passing and subjective emanation
of myself . . .” (773–774). He is confident enough of his ruse’s success
to explain it in advance: “the moment you disbelieve in me completely,
you’ll start trying to convince me to my face that I’m not a dream, that
I really exist. I already know you well enough—that is how I’ll achieve
my goal” (777).

Ivan’s devil prophecies a global effort toward revolution aimed at
establishing an earthly utopia: “Man will be exalted spiritually with a
divine, titanic pride and the man-god will come into being” (781). But
he goes on to explain that, since this lies far in the future, enlightened
individuals are free to execute a personal, antinomian revolution in
morality:

. . . every thinking man who already recognized the truth could arrange
his life as he pleased in accordance with the new principles, without
waiting. In that sense, “everything was permitted” to him. Furthermore,
even if such a time never did come, since God and immortality still
would not exist, the new man might become the man-god, even if he
were the only one in the whole world, and, of course, in that new capac-
ity, he might, if the need arose, jump without scruple over every barrier
of the old moral code devised for the man-slave. There is no law for
God, for whatever stand God takes is right. (782)

At this stage, Ivan furiously hurls a glass at him, prompting the devil
to joke: “What’s come over you? Did you suddenly remember Luther’s
inkpot? You say I am your dream and then you proceed to throw
glasses at your dream!” (782). The incident illustrates The Brothers
Karamazov’s message that Satan’s worldly power increases to the
degree that his spiritual reality is denied. Dostoevsky had already
explored the political implications of this in Devils, which advances
the proposition that the revolutionary Russian Nihilists are directly
inspired by Satan. They are the “herd of swine” who are the victims of
an exorcism performed by Jesus in Luke 8:32–35: “Then went the
devils out of the man, and entered into the swine: and the herd ran vio-
lently down a steep place into the lake, and were choked.” The plot is
based on a real murder instigated by the young Nihilist leader Sergei
Nechayev, coauthor with Mikhail Bakunin of the notoriously amoral
Revolutionary’s Catechism.10 Dostoevsky is fascinated by this utterly
unscrupulous character, and he represents Nechayev in the character
of “the wise serpent,” Peter Verkovensky. Since he believed that
Nihilism was the inevitable result of liberalism, he makes Peter the son
of the well-intentioned but ineffectual and irresponsible liberal, Stepan
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Trofimovich. Stepan has written “some sort of allegory in lyrical-
dramatic form, reminiscent of the second part of Faust,” but he
remains ironically ignorant of the Faustian nature of his own progressive
ideas. His glib dismissal of Christianity typifies his foolish disregard
for custom and his dazzlement by the chimera of “progress”:

And as far as Christianity is concerned, in spite of my sincere respect for
it, I’m not a Christian. I’m more like an ancient pagan, like the great
Goethe or a classical Greek. The fact that Christianity doesn’t really
understand women is enough, as George Sand has splendidly shown in
one of her brilliant novels.11

Dostoevsky depicts various aspects of the Satanic mind through
several different characters, all of whom are involved in Verkovensky’s
Nihilist circle. Kirillov, who has agreed to commit suicide and take the
blame for the murder, espouses a proto-Nietzschean anti-theology. In
the awed words of one of his colleagues, “he even rejects morality
completely, and supports the latest principle of total destruction on
behalf of the ultimate good. He’s demanding more than a hundred mil-
lion heads for the establishment of good common sense in
Europe . . . ” (99). His determination to kill himself springs from his
conviction that “He who conquers pain and fear—will become God.
Then a new life will dawn; there’ll be a new man; everything will be
new . . .” (251). Dostoevsky conceives of this “man-God” as the
Antichrist, and Kirillov’s self-destruction is carried out in expectation
of his advent; his nihilistic concept of the superman strongly prefigures
that of Nietzsche. In fact, Nietzsche seems to have drawn much of his
philosophy from such Dosteovskyean characters, while ignoring the
fact that they are brutally satirized and roundly condemned by their
creator.

That is perhaps understandable, for with Kirrilov, as with
Raskolnikov and Ivan Karamazov, Dostoevsky goes out of his way to
give logic and coherence to Satanic arguments. There are two charac-
ters in Devils, however, who present Dostoevsky’s view of Satan in a
more viscerally repugnant form. Peter Verkovensky plays the role of
Mephistopheles to Nikolai Stavrogin’s Faust, and together these
figures enact a harrowingly realistic version of the mythical story. By
the time the novel’s action begins, Stavrogin is disillusioned with
Peter’s revolutionary project, and resentful of the plotter’s design to
use him as a figurehead. Verkovensky tempts Stavrogin using the same
tactics as Milton’s Satan applied to Eve, expounding on his physical
beauty: “I love beauty. I’m a nihilist, but I love beauty. Don’t nihilists
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love beauty? It’s only idols they don’t love, but I even love idols!
You’re my idol!” (444). Weary of such flattery, Stavrogin returns, after
a long absence, to his provincial home town, and at first behaves in a
civil but remote manner, which earns him some resentment, so that he
is “hated for his pride.” (47–48). After a few months, however, “the
wild beast suddenly unsheathed its claws” (44), and Stavrogin breaks
out in petty acts of irrational violence and cruelty, leading a prominent
citizen around the room by the nose, and biting the provincial gover-
nor’s ear:

Suddenly, for no reason at all, our prince perpetrated two or three
impossible outrages against various persons; the point being that these
outrages were absolutely unheard of, quite beyond the pale, utterly out
of the ordinary, completely ridiculous and very childish. The devil
knows why he did it: there was no good reason. (45)

The true reason, of course, is that Stavrogin is possessed by the devil
but, as Dostoevsky shows to great comic effect, that is the one expla-
nation that the enlightened, progressive townsfolk cannot accept. The
narrator is delighted and relieved to grasp at the straw of a scientific,
physiological reason for the “prince’s” behavior: “Finally everything
became clear! . . . it turned out that he was suffering from an acute
attack of brain fever. They took him home to his mother. Everything
became clear at once” (52). The Brothers Karamazov contains a
similar satire of modern medicine’s scientific pretensions when Ivan is
visited by a doctor, who “examined him, sounded him with a stetho-
scope, and diagnosed that he was suffering from some sort of brain
disorder, not seeming in the least surprised when Ivan reluctantly
confessed to a certain symptom. ‘Hallucinations are quite possible in
your present condition,’ the doctor decided . . .” The refusal of
modern science to accept the reality of the devil is itself a significant
manifestation of his influence, since it reflects the materialist assumption
that spiritual phenomena are unreal.12

We learn that, in the past, Stavrogin has espoused a quasi-
Nietzschean philosophy, arguing that “reason has never been power-
ful enough to define good and evil or to demarcate good from evil,
even approximately . . . ” (264). As a more sympathetic character, the
murder victim Shatov, comments: “I don’t know either why evil is
squalid and good is beautiful, but I do know why perception of a dis-
tinction between them is becoming blurred and lost in people such as
Stavrogin” (268). If Peter Verkovensky is “the wise serpent,” tempting
Stavrogin with power, the escaped convict Fedka represents another
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aspect of the devil’s lures, offering to kill people who he imagines his
putative “master” will find inconvenient. Although Dostoevsky’s
presentation is unfailingly naturalistic and eminently plausible,
Stavrogin recounts this episode to one of his lovers in purely meta-
physical terms:

Listen, Dasha, I see apparitions all the time now. Yesterday a little devil
on the bridge offered to murder Lebyadkin and Marya Timofeevna to
resolve the matter of my legal marriage once and for all and cover all
traces. He asked me for three roubles in advance, but made it clear that
the whole operation would cost no less than fifteen hundred roubles.
Calculating devil, wasn’t he! An accountant! Ha, ha!”

“But are you really sure it was an apparition?”
“Oh, no, it wasn’t a apparition at all! It was merely Fedka the

convict, a robber who’s escaped from prison.” (309)

In such exchanges, Dostoevsky indicates that the question of whether
Satan “exists” in a positivistic sense is hopelessly naive. It does not
matter, in any ethical sense, whether Stavrogin is dealing with a man of
flesh and blood, an hallucination, or the devil in person. Any of these
possibilities would have the same effect, and carry the same moral
significance. This theme is developed in excruciating detail in the
notorious, expunged chapter entitled “Stavrogin’s Confession.” The
tormented hero visits the monk Tikhon, and “explained that he was
subject to hallucinations, especially at night; that he sometimes saw or
felt next to him some malicious creature, sarcastic and ‘rational,’
appearing in various guises, with different traits, but always one and the
same. . . .” (455). He attempts to take comfort in such pseudo-scientific
notions as projection and the unconscious, but the clumsiness of his
expression reveals Dostoevsky’s ridicule, and the monk quietly debunks
such theories until Stavrogin is forced to admit their falsity:

“I’ll go and see a doctor. It’s all nonsense, terrible nonsense. It’s all
myself in different aspects, nothing more. Since I added that . . . last
phrase just now, you probably think I’m still in doubt and not sure
whether it’s really me or it’s the devil.”

Tikhon cast him an enquiring glance.
“And . . . do you really see him? he asked, that is, dispelling any pos-

sibility that it was undoubtedly a false and morbid hallucination. ‘Do
you actually see some figure?’

‘It’s odd that you keep insisting on this, when I’ve already told you
what I see,’ Stavrogin said, once again growing more irritated with
every word. “Of course I see him; I see him as I see you . . . . But
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sometimes I’m not sure what I see, and I don’t know what’s real: him or
me. . . . But it’s all nonsense. Can’t you even conceive that it’s really the
devil?’ he added with a laugh, switching too abruptly into a sarcastic
tone of voice. ‘After all, it’d be more in keeping with your profession,
wouldn’t it?’

‘It’s more likely an illness, although . . .’
‘Although what?’
‘Devils undoubtedly exist and can be conceived of in very different

ways.’
‘You just lowered your eyes again,’ Stavrogin interjected with an irri-

table sneer, ‘because you’re ashamed of me for believing in the devil;
now you think I’m pretending I don’t believe in him, and that I’m
cunningly posing the question to you: does he really exist or not?’

Tikhon smiled vaguely.
‘You know, it really doesn’t suit you to lower your eyes: it’s unnatu-

ral, ridiculous, and affected. And to compensate for my rudeness, I’ll tell
you boldly and in all seriousness: I do believe in the devil, I believe
canonically in a personal devil, not in any allegory . . .’ ”(455–456)

The novel resolutely refuses any other explanation for his sociopathic
behavior. Its last sentence, following Stavrogin’s suicide, is: “At the
post-mortem our medical experts absolutely and emphatically rejected
the possibility of insanity” (756). In his letter confessing to raping a
child who then commits suicide, Stavrogin boldly declares “I don’t
want to put the responsibility for my crimes either on my environment
or my illness” (463), and his account of the event erases the distinction
between image and reality in a ghastly parody of Faust’s final vision of
Gretchen in Goethe’s drama:

I saw before me (Oh, not in reality! If only it had been real!), I saw
Martyosha, emaciated, with feverish eyes, exactly as she was when she
stood at my door shaking her head and raising her tiny little fist at me.
Nothing had ever tortured me so! . . . what I find intolerable is solely
this image, namely, her in the doorway, threatening me with her raised
fist, just her appearance at that moment, that one minute, that shake of
her head. That’s what I can’t stand because that’s what I’ve been seeing
ever since, almost every day. It doesn’t come of its own accord; I sum-
mon it and can’t help doing so, although I can’t live with it. Oh, if only
I could see her in reality, even in the form of an hallucination! (472)

It is worth unpacking the manifold contradictions of this remarkable
passage. The “image” of Martyosha both is and is not conjured up by
Stavrogin’s own mind: he “summon[s]” it, but he “can’t help doing
so.” We could say much the same of Faust’s conjuring of Helen in
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Spies, Marlowe, and Goethe, where the hero imagines he is acting
independently while he actually does the devil’s bidding. The “image”
is not a “hallucination,” and if it were, Stavrogin would consider it
part of “reality,” in the sense that it would have a rational, or at least
a medical explanation. But it is not a “hallucination,” it is itself real
while at the same time being unreal. It is, in short, hyper-real, and the
source of this simulacrum is Satan, who is the accuser, as well as the
tempter, of mankind.

As during the early modern witch-hunts, the inhabitants of
Dostoevsky’s little town gradually grow aware of a destructive, superhu-
man force working in their midst. At the naturalistic level, Dostoevsky
identifies this as “the Internationale,” to which Verkovensky’s Nihilist
conspiracy is supposedly affiliated, but even this organization exists
largely in the imaginations of its members. Its effect on the minds of
the townspeople, however, is very real, and strongly reminiscent of the
cases of possession reported during the witch craze:

Not long ago Councillor Kubrikov, aged sixty-two with the order of St.
Stanislav around his neck, came forward without any prompting and in
an emotional voice declared that for the last three months he’d
undoubtedly been under the influence of the Internationale. When, with
all due respect for his years and distinction, he was invited to be more
explicit, despite the fact that he was unable to present any evidence
except that he “felt it in his bones,” he nevertheless stuck firmly to his
statement . . . (525)

This palpable sense of an evil power, working in and through particu-
lar individuals, but also transcending and controlling them, is the
secularized descendent of the seventeenth-century’s fear of witches.
No one would deny that, in the twentieth century, such powers really
did exist, or that they exerted a definitive influence on human history.
Like the witch-hunts, they can be understood equally well in secular
and in metaphysical terms. The most profound attempts to understand
them, however, deploy both registers simultaneously. It is often said
that the Nazis invented the techniques of modern political propa-
ganda, which work through the manipulation of images and symbols
rather than by appeals to reason. In the political realm, as well as the
economic, power over images translates easily into practical power.
But the autonomous power of representation is made possible only by
changes in the operation of the individual mind, and its ethical effects
can be studied at the level of purely personal morality. At this level,
too, the Faust myth has provided an appropriate vehicle for literary
treatments.

The Faust Myth182

mailto:right@palgrave.com


IV

Perhaps because of its author’s deceptively flippant public persona,
Oscar Wilde’s The Portrait of Dorian Gray was not immediately rec-
ognized as the most fervent call to iconoclasm issued since the seven-
teenth century, but that is exactly what it was. Wilde saw with perfect
clarity that the autonomous power of images and the alienation of the
soul are two aspects of a single phenomenon, and that they constitute
a precisely Faustian temptation. Lord Henry Wotton is Mephistopheles
to Dorian’s Faust, and he openly declares that his intent is to bring
about the alienation of his protégé’s soul. Early in the novel, he tells
Dorian that “to influence a person is to give him one’s own soul. He
does not think his natural thoughts, or burn with his natural passions.
His virtues are not real to him. His sins, if there are such things as sins,
are borrowed.”13 He tempts his prey with moral epigrams drawn
straight from Nietzsche: “The only way to get rid of a temptation is to
yield to it. Resist it, and your soul grows sick with longing for the
things it has forbidden to itself, with desire for what its monstrous
laws have made monstrous and unlawful” (63). Such declarations
descend from theological antinomianism, as secularized by Romantics
like William Blake in The Marriage of Heaven and Hell: “Sooner mur-
der an infant in its cradle than nurse unacted desires.” But Wilde
understands, where Nietzsche did not, the moral logic of Blake’s
metaphor: certain desires should be stifled at birth rather than
nourished.

Dorian’s response to Lord Henry’s overtures follows the classic
Faustian pattern: “He was dimly conscious that entirely fresh influ-
ences were at work within him. Yet they seemed to him to have come
really from himself.” (23) His seducer is both outside and within his
soul: in fact the ability to take both subjective and objective forms con-
stitutes his ontological nature. The confounding of subject and object
finds it focus in Basil Hallward’s portrait of Dorian, of which the artist
laments “I am afraid that I have shown in it the secret of my own
soul.” Stirred by Hallward’s “curious artistic idolatry,” Dorian falls
into the Faustian bargain: “If it were I who was to be always young,
and the picture that was to grow old! . . . I would give my soul for
that!” (27) Unlike earlier Fausts, Dorian sells his soul for immortality,
but he can conceive this concept only in earthly, sensual terms. He
wants to drag the eternal Platonic Idea of Beauty down to the physical
realm. This involves the transference of his human essence onto his
own pictorial representation: “Was there some subtle affinity between
the chemical atoms that shaped themselves into form and colour on
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the canvas and the soul that was within him? Could it be that what
that soul thought, they realized?—that what it dreamed, they made
true?” (118). It also lures him into the magical fascination with
performative language:

Words! Mere words! How terrible they were! How clear, and vivid, and
cruel! One could not escape from them. And yet what a subtle magic
there was in them! They seemed to be able to give a plastic form to
formless things, and to have a music of their own as sweet as that of viol
or of lute. Mere words! Was there anything so real as words? (120)

Wilde presents Dorian’s degeneration into carnal sensuality as an
idolatrous pursuit of the sign, the appearance, in place of the referent,
the essence. For Lord Henry, this concentration on the sign, makes
Dorian the personification of the Zeitgeist: “A new Hedonism—that
is what our century wants. You might be its visible symbol” (65).
This obsession with externals takes a predictable theological form: “It
was rumoured of him once that he was about to join the Roman
Catholic communion, and certainly the Roman ritual had always a
great attraction for him.” (121) He is especially fascinated by the
Mass, with its transubstantiation of essential qualities, which Dorian
understands as an alienation, a “making strange,” of the empirical
world. He also perceives its similarity to both sensualist libertarianism
and materialist psychology:

Mysticism, with its marvellous power of making common things strange
to us, and the subtle antinomianism that always seems to accompany it,
moved him for a season; and for a season he inclined to the materialistic
doctrines of the Darwinismus movement in Germany, and found a curi-
ous pleasure in tracing the thoughts and passions of men to some pearly
cell in the brain, or some white nerve in the body, delighting in the
conception of the absolute dependence of the spirit on certain physical
conditions, morbid or healthy, normal or diseased. (122)

These inclinations, we understand, are dialectically related: material-
ism is not the opposite of mysticism but its accomplice, and both
modes of thought reflect the alienation of the soul. In Dorian’s psyche,
the identification of human essence with appearance destroys his
capacity for empathy: in medical terms, he becomes a psychopath.
Wilde demonstrates the ethical implications of Dorian’s fetishism in
the tragic fate of Sybil Vane, the actress with whom Dorian believes
himself to be in love, and who plays the role of Gretchen in the novel.
Once he has declared his feelings to her, she suddenly loses her
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capacity for artifice, imagining that her true essence, her soul, has
found a mate. She describes the experience to Dorian as a forcible
conquest of appearance by reality:

. . . before I knew you, acting was the one reality of my life. It was only
in the theatre that I lived. I thought that it was all true. I was Rosalind
one night and Portia the other. The joy of Beatrice was my joy, and the
sorrows of Cordelia were mine also. I believed in everything. . . . The
painted scenes were my world. I knew nothing but shadows, and
I thought them real. You came—oh, my beautiful love!—and you freed
my soul from prison. You taught me what reality really is. Tonight, for
the first time in my life, I saw through the hollowness, the sham, the
silliness of the empty pageant in which I had always played. (112)

Dorian, naturally, is horrified by this, for he has sold his soul, and is
interested only in artifice. Sybil’s inability to act extinguishes his “love”
for her, and he is cajoled out of his remorse for her suicide by the sooth-
ing platitudes of Lord Henry: “Mourn for Ophelia, if you like. Put
ashes on your head because Cordelia was strangled. Cry out against
Heaven because the daughter of Brabantio died. But don’t waste
your tears over Sibyl Vane. She was less real than they are” (125). In
Dorian’s own account of the affair to Basil, though, we are given a
more nuanced interpretation. As he claims, he did not lie to Sybil but
told her the truth: “The last night she played . . . she acted badly
because she had known the reality of love. When she knew its unreal-
ity, she died, as Juliet might have died. She passed again into the sphere
of art” (129). Sybil thought of love as a mutual recognition of two
souls, in which each confirms the other’s reality. This experience
robbed her of the ability to act, to function as a mere symbol. By
demonstrating the “unreality” of love, then, Dorian destroyed her
essence and killed her. But, he asserts, he was merely revealing the
unpleasant but verifiable truth that human beings have no essence and,
having been forced to acknowledge this fact by his cruelty, Sybil turns,
permanently, into a mere figure, an empty appearance, a dead body.

We might say that while Lord Henry sees Sybil as comparable to
Helen of Troy in earlier versions of the Faust myth, Dorian perceives
her as Gretchen. Helen was an appearance that falsely seemed to pos-
sess an essence, whereas Gretchen was a real person destroyed by
belief that essence necessarily inhabits appearance. Wilde emphasizes
the descent of Sybil from Gretchen by introducing the figure of the
avenging brother: Sibyl’s sibling Jim plays the role of Valentine in
Goethe’s tragedy and, like Valentine, Jim’s efforts to revenge his sister
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result only in his own death. Throughout the book, Lord Henry
continues to lull Dorian’s conscience to slumber over such incidents
with reflections on the plural, dispersed nature of subjectivity: “Is
insincerity such a terrible thing? I think not. It is merely a method by
which we can multiply our personalities.” (136) He successfully insin-
uates himself into his victim’s mind, so that this immediately becomes
“Dorian Gray’s opinion. He used to wonder at the shallow psychology
of those who conceive the ego in man as a thing simple, permanent,
reliable, and of one essence.”

But of course Dorian’s “essence” does exist: it has merely been
alienated into the image that he keeps locked in his attic. As the novel
draws to its close he feels as if “His own soul was looking out at him
from the canvas and calling him to judgement” (137). At times, he
tries to comfort himself by relegating the ethical soul to the sphere of
“imagination,” which leads him inevitably to the Nietzschean
perspective:

It was the imagination that set remorse to dog the feet of sin. It was the
imagination that made each crime bear its misshapen brood. In the com-
mon world of fact the wicked were not punished, nor the good
rewarded. Success was given to the strong, failure thrust upon the weak.
That was all. (196)

He is eventually confronted with his true situation by the creator of
the image, Basil Hallward. The artist exclaims: “Know you? I wonder
do I know you? Before I could answer that, I should have to see your
soul” (161). In desperation, Dorian reveals the hideous portrait, and
Basil immediately recognizes it as the essence lurking beneath Dorian’s
captivating appearance: “Christ! what a thing I must have wor-
shipped! It has the eyes of a devil.” (163) The scene culminates in
Dorian’s declaration of Faustian despair that his sins cannot be
forgiven. Hallward begs him to pray, but:

Dorian Gray turned slowly around and looked at him with tear-
dimmed eyes.
“It is too late, Basil,” he faltered.
“It is never too late, Dorian. Let us kneel down and try if we cannot
remember a prayer. Isn’t there a verse somewhere, ‘Though your sins
be as scarlet, yet I will make them as white as snow’?”
“Those words mean nothing to me now.” (165)

Wilde echoes here the earliest version of the Faust story to which he
had access: Christopher Marlowe’s play: “[Faustus] Is’t not too late?
[Evil Angel] Too late. [Good Angel]: Never too late, if Faustus can
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repent” (2.3.74–76). Like his precursor, however, Dorian finds that
repentance is beyond him. By the end of the novel, he is quite con-
scious that, as he tells Lord Henry: “The soul is a terrible reality. It can
be bought, and sold, and bartered away. It can be poisoned, or
made perfect. There is a soul in each one of us. I know it” (208).
Nevertheless, like Faust, he has managed to live a long life of pleasure
without it. If alienation is becoming a universal, rather than a per-
sonal, problem, then the alienation of the self will not involve an alien-
ation from the world. On the contrary, as the British novelist Will
Self’s postmodern reworking of Wilde’s story, Dorian (2002), suggests:
“it was possible, Dorian supposed, that this very corruption of the
representational medium was helping to make him more embodied,
more at home in the world.”14 The autonomous power of representa-
tion is not natural, it is a perversion of representation’s nature, and to
the degree that this power increases we witness a “corruption of the
representational medium” itself. In aesthetics, this “corruption” was
first manifested in modernism, and it is enhanced in postmodernism,
which proclaims the total collapse of representation into reality.
Thomas Mann’s Doctor Faustus, which Frederic Jameson has aptly
called the first postmodern novel, explores the “corruption of the rep-
resentational medium” as it effects even the least representational of
aesthetic forms: music.

V

In the nineteenth century, the belief that signs represent external things
was sustained by and reflected in the economic notion that paper
money refers to a determinate amount of gold. The economic gold
standard has been aptly linked to the reign of literary realism, which
seeks to erase the representational medium and achieve unmediated
access to the objective world.15 With a suddenness which recalls the
end of alchemy, however, the twentieth century was forced to abandon
this economic faith at the very moment when it was strongest. The
financial crises of the 1920s induced the major world powers to admit,
with great reluctance, that money’s value was not referential but
autonomous. There was not enough gold in the world to redeem all
the banknotes, and even if there were, this fact was rendered irrelevant
by the declaration that these symbols were valuable in themselves.
After the Second World War, the Western economies became ever
more abstract, and money grew progressively more autonomous, to
the point where capital becomes acknowledged as “fictitious,”
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and entirely psychological phenomena such as “goodwill” and
“confidence” acquire a precisely quantifiable financial value.

As we saw in chapter five, Goethe ascribed the invention of non-
referential financial value to Faustian magic, although he presents it as
having favorable, as well as unfavorable consequences. The replace-
ment of gold with banknotes still assumes a degree of referentiality.
But the complete autonomy of representation which the twentieth cen-
tury had to acknowledge seems to have drained the Faust myth of its
Goethean optimism. Certainly, no such atmosphere attends its major
postwar version. Jameson declares Mann’s Doctor Faustus the first
postmodern novel because of its technique of “pastiche,”16 and Mann
himself referred to his method as “montage,” meaning by this the
blending of disparate genres—history, fiction, roman a clef, autobiog-
raphy, mythology—into a single work of art. The novel frequently
lapses into sixteenth-century dialect, and it veers wildly between
naturalism and fantasy. Its characters are plural and ambiguous—the
hero, the composer Adrian Leverkuhn, is certainly a Faustian figure,
but his biography is drawn from Nietzsche, his theology from Luther,
his philosophy from Adorno and his technique of musical composition
from Schoenberg. Mann’s ingenuous, bourgeois narrator, Serenus
Zeitblom, writes the biography of his friend Leverkuhn amid the
demonic chaos and destruction of the final days of the Third Reich,
and his constant references to this situation draw the reader’s attention
to the cataclysmic resurgence of irrationalism which was the dominant
feature of twentieth-century history.

After he has completed his pact with the devil, Leverkuhn invents a
new technique of musical composition, which is based on Arnold
Schoenberg’s “twelve-tone method.” Mann’s choice of Schoenberg as
his model was inspired by the theories of Theodor Adorno, and the
extent of their collaboration, as described by Mann in The Story of a
Novel, virtually earns Adorno the status of coauthor of Doctor Faustus.
Mann was particularly impressed by Adorno’s awareness that the vari-
ous “fields” of human culture were in fact aspects within a larger
process. In this Adorno has, according to Mann, captured the Zeitgeist:

All his life this man of remarkable intellect has refused to choose
between the professions of philosophy and music. He felt that he was
actually pursuing the same thing in both divergent realms. . . . The
phenomenon is no longer unique nowadays and is doubtless connected
with the whole complex of problems of our time.17

In his Philosophy of Modern Music, parts of which Mann puts almost
verbatim into the mouth of Satan, Adorno claims that Schoenberg’s
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twelve-tone system expresses the absolute dominance of economic
exchange-value over use-value. Adorno describes his theoretical
purpose in the famous essay on “The Fetish-character in Music”:

. . . to point out the inner fluctuations suffered by musical phenomena
through their integration into commercialized . . . production, and to
illustrate, at the same time, how certain anthropological shiftings in
standardized society extend deeply into the structure of musical
hearing.18

Let us recall here that exchange-value is an imposition of representa-
tion on reality. It takes humanly devised significances and grafts them
onto the inherent use-values of natural objects. It imposes an artificial,
quantitative equivalence on objects that are qualitatively, naturally,
essentially, different. The rule of exchange-value is the death of essen-
tialism and teleology: its triumph is the victory of signs over nature.
Music is an apt medium through which to explore such shifts in the
status of representation, for it is a non-referential or autonomous form
of expression. Musical notes do not point toward external referents,
they contain all their meaning within themselves. Music therefore has
a plausible claim to be the purest form of art, and it has historically
been a theological discipline, since musical harmony was believed to
reflect and express the divine harmony of the universe. Luther, who
appears in the novel as the demented theology professor Kumpf, com-
mented in real life that “Satan is very hostile to [music].” But in
Schoenberg’s technique, the predetermined twelve-tone structure
exercises an iron discipline over the composer’s subjective freedom.
Although Mann’s Leverkuhn sells his soul to the devil on the assump-
tion that he will achieve unlimited artistic power, it turns out that he
has been enslaved by his own work.19

Leverkuhn’s method is unable to avoid the recurring tritone—
which, because it disrupts harmonic progression, was traditionally
called the “devil’s interval”—and as a result his music is disturbing
and unpleasant to listen to. Schoenberg himself referred to this process
as “the emancipation of the dissonance,” and called it a “method of
composing with twelve tones which are related only one with another.”
Schoenberg’s music is internally non-referential: its individual tones do
not relate to any one keynote. In his work, unlike in harmonic music,
the tones are not significant essentially, or “in themselves”: their
significance is relational—it emerges from their relation to the other
tones of the sequence. The quantitative relation between them
overrides their qualitative essences. The relational nature of the notes
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dictates that dissonances are left unresolved, and a leveling equivalence
is imposed upon all of them. As Leverkuhn explains:

The decisive factor is that every note, without exception, has
significance and function according to its place in the basic series or
its derivatives. That would guarantee what I call the indifference to
harmony and melody.20

By means of this system, says Leverkuhn, he will “resolve the magic
essence of music into human reason” (193). The good bourgeois
Zeitblom is profoundly shocked, and retorts “Contrary to what you
say, your system seems to me more calculated to dissolve human rea-
son in magic” (193). Leverkuhn replies that the distinction has become
redundant: “Reason and magic . . . may meet and become one in
that which one calls wisdom, initiation; in belief in the stars, in
numbers . . .” (194). The irony to which Mann points is that
Schoenbergian dissonance is produced by a rigid adherence to an
absolutely rational technique of composition. This fiendish paradox,
through which rationality is revealed as the ultimate superstition, is
what Adorno elsewhere calls the “dialectic of Enlightenment.” In The
Story of a Novel Mann offers his reading of Adorno’s critique of
Schoenberg. The effect of subjecting music to a rational system is “just
the converse of rationality. Over the head of the artist, as it were, the
art is cast back into a dark, mythological realm” (45). Schoenberg’s
music is the aesthetic counterpart of Nazism. As the composer
Luciano Berio describes Schoenberg’s system:

Any attempt to codify musical reality into a kind of imitation grammar
(I refer mainly to the efforts associated with the Twelve-Tone System) is
a brand of fetishism that shares with Fascism and racism the tendency
to reduce live processes to immobile, labelled objects, the tendency to
deal with formalities rather than substance.21

Mann carefully inserts a series of traditional Faustian motifs into his
work. His subtitle claims to relate the story of Leverkuhn “as Told by
a Friend,” which reminds us that Spies’ original Faust-book also
claimed to have been written by “a friend.” The narrator Zeitblom’s
wife and daughter are both called Helene, and as in the myth’s earlier
versions, the devil’s arrival is heralded by the barking of a large black
dog. Like Milton, Byron, and Dostoevsky, Mann puts Manichean
arguments into the mouth of the devil, who at one stage appears
as Leverkuhn’s theology professor, Schleppfuss: “The dialectic
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association of evil with goodness and holiness played an important
role in the theodicy . . . which occupied much space in Schleppfuss’s
course” (103).22 The influence of Dostoevsky is especially prominent,
and in The Story of a Novel, Mann recalls that “under the sign of
Faustus, I was greatly drawn to Dostoevsky’s grotesque, apocalyptic
realm of suffering” (102). Mann follows Dostoevsky closely in
Leverkuhn’s encounter with Satan, which precisely replicates Ivan
Karamazov’s interview with the devil, and as in Dostoevsky, the
physicians who attend Leverkuhn are comically inadequate: one dies
before the appointment, one is found in the process of being
arrested, another offers ludicrously inappropriate remedies. Like
Ivan and Stavrogin, Mann’s protagonist is finally driven to despair
by the suffering of a child, when Adrian’s little nephew contracts
meningitis. Above all, Mann follows Dostoevsky in ascribing
Nietzschean thought to the devil. In one of his Last Essays Mann
wrote that

Elementary fairness should counsel us to cherish and protect the feeble
little flame of reason, intellect and justice, and not join sides with power
and the instinctual life and riotously whoop it up for negatives, for every
sort of criminality. In our contemporary world we have seen the folly of
this. Nietzsche did a great deal of mischief by acting as though it were
our moral consciousness which, like Mephistopheles, raises an icy,
satanic fist [Faust in German] against life.23

Like the father of Goethe’s Faust, Leverkuhn’s father enjoys conduct-
ing chemical experiments. Mann notes the magical heritage of this dis-
cipline, noting of his shells and flasks that “In the Middle Ages they
had belonged to the standing inventory of the witches kitchen and
alchemist’s vault” (16). The younger Leverkuhn also sees himself as
continuing the alchemical tradition by other means. When Zeitblom
encourages him to abandon the study of theology for music,
Leverkuhn replies, as he usually does at such moments, in sixteenth-
century German:

Ye think me called to this art, and give me to understand that the “step
aside” to her were no long one. My Lutheranism agrees, for it sees in
theology and music neighboring spheres and close of kin . . . [music]
has much of the laboratory and the insistent activity of the alchemists
and nigromancers of yore, which also stood in the sign of theology, but
at the same time in that of emancipation and apostasy . . . (131)

Modernist Fausts 191

mailto:right@palgrave.com


The connection between music and alchemy is echoed in Leverkuhn’s
letter to his music teacher, in which he promises

I will refine on the prima materia, in that I add to it the magisterium and
with spirit and fire drive the matter through many limbecs and retorts
for the refining thereof. What a glorious mystery. . . . And yet, why does
an inward voice warn me: “O homo fuge?” (132)

This motto also appears in blood on the original Faust’s arm when he
is about to sign the pact with the devil. Leverkuhn understands his
work as an investigation into the nature of meaning. He realizes that
the twelve-tone method expresses the domination of representation
over nature, which is to say the tyranny of exchange-value over use-
value, of sign over essence. His debate with the devil centers on the
artificiality, the man-made nature, of the art he will produce. Unlike
harmonic music, Leverkuhn’s work will not reflect the divinely
ordained order of the universe, but rather the violence done to nature
by the imposition of merely human significance on it. His angry
response to the devil’s proposal shows his awareness of this influence:

Mocker and Liar! Si diabolus non esset mendax et homicida! If I must
listen, at least speak to me not of sane and sound greatness and natural
gold! I know that gold made with fire instead of by the sun is not
genuine. (236)

To which Satan replies: “Who says so? Has the sun better fire than the
kitchen?” This, of course, is the ultimate postmodern question. Is
there an essential, natural reality or have we entered a condition of
“hyper-reality” in which the old ontological assumptions no longer
pertain? Satan firmly believes in the latter proposition which, as he
admits, makes his very existence possible. He tells Leverkuhn:

Your tendency, my friend, to inquire after the objective, the so-called
truth, to question as worthless the subjective, pure experience: that is
truly petty bourgeois, you ought to overcome it. Because you see me,
I exist for you. What serves it to ask whether I really am? Is not “really”
what works, is not truth experience and feeling?. . . . This is what
I think, that an untruth of a kind that enhances power holds its own
against any ineffectively virtuous truth. (242)

We recognize here, once again, the voice of Nietzsche, and
Leverkuhn’s personal life contains many echoes of Nietzsche’s biogra-
phy. Like Nietzsche, Leverkuhn studies at the University of Leipzig,
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the incident in which the composer visits a brothel and meets the pros-
titute who will give him syphilis is drawn directly from Nietzsche’s
description of a similar experience in a letter to Paul Deussen,24 and
Leverkuhn dies on the same day, and at the same age, as the philoso-
pher. Mann’s novel is unequivocal about the consequences of
Nietzschean thought: Leverkuhn’s music accompanies, in all senses of
that word, the rise to power of the Nazis, the Second World War, and
the Holocaust. These historical events, in turn, are presented as the
visible expressions of a metaphysical power, which attacks individuals
as well as nations.

Leverkuhn, like Marlowe’s Faust, is forbidden to marry. At one
stage he sends his friend Rudi Schwerdtfeger to propose to a woman
for him, but Schwerdtfeger steals her for himself. In Mann, the role of
Helen, the idolized beauty, is nonsexual. Toward the end of the novel,
Leverkuhn is temporarily drawn out of his twisted, solitary existence
through the love he feels for his angelic five year-old nephew, who
comes to stay with him, and who Zeitblom describes as his “idol.”
Like Helen, the boy immediately disappears, as Satan causes him to
die an agonizing death from spinal meningitis, and the novel describes
the child’s suffering in prolonged and excruciating detail. Following
this harrowing experience, Leverkuhn announces to Zeitblom his
plans for his final work:

“I find,” he said, “that it is not to be.” “What, Adrian, is not to be?”
“The good and noble,” he answered me; “what we call the human,
although it is good, and noble. What human beings have fought for and
stormed citadels, what the ecstatics exultantly announced—that is not
to be. It will be taken back. I will take it back.” “I don’t quite under-
stand, dear man. What will you take back?” “The Ninth Symphony,”
he replied. (478)

Leverkuhn refers to Beethoven’s Ninth Symphony, which is widely
regarded as the ultimate musical expression of subjective freedom and
of the harmony of mankind with the objective world. His last compo-
sition is, formally and thematically, the antithesis, the retraction, of
Beethoven’s work. He calls it “The Lamentation of Doctor Faustus,”
and the libretto tells the story of Faust, often word for word, as it
appears in the original Faust book of 1587. The Faust myth thus
comes full circle and turns out, fittingly, to be self-referential—a char-
acter based on the original Faust writes a work based on the original
Faust. Mann’s novel, the ultimate though not the final version of the
Faust myth, thus ends with the turning of signs back on themselves,
with the inversion of rationality, and with the strong and disturbing
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suggestion that the Enlightenment attempt to liberate humanity from
magic has merely resulted in the triumph of black magic, of necro-
mancy, of everything that modern science and reason once tried to
expel from the gloomy laboratory of the alchemist.

Even assuming this is true, there are different ways of evaluating
such developments. The postmodern condition has certainly had
a deleterious effect on such notions as absolute truth, referential
meaning, the autonomous subject, and on the logos that guarantees
them. But after Nietzsche, it has often been argued that such notions
are repressive and tyrannical, and that to overthrow them would be a
liberation. Jean-Francois Lyotard’s essay “Adorno as the Devil”
examines Mann’s novel from such a perspective. Lyotard draws out
the connection between Schoenberg’s music, deconstructive semiotics,
and capitalist economics:

. . . scepticism explodes in the new music: the material has value only as
relation, there is only relation. . . . Similarly, in capitalism, the predom-
inance of the law of value desensitizes the material, obliges us to aban-
don the naive concept of use value, and the concept of a corporeal
reference, reputed to be natural, carried by the commodity: as in serial-
ism, everything has true value through relation, here in so far as it is
exchangeable. . . . Money, in its capacity as the visible law of value, is,
in the new music, not the harmony of consonance, but the audible
abstraction, the indifference to the reputedly natural deviations, the
cutting up of the octave into twelve half tones, the exchangeability of
the degrees according to the values of reversal and retrogradation,
the universalization of the principle of the series to include all the
dimensions of sound.25

Lyotard’s critique of the way Mann judges these qualities is a crucial
point in the development of postmodern ethics. He claims that the
suppression of subjectivity and the peformative power of signs are in
fact progressive tendencies, to be applauded rather than denounced in
what Lyotard regards as obsolescent theological terms. Despite his
expounding of Mann’s view of the Satanic, Lyotard is ultimately inca-
pable of taking the concept seriously: “You wasted your time replac-
ing God with the devil . . . you remain in the same theological
deployment” (132–133). Since he rejects the ethical concept of
the Satanic, Lyotard concludes that its expression in the death of the
autonomous subject and the reign of the performative sign are not,
finally, tragedies, but liberations from the constraints of logocentrism:

The dissipation of subjectivity . . . Adorno, like Marx, sees there a
defeat; he will only be able to surmount this pessimism by making of
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this defeat a negative moment in a dialectics of emancipation. . . . But
this dialectics is no less theological than the nihilism of the loss of the
creative subject; it is therapeutic resolution in the framework of a new
religion, here the religion of history. . . . Adorno nourishes this
same Marxism almost entirely withdrawn into a demythologized
christianism. (127)

No one would dispute that Adorno’s tragic account of postmodernity
derives its ethos, as well as its pathos, from the theological concept of
the Satanic. I would suggest, however, that we resist the temptation to
acquiesce in Lyotard’s facile assumption that this fact automatically
refutes it. Just as Dostoevsky’s Satan furthers his ends by denying his
own existence, Enlightenment furthers the cause of magic through the
very act of denying its efficacy. As we will see in the following chapter,
however, the fetishistic and superstitious aspects of the global econ-
omy can be revealed by re-subjecting it to analysis in terms of the
Satanic.
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Chapter Seven

Faust Today

I

There is widespread agreement among philosophers and cultural
theorists that the “postmodern condition” has affected human subjec-
tivity. It is generally accepted that the individual today is less centered,
less autonomous, more disparate and more plural, than fifty or a
hundred years ago. Thinkers differ, though, on how this situation is to
be evaluated ethically, and on the closely connected question of its
political implications. In the Anglophone world, those who argue that
the postmodern subject is constructed to fit the requirements of market
capitalism, and who therefore mourn the demise of the unitary,
rational, conscious subject of past eras, take their lead from such works
as Fredric Jameson’s Postmodernism: The Cultural Logic of Late
Capitalism (1997) and Jameson’s pessimistic view was in turn inspired
by continental philosophers like Debord and Adorno. For instance,
Brian Massumi argues that “the self is created in and through the
commodity”:

. . . the commodity endows us with identifiable qualities. It registers our
gender, social status and character traits . . . the commodity stands (in)
for our existence . . . . Identity is determined (given content) through
the serial commission of the act of groundless consumption. . . . The
commodity encounter not only specifies but also actualises the subject
of the purchase. The subject of late capitalism cannot be said to exist
outside the commodity relation.1

In contrast, those who would separate the new subjectivity from
market relations, or who argue that any connection between them is
politically insignificant, follow in the footsteps of Donna Haraway
and Judith Butler, who claim allegiance to the antihumanist tradition
of Althusser, Foucault, and Derrida. Derrida describes the subject as
constructed through the differential play of symbolic meaning, following
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Nietzsche’s claim, which we discussed in chapter six, that there is no
“doer behind the deed”:

What differs? Who differs? What is différance? . . . if we accepted this
form of the question, in its meaning and its syntax (“What is?” “Who
is?” “What is that?”), we would have to conclude that différance has
been derived, has happened, is to be mastered and governed on the basis
of the point of a present being as a Subject, a who.2

The politically oppressive character of the unitary subject is so
pronounced for Derrida that he has written against left-wing political
movements that are undertaken “in the name of the spirit, and even of
the freedom of (the) spirit, in the name of an axiomatic—for example,
that of democracy or ‘human rights’—which directly or not comes
back to this metaphysics of Subjectivity.”3 In the tradition of French
antihumanism, the unitary, rational subject is the product of the repres-
sive, mysterious force that Foucault terms “power.” In Judith Butler’s
words: “If, following Foucault, we understand power as forming the
subject . . . . [p]ower, that first appears as external, pressed upon the
subject, pressing the subject into subordination, assumes a psychic
form that constitutes the subject’s self-identity.”4 Butler therefore
opposes feminisms that seek to extend autonomous subjectivity to
women, and advocates instead an assault on the notion of autonomous
subjectivity per se: “The identity of the feminist subject ought not to be
the foundation of feminist politics.”5

Donna Haraway greets the fact that “it is not clear who makes and
who is made in the relation between human and machine,”6 and the
consequent crisis of “unitary identity” (99), with something approach-
ing enthusiasm. She applauds the mutation of human beings into
“cyborgs,” and advocates a politics that would “embrace partial,
contradictory, permanently unclosed constructions of personal and
collective selves. . . .”7 The kind of subject that such a politics fosters has
been described as “post-human.” As Katherine Hayles explains: “The
posthuman subject is an amalgam, a collection of heterogeneous
components, a material-informational entity whose boundaries undergo
continuous construction and reconstruction.”8 Angela Woods summa-
rizes the intellectual consequences of such theory’s ascendancy:

Unable to withstand the stringent critiques of feminist and postcolonial
theorists, the universal subject of liberal humanism has, along with its
Cartesian metaphysics, been catapulted into crisis. Postmodernity is
now widely credited with imploding, or at least destabilizing, the binary
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oppositions that underpinned the intelligibility, autonomy and integrity
of this so-called “master subject of modernism” . . . Distinctions
between culture and nature, cerebral and corporeal, human and
machine, masculine and feminine, and reason and unreason are no
longer perceived to provide an unproblematic foundation for identity or
emancipatory politics.9

The most convincing arguments for the proposition that the rational
human subject is a repressive construct tend to be advanced by feminist
theorists. James Heartfield explains how “[t]he reversal of meanings
whereby Subject formation becomes enslavement rather than liberation
begins with the critique not of subjectification, but of objectification.
Specifically, it was feminist thinkers who first showed how ideological
representations of women could serve to render them as ‘objects of the
male gaze.’ ”10 Where there is an object, of course, there must be a
subject, and feminists such as Susanne Kappeler have argued that the
objectification of women brings the autonomous male subject into being:
“The woman objectified implies a subject, a hero of her degradation.”11

Autonomous subjectivity is thus not only oppressive in itself, it is also
a male preserve and, rather than extend to women the rights of
subjectivity, it is preferable to deconstruct the subject/object binary
altogether.

The problem with such a deconstruction is that it is impossible. As
long as there is human experience, there must always be something that
experiences (a subject) and something that is experienced (an object).
The relation between the two certainly fluctuates, the subject can
certainly appear to be objectified, and in fact market capitalism is an
extremely efficient mechanism for producing exactly such an appear-
ance. Logically, however, the subject/object binary is irreducible. The
interesting question thus becomes why and how the subject can
be experienced as an object? What are the historical forces that have
made people less and less conscious of their autonomous subjectivity,
or even willing and eager to abdicate from the position of autonomous
subject and lose themselves in the flow of objective representation?
To answer this question, we will need to examine the specifically “eco-
nomic” forces that are currently being brought to bear on subjectivity.

In a speech delivered in 1977, Ronald Reagan appealed to the world
to allow “the magic of the marketplace”12 to solve its social and
economic problems. Reagan angrily denied that he meant the term
“magic” in any literal sense, as was charged by opponents of his
“voodoo economics.” He meant, rather, that we should allow ourselves
to be guided by Adam Smith’s “invisible hand,” which is usually
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regarded by economists as an entirely rational concept. The “invisible
hand ” is an artificial mode of agency that, under market conditions,
guides the actions and determines the lives of human subjects. From the
perspective of those who have been most forcibly exposed to its
guidance, however, the “invisible hand” seems very similar to, and even
indistinguishable from, a malign, supernatural force.

Some mainstream professional economists are quite candid about
this too. In a recent interview, the former president of the World Bank,
Joseph Stigliz, admitted that “the reason the invisible hand is invisible is
partly because it’s simply not there.”13 Such observations are doubtless
part of the reason why Stigliz was soon eased out of his position, but in
recent years, many students and teachers of economics have begun to
echo such comments. They complain that their discipline has become
non-referential; an entirely self-contained, esoteric discourse with no
meaningful relation to empirical reality.14 As Karl Marx’s critique had
demonstrated over a century before, the roots of this process of abstrac-
tion lie in the foundation of “political economy” as a field of scientific
study in the late seventeenth century. One could argue that the tendency
to increased theoretical abstraction is inherent in a discipline that seeks
to rationalize the displacement of qualitative use-value by quantita-
tive exchange-value. But there is no doubt that this tendency took an
exponential leap forward in 1979, with the election of Margaret
Thatcher as prime minister of Great Britain, followed the next year by
the election of Ronald Reagan in the United States.

Thatcher and Reagan were committed monetarists: that is, they
believed that all economic phenomena were ultimately caused by
fluctuations in the quantitative supply of money. Until then, monetarism
had been at best a marginal influence on economic policy. It was the lat-
est theory to emerge from the Chicago school of economics, of which
Milton Friedman was the best known member, and it began to impinge
on government policy as a response to the stagflation and oil crisis of
the mid-1970s. Richard Nixon’s abandonment of the gold standard
and the flotation of currencies set the stage for a rapid growth in the
power of autonomous, independent finance, and this revolution moved
into the political arena in the 1980s. Having gained power, mone-
tarism’s theoretical purity was inevitably tainted by practical
exigencies, and there are few overtly committed monetarists today. But
the theory’s brief ascendancy left a lingering influence on neoclassical
economis as a whole, especially on the widely accepted view of markets
as self-regulating and infallible, even omniscient. The stock market in
particular is often regarded as embodying the collective wisdom of
investors, and thus as a faithful, even democratic, guide to the productive
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use of capital. Market behavior provides a model that can be extended
to other areas of life, and the last two decades have witnessed the
emergence of “economic imperialism”: the colonizing of other fields by
neoclassical economic theory. Rational choice theory and evolutionary
psychology are examples of the neoclassical economists’ conception of
human nature being exported into Social studies, and Gary Becker’s
influential Treatise on the Family (1981) applies neoclassical economic
theory to such basic human emotions as love. John Dupre describes the
current “overwhelming dominant hegemony” within the discipline of
economics as

the conception of economics as the investigation of the consequences of
individuals striving to maximize their selfish interests. And recently this
selfish model of human life has increasingly been exported from its
homeland in commodities markets and inflation rates, and offered as a
path of insight into human life generally.15

Although materialism and economic determinism were associated with
Marxism for most of the twentieth century, today those who argue
most forcefully for the determining influence of the economy over
other areas of life are neoclassical economists, who claim that rational
self-interest motivates our every action, and sociobiologists, who locate
this motive in the urge to preserve our genes. There has been a massive,
coordinated campaign to bring intellectual respectability to the notion
that market behavior is the authentic expression of human nature, by
applying microeconomic theory and related quantitative techniques to
the human sciences. In this effort, the likes of Gary Becker and Richard
Dawkins have been abetted by allegedly radical theorists like Donna
Haraway and Judith Butler. The cumulative effect has been to establish
an orthodoxy that is materialist in a wider, deeper sense than the Leftist
materialism of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. Not only does the
economy determine our ideas; ideas themselves are material, electronic,
and chemical reactions in the brain. Not only are the actions of human
beings driven by material factors; human beings are themselves material,
performative, desiring machines.

Within the “economy” itself, the last twenty years have been charac-
terized by “financialization.” This term is used to describe the increas-
ingly abstract, immaterial, and purely symbolic nature of money in the
“new economy,” which gave rise to such concepts as Enron’s “weightless
corporation,” allegedly capable of creating value without producing
anything at all. As Ronald Reagan explained, this notion of value is the
epiphany of representation’s triumph over reality: “In the new economy
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human invention increasingly makes natural resources obsolete.”16

The term “financialization” can also refer to developments within the
individual subject, as Randy Martin has observed “Finance, the
management of money’s ebbs and flows . . . presents itself as a merger
of business and life cycles, as a means for the acquisition of self. The
financialization of daily life is a proposal for how to get ahead, but also
a medium for the expansive movements of body and soul.”17 The rapid
expansion of consumer debt and credit, the growing personal investment
in the stock market, in short, the practical and ideological translation of
life into financial terms, all interpolate a new kind of individual. As
Martin warns, however, “the nature of this self-in-the-making may turn
out to be far from secure” (3), for “the financial subject . . . is a far cry
from the universal ambitions of the Enlightenment’s thinking being” (7).
Whereas in the early stages of capitalism, economics assumed a rational
subject able to suppress his or her desires and impulses and to defer
gratification, the consumer economy demands a self which spontaneously
and unreflectively acts on irrational desires. The kind of subject that can
function successfully in a financialized environment, in fact, closely
resembles the disparate, plural, differential self described (and sometimes
advocated) by postmodernist philosophy:

Financialization promises a way to develop the self. . . . It offers a highly
elastic mode of self-mastery that channels doubt over uncertain activity
into fruitful activity. . . . Without significant capital, people are being
asked to think like capitalists. Diversified interests may wind up soliciting
curious forms of self-interest, particularly if individuals need to begin
thinking through so many other selves. (9, 12)

The dominant strain in contemporary economics thus represents
human activity in mathematical form, claiming on these grounds to
have constructed an entirely rational, scientific discipline. It ignores the
historical and social contexts within which that behavior takes place,
eliminating such considerations by means of abstraction. In theory,
neoclassical economics still regards human beings as rational agents. It
assumes an individual who will make a cost-benefit analysis of any
given situation, and act according to the results of that analysis. In
practice, however, the market economy appeals to manifestly irrational
elements of human nature, evoking all kinds of hopes, fears, aspira-
tions, and insecurities. Furthermore, the microeconomic model of the
rational, selfish, calculating individual serves as the basis on which
macroeconomic models of global market behavior are constructed.
Like the “invisible hand,” in short, the individual posited by neoclassical
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economics is a chimera, a phantom, a theoretical representation of an
actual human being. Some economists have recently become cognizaent
of the complicity between the neoclassical model in their discipline and
philosophical postmodernism. Yanis Varoufakis, for example,
contends that:

Postmodernity not only lets neoclassical economics off the hook but,
more worryingly, reinforces it copiously before dissolving into it.
Consider what the postmodern rejection of metanarratives means at the
individual level: It means the loss of any capacity to scrutinise one’s pri-
vate urges rationally on the basis of some collectively constructed
notion (or metanarrative) of the Good. Stripped of those capacities, the
individual fragments into a community of selves, a bundle of ordinal
preferences, and ends up with no one self whose preferences those
are. . . . Thus Postmodernity unwittingly blows fresh wind in the sails of
neoclassicism, the undisputed champion of the deconstructed human
agent.18

The postmodern economy enacts a thoroughgoing, practical transla-
tion of human subjectivity into representational form. In wage labor,
people exchange segments of their lives for money. Induced consumption
encourages the construction of identity by means of brand labels. The
stock market vivifies abstract human activity. At the theoretical level,
neoclassical economics makes it possible to quantify in financial terms
subjective human experiences such as credit, confidence, and trust.
These experiences are literally transformed into money: that is to say,
into performative signs.

Furthermore, the history of money itself displays a relentless progress
toward abstraction. From commodity money such as conch shells or cow
hides, through gold bullion, to paper money, checks, and electronic
money to the purely psychological money of the twenty-first century, the
development of money seems almost designed to incrementally reveal its
true nature as an efficacious symbol. Jamie Morgan points to the
connection between the representation of “trust” in financial form and
the linguistic theory of J.L. Austin, which we discussed in chapter one:

Without trust nothing else functions and social reality would be impos-
sible. The philosopher J. L. Austin was one of the first to recognise the
importance of this. There are at least two dynamics to talking about
social reality. First, description where we designate things true or false
by reference to them as objects or past events—the hat is black, yester-
day was Wednesday and we had lunch. Second, performance, where
current conduct and dialogue constitute a new conceptual element to
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social reality with material repercussions for future relations—the meet-
ing of hands and it’s a deal, or the negotiation and witnessed signing of
a contract. In the immediate sense, performance is neither strictly true
nor false since it is not initially a description, but a doing or making.
The doing is in this first instance appropriate or inappropriate, sincere
or insincere, successful or a failure.19

Austin’s theory, as extrapolated by Derrida, provides a way of eliminating
subjective intention as a factor in determining meaning. Performative
utterances work independently of the subject who speaks them, and to
the degree that speech-acts are performative, the rational subject is
irrelevant. The postmodern economy embodies the autonomy of
performative representation, but it would be wrong to call this an
“analogy” with Derridean linguistics. Rather, the tendency for human
beings to fetishize their own subjective essence in the form of autonomous
representation should be viewed as a single, unitary phenomenon, which
spreads its effects over what seems to be, but is not, a wide variety of
“fields.” If the effects of this tendency were confined to the psyche, it
might be difficult to judge it ethically without having recourse to meta-
physics. Unfortunately, however, the financialization of daily life also has
important and deleterious geopolitical consequences, which threaten the
peace of the world as well as the health of the soul.

II

As the sudden boom in consumer credit has fostered the financializa-
tion of life in the Western world, the imposition of national debts on
postcolonial nations has furthered the same process on a global scale.
I use the word “imposition” advisedly, for as the colonies were
granted independence, the debts of the colonial regimes were simply
transferred to the newly “free” nations. Such debts already totaled
$59 billion in 1960, and the interest rate was unilaterally assigned at a
usurious 14 percent.20 Most countries in the modern world were born
in debt, and the former colonial powers have successfully cooperated
to ensure that they remain in that condition. The Lester Pearson
Commission estimated that by 1977 debt-servicing alone exceeded the
gross amount of new lending by 20 percent in Africa and 30 percent in
Latin America. Third world states had constantly to borrow more
money simply in order to service their already existing obligations.
Susan George calculates that $418 billion in borrowed funds flowed
back to the former colonial powers between 1982 and 1990.
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Neocolonialism is not a relaxation but an intensification of colonial
exploitation, and George writes of “a continuing South-to-North
resource flow on a scale far outstripping any the colonial period could
command.”21 Those borrowed funds which did not go to service the
already existing debt were frequently appropriated by corrupt govern-
ments, which had often been directly installed by the creditor nations.
Lawrence Malkin records how

The big American banks . . . welcomed the money as savings, even
though the lending officers in a different department had sent it to those
same countries for supposedly productive uses . . . 40 percent of
Mexico’s borrowed money leaked away, 60 percent of Argentina’s, and
every penny of Venezuela’s. Like alchemists, the Latin American elite
converted the debt of the public at home into their private assets
abroad. . . . About one dollar out of every three loaned to Latin
America by banks between 1979 and 1983 made that round trip.22

This massive and unprecedented transfer of wealth from the periphery
to the neo-imperial centers is predicated on the transformation of
labor into abstract money which, unlike labor, can be moved from
south to north at the click of a mouse. This structure of exploitation is
reinforced through the “structural adjustment programs” forced on
debtor countries by the WTO, IMF, and World Bank, which reduce
such nations’ public spending, driving down their levels of health,
education, and infrastructure, and ensuring that they will remain
dependent on the capital-possessing world. They insist that the debtor
nations devalue their currency, reduce import barriers, allow unfettered
foreign investment, and export their natural resources. In sum, capital
is used as a weapon of economic warfare, whose purpose is to steal the
wealth of the peripheral world by translating it into a system of repre-
sentation, and then insisting that this representation is more real than
the wealth it represents.

Due to this system, an unnatural situation pertains in the postmodern
world. The huge continents of Africa, Asia, and South America, which
contain the vast majority of the world’s natural resources, consume only
a small proportion of those resources, while the relatively small areas of
Western Europe and North America, which have far less natural
resources, consume the vast majority. The wealth of the world’s north,
like the poverty of the south, is unnatural: naturally, according to the
wealth with which nature has endowed the various parts of the world,
the situation ought to be reversed. The current global distribution of
wealth can thus only have been brought about by a violent incursion
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into nature, a violation of natural processes. In its manipulation of
images for practical ends, as well as in its politically deleterious and
soul-destroying ethical impact, this economic system shares much in
common with the kind of black magic that we discussed in chapter one.
In fact, the postmodern condition is often described as involving a
return to magical thinking. For Adorno, such thinking is the ideological
correlative of market exchange: “The occultist draws the ultimate con-
clusion from the fetishism of commodities: labor, frightfully objectified,
jumps from the objects in innumerable devilish masks” (109). The
effects of magical thinking are also manifest in disciplines that are not
commonly understood as “occult.” Western neo-pragmatist philosophy
holds reason and logic to be verbal constructs with no objective validity,
while post-structuralism subverts the claims of logocentric truth and
teleological ontology. Magical thinking might seem an appropriate reac-
tion to a world ruled by magic, but these Western responses tend to
endorse, or even to celebrate, the power of the performative. A more
critical engagement with the efficacious sign comes, not surprisingly,
from those areas of the world not compensated for their subjection to
the sign by discernible material benefits.

Serious debates about magic, money, and power are currently taking
place in the southern hemisphere. In Africa and South America, both the
practice of witchcraft and the prosecution of witches have dramatically
increased under colonial and neocolonial rule. The introduction of a
market in commodities, and the monetarization of economic and social
relations, are widely recognized as forms of magic, and their beneficiaries
are increasingly regarded as magicians. Michael Taussig’s seminal
The Devil and Commodity Fetishism in South America (1980) opened
the floodgates for a wave of anthropological studies investigating resur-
gent witchcraft beliefs in the light of globalization, and much “magical
realist” postcolonial literature investigates the ethical implications of
subjection to the power of money. At the beginning of the twenty-first
century, as at the end of the sixteenth, the system of autonomous repre-
sentation known to economics as “capitalism” is revealed as one
element within a wider, deeper, and far more terrible force.

By the eighteenth century, most educated Europeans had been
convinced that witches and magic simply did not exist. In the colonies,
therefore, witches were prosecuted for fraud but not for witchcraft.
The colonial legal system presupposed that magic was purely illusory,
and colonial churches made the elimination of belief in witchcraft a top
priority. The European powers took it as a sacred duty to replace
magical views of the world with rational ones. By the end of the
twentieth century, however, this process of “enlightenment” had been
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subjected to such cogent philosophical and political critiques that few
people would endorse it unequivocally. We are much more conscious
than our forbears of the complicity between reason and magic, and
many would argue that the postmodern era—with its virtual reality, its
faith in the image, its electronic money, its new age religions—is
witnessing a return to the kinds of overtly magical thinking that
imperialism unsuccessfully tried to stamp out in the southern hemisphere.
The colonial state was generally regarded by the natives as pro-witch,
partly because colonial governments suppressed the prosecution of
witches, but also because imperialist values and practices were perceived
as sharing much in common with witchcraft. The situation in contem-
porary Africa recalls the one described by Francis Coxe in sixteenth-
century England. Coxe bemoans the fact that anti-witchcraft laws have
lapsed into abeyance:

But now whilest this lawe for lacke of execution hath lyen a slepe, and
th offendors notinge punisjed: it was in suche force encreased, that it
was made a verye handycrafte, so that manye lyued therby, yea, &
thought they did as honestly gette and gather their substaunce: as he,
whiche dayly swet for the same.23

Throughout the postcolonial world, witches and sorcerers are thought
to have seized the opportunity provided by colonial rule to greatly
increase and consolidate their power. Few Western observers today
would regard such opinions with the amused condescension of the
Victorians. Early anthropological studies of African witchcraft often
expressed surprise that the belief in magic was growing, not declining,
with colonization. This unexpected flourishing of sorcery was often
interpreted as an attempt to rationalize the more malign effects of the
traumatic adaptation to modernity. In 1935 Audrey Richards com-
mented that “economic and social changes have so shattered tribal
institutions and moral codes that the result of white contact is in many
cases an actual increase in the dread of witchcraft.”24 The dawn of
modernity seems to have brought about a similar resurgence in the fear
of witchcraft in sixteenth-century Europe.25 In Africa, this fear worsened
under neocolonialism, when the rulers of nominally independent
nations obviously derived their power from nebulous, impersonal
external sources such as the global economy or the IMF. Thus Jean and
John Comaroff report that the elite class in Malawi “are suspected of
having struck a Faustian deal with the whites.”26

It is worth dwelling on the use of the term “Faustian” here. Most
Westerners would probably agree that the Malawi ruling class has
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made a shady bargain with the former colonial rulers, in order to
attain wealth and influence at the expense of their nation. That is,
most Westerners would agree that they have “struck a Faustian deal
with the whites” in a figurative sense. Many Africans, in contrast,
would argue that they have “struck a Faustian deal with the whites”
in a literal sense. The colonizing power was evil in a metaphysical
rather than merely in an economic way, and the beneficiaries of neo-
colonialism are literally dealing with the devil, employing such means
as ritual magic, animal sacrifice, and quite possibly anthropophagy.
Until surprisingly recently, Western skeptics would scoff at such
beliefs, but today it is common knowledge that many members of
African elites literally do engage in these or similar practices, and that
their purpose is precisely to achieve power and riches. Surely we can-
not call this a merely figurative pact with the devil. In fact, we in the
West need to question the categorical distinction we make between
“economic” exploitation and “metaphysical” evil. Such distinctions
made no sense in sixteenth-century Europe any more than they do in
contemporary Africa. It may be that the belief that the power of meta-
physical evil—we might simply say “Satan”—does not exert any influ-
ence on the material world is the most pernicious of all superstitions.

The polytheist or syncretic religious traditions which continue to
influence the nominally monotheist cultures of Africa and South
America generally do not espouse a binary opposition between good
and evil. One result of this is that, in many societies, participation in
witchcraft is not always regarded as utterly wrong. As Peter Geschiere
puts it, “In itself, the djambe is certainly bad. But given its omnipresence,
one has to participate in it one way or another.”27 Many twenty-first cen-
tury inhabitants of Lagos or Port-au-Prince have few compunctions
about countering the influence of evil by magical means. This was
exactly what the witch-finders of early modern Europe were
concerned to eradicate. To use magic as protection against witchcraft
was as bad as (or rather the same as) practicing witchcraft oneself: one
cannot cast out Satan by means of Satan. Postcolonial witch-hunters
frequently fight witches by using their own magical methods against
them; the European and North American witch-hunts were, in con-
trast, designed to enforce the law that the devil can only be fought by
invoking the aid of God.

There has been an enormous amount of scholarly interest in magic
and witchcraft over the past couple of decades. Such scholarship tends
to focus either on early modern Europe and North America, or on
postcolonial Africa and South America. The striking similarities
between witchcraft discourses in, for example, seventeenth-century
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England and twenty-first century Cameroon have led to some fasci-
nating forays into comparative analysis, involving the interdisciplinary
efforts of anthropologists and historians. The most obvious point of
comparison is the fact that both early modern Europe and postmodern
Africa are societies in which traditional beliefs and values are being
forcibly displaced by contact with the global market economy.
Taussig’s The Devil and Commodity Fetishism has inspired many
other anthropological studies of postcolonial societies that employ
witchcraft as a conceptual vocabulary to describe the empirical and
psychological effects of global capitalism. Taussig found that the intro-
duction of wage labor into South American peasant cultures produced
a demonology that recalls the obsession with the diabolical that
attended the same process in early modern Europe: “the fabled devil
contract is an indictment of an economic system which forces men to
barter their souls for the destructive power of commodities.”28 His
account of the demonological practices of Bolivian tin miners is remi-
niscent of the beliefs of their sixteenth-century European counterparts.
Johann Weyer’s De praestigiis daemonum (1563) reports the miners’
lore regarding the demons who labor alongside them. It is notable that
Weyer, a skeptic by the standards of the age, does not deny the exis-
tence of the demons. He departs from the miners’ own beliefs only in
his claim that the demons do not perform labor:

[The demons] seem to be doing many things, while actually doing noth-
ing at all. Others call them “the little men of the mountains,” indicating
their usual stature, that of dwarves about twenty-seven inches tall. And
they look like old men wearing the customary outfit of miners—clad in
a woven shirt and with a leather hide about their loins. These spirits
usually do no harm to the miners, but simply roam about in the shafts
and underground passages; and although they do nothing, they seem to
be busily engaged in all sorts of tasks, as though digging veins of ore,
pouring the mined ore into receptacles, and turning the hoist.29

It is not hard to see, in the demonologies of twentieth-century Bolivian
and sixteenth-century German miners, a mythological expression of
alienated labor. Unaccustomed to translating their working hours into
the objective form of a financial sum, the workers give a physical
embodiment to their externalized activity. These demons, after all, are
just as “real”—and “real” in the same sense—as the imaginary
exchange value that the workers must learn to perceive in the money
for which they exchange their daily lives. It is a commonplace of
anthropology that zombie beliefs arose in the Caribbean and
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west Africa as a reaction to the slave trade, and modern demonology
often reflects a similar sense that a person’s labor—that is, his activity,
his life, his self—can easily be stolen.

It appears that belief in and fear of magic increase rapidly when two
economic factors are suddenly introduced into a society: money and
wage labor. These are really aspects of a single phenomenon—the
alienation of labor, which demands that human activity be represented
in the symbolic form of money. For example, Edwin Ardener recalls
how a zombie cult grew up rapidly among the Bakweri of Cameroon
when money was introduced into their economy in the mid-twentieth
century. In 1963, he reports:

[A]rumour spread . . . that the elders had ordered that no money should
be picked up from the ground, since it was being scattered as a lure to
entice men to the waterside. There, “Frenchmen” would use them to
work as zombies on a new deep-sea harbour, or use them to appease the
water-spirits. For a number of months it was commonplace to see coins
and even low-value notes lying about the streets of the capital.30

B.G. Stone mentions a lake in Bakweri country where “there is a great
spirit market and spirits from all over the world are thought to meet
there and barter their goods. The new Nigerian coinage and paper
money were first said to have been introduced in this spirit market,
and to have been distributed thence to the people.”31 More recently,
Geschiere describes the emergence of

a new type of witches who no longer eat their victims, but who
transform them into a kind of zombie and put them to work on
“invisible plantations.” The nouveaux riches supposedly owe their
success to the exploitation of these zombies’ labor. People insist on
the novelty of this form of witchcraft and often relate it to the arrival of
the Europeans and the introduction of new luxury items. (139)

Wim van Binsbergen remarks, regarding the new zombie cults, that
“the reference to earlier forms of globalisation (slave trade) is now
used in order to express and contest, in a witchcraft idiom, newer
forms of globalisation, such as the differential access to consumer
goods and post-colonial state power.”32 In slavery, the entire being of
a person is alienated, so that one person becomes the property of
another. The slave ceases to exist as a legally autonomous subject. In
wage labor, however, only the part of a person’s life which is sold as
“labor” is alienated. The person remains a legally autonomous
subject, but he gives up a portion of his life—that is, of his self—in
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exchange for a symbol of that portion. This symbol, which is money,
then attains a subjective power, so that it determines the lives of the
people whose activity it represents. A money economy is one in which
people are ruled by a fetishized representation of their own selves.
Market economies are ruled by this ghostly, dead—but supernaturally
active—power called money.

Demonology, like wage labor, involves projection. It involves the
attribution of objective status to phenomena that are originally subjec-
tive. An economy that represents material human activity in the form of
exchange value demands a very similar process of thought. In his study
of the djambe sorcery of the Maka, Geschiere notes that attempts to
introduce wage labor into Maka villages regularly produce a spate of
witchcraft allegations, and finds that “[n]arratives about djambe
are . . . surprisingly similar to capitalist themes. The Maka speak of
witches as entrepreneurs who are always on the alert and ready to
appropriate new riches and powers” (42). According to Jean and John
Comaroff, “African witches become the personifications of capricious
commodities, the sirens of selfish desires” (xxv). Throughout Africa,
they report, people speak interchangeably of magical “witches” and
wealthy “big men” who “eat” the souls of the people:

Soul-eating is thought to be driven by an appetite for money, a hunger
unleashed, as local commentators stressed, by European colonialism.
And while its “seeds” are held to have been inherited in earlier times,
they are now a widely circulating purchasable commodity on their own
account. In fact, soul-eaters themselves become like commodities, being
capable of changing their physiques into innumerable material forms;
they take on a life of their own and, ultimately, threaten to devour
Hausa heritage in toto. (xxv)

Pamela G. Schmoll reaches a similar conclusion from her study of the
Hausa: “soul-eating seems to have become a metaphor for the search
for money.”33 Soul-eating powers were once thought to be inherited
but according to Schmoll we are now witnessing “the commoditization of
soul-eating, and now such powers can be purchased with money” (204).
One can buy the required instruction and equipment to practice
destructive magic on the streets of Bamako and Ouagadougou. This is
truly a Faustian pact, however, for “in procuring the ability to eat souls
the buyer is described as being himself enslaved and, in a moral sense,
destroyed” (205).

Magic operates on the border between the objective and the
subjective; it is a way of studying the process by which objects achieve
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subjective power and human subjects become objectified. As Geschiere
observes regarding the Cameroon: “An intriguing aspect of these repre-
sentations is that they relativize the distinction between people and
commodities. . . . The famla/ekong conceptions seem to reflect a process
of commodification that transforms not only goods but people into
commodities” (257n31). With the introduction of wage labor and a
market economy, people and goods are turned into commodities in
reality. But commodification takes place only in the mind: there is no
necessary material difference between a windfall apple and an apple for
sale. We are thus dealing with a phenomenon that is both real and
immaterial—both objective and subjective—and this is precisely the
kind of phenomenon that theories of magic and witchcraft are equipped
to analyze. The Comaroffs comment that in much of the postcolonial
world—not only in Africa, but from Haiti to India and from Brazil to
Micronesia:

witchcraft is a finely calibrated gauge of the impact of global cultural
and economic forces on local relations, on perceptions of money and
markets, on the abstraction and alienation of “indigenous” values and
meanings. Witches are modernity’s prototypical malcontents. They pro-
vide . . . disconcertingly full-bodied images of a world in which humans
seem in constant danger of turning into commodities, of losing their life
blood to the market and to the destructive desires it evokes. (xxxviii)

In a world ruled by “the market,” a world where the course of people’s
lives is dictated not by human beings but by human activity in the
fetishized form of money, there would seem to be a pressing need for
“a practical discourse of hidden agency,” as Andrew Apter describes
witchcraft.34 In the early modern Christian tradition, this “hidden
agency” was identified with Satan, and Christian demonology is alive
and prospering in Africa, where it syncretizes comfortably with tradi-
tional devil-beliefs, as Birgit Meyer has shown in her study of
Pentecostalism in Ghana:

For Pentecostalists commodities become fetishes because the Devil
appropriated them before they appeared in the market (or at the time
when they are exposed in shops). Through the supposedly innocent act
of buying, the consumer is linked with Satan. Entering into a relation-
ship with the diabolic, owners lose their own will and identity, their
spirits and bodies are reduced to signs which refer to, and even
“glorify,” the power of the Devil. Consumption thus threatens to turn
people into powerless signs—metonyms of the Satanic—and in order to
prevent this, one has to be aware of the fetish-aspect of commodities
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and prevent them from conquering one’s spirit. What is interesting here
is the close association of Satan with the global market as the source and
target of desire.35

Today’s economic and political power is won by the control of people’s
minds. The most powerful political and economic organizations in
the world devote most of their resources to honing and developing their
ability to influence the purchasing decisions of consumers and the
voting decisions of electors. In this context it is hardly surprising
that people should become aware of an external power entering into
their minds and attempting to manipulate their behavior. In the West,
Marxists and their descendents might call this power “money,” but
money itself is only an idea and has no material or physical existence.
Alternatively, we might, following Foucault, simply call it “power,” but
Foucauldian power has no center or essence; it is dispersed among an
infinity of agents and, although manifested in material practice, it really
exists only in our minds. “Money” and “power” are phantasms, super-
stitions: they do things, but they do not exist. It may be that witchcraft—
which is the postcolonial southern hemisphere’s way of discussing
the contemporary nature and exercise of power—actually provides a
more appropriate discourse for the postmodern condition than
Western thought, which is still hampered by obsolete binary divi-
sions between presence and absence, being and nonbeing, matter and
spirit.

Is it, for instance, literally true that a determinate portion of the life
of someone who works for a wage is exchanged for money? Most
rational people could probably assent to this proposition. Is it also
literally true that money, despite having a purely imaginary existence,
is the dominant power in the world? Again, few would deny this. The
argument that the world is ruled by alienated labor is entirely rational,
and literally true. Does this mean that there are sinister “Frenchmen”
who drug and kidnap Africans and force them to work as zombies on
“ghost plantations?” For a very long time, during the slave trade, this
was literally true, but in general, the theory of zombie labor is true
today only in a symbolic sense. However, the system of money and
wage labor asserts, and is indeed based upon, the belief in the objective
reality and the practical efficacy, of the symbolic. Could it be that the
reason “enlightenment” is always so concerned to eliminate magical
beliefs from the world—a process beginning in sixteenth-century
Europe and continuing in twenty-first century Africa—is that it is itself
a magical system that desires neither rivals nor critics who are able to
understand it on its own terms?
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Geschiere describes “[t]he ease with which witchcraft discourses in
Africa incorporate the money economy, new power relations, and
consumer goods” as a “paradox” (8), because he sees in the tenacity of
witchcraft an anomalous resistance to the cultural homogenization that
otherwise characterizes global society. But the Western world too is
ruled by icons, charms, and fetishes. Its inhabitants are frequently
confused as to the boundaries between fantasy and reality, their leisure
time is spent in the contemplation of images, they speak easily of the
“cult of celebrity,” they dedicate their economic lives to the accumulation
of the token they call “money,” they often understand their identities in
relation to the goods they consume. None of these tendencies is more
superstitious than witchcraft. It may be, contra Geschiere, that the post-
colonial world’s growing preoccupation with witches represents not a
reaction against cultural homogenization but a particularly instructive
instance of it. Certainly the literary genre of “magical realism,” which is
practiced most successfully by writers from the postcolonial world,
systematically blends the demonic with the economic in such a way as
to leap the intellectual fences that classical political economy sought to
erect between them.

III

Many postcolonial writers use the technique of “magical realism” to
reflect on the spiritual implications of the money economy. In their
work, the sudden introduction of money into traditional societies is
experienced as an imposition of magic onto reality, and economic
struggles take on unavoidable metaphysical overtones. Works like
Chinua Achebe’s Things Fall Apart and Mongo Beti’s Mission to Kala
depict the incremental undermining of communal society by encroach-
ing commodification and the expansion of the market. Charles
Mungoshi’s Waiting for the Rain features a character called Lucifer,
who is alienated from his native land due to his Westernized educa-
tion, which is described as a fall from grace. Often this rebellion takes
an openly Faustian form. In Ngugi Wa Thiong’O’s Devil on the Cross
we hear the story of Nding’uri, a poor man who approaches an evil
spirit for financial assistance. The spirit tells him:

“I will give you riches. But you must give me your soul, and you must
never again sacrifice to the good spirits, for good and evil have never
been friends.” Nding’uri asked himself: What is a soul? Just a whisper-
ing voice. He told the bad spirit: “Take my soul.” The bad spirit said to
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him: “I have taken possession of it. Go away now. Go home and
observe these conditions. First, never tell anybody that you are a man
without a soul. Second, when you reach home, seize the child you love
most, pierce one of the veins in his neck, drink up all his blood until his
body is completely dry, cook the body, eat the flesh. Ndign’uri, I have
turned you into an eater of human flesh and a drinker of human
blood . . . from today onwards you’ll never be able to see the beauty of
children, or of women, or of any other human being. You’ll only be able
to see the beauty of property.”36

Nding’uri substitutes an appreciation for human essence for a love of
“property.” He immediately becomes rich, so that “Property would fly
from other people’s hands to land in Nding’uri’s palms. People started
wondering: How is it that our property slips through our fingers into
the hands of Nding’uri?” (64). Soon he faces accusations of witchcraft,
as people ask: “What is that thing he eats alone in the middle of the
night, like a witch? . . . See now how his shadow grows bigger and
bigger, while ours become smaller and smaller. Could it be that
his shadow is swallowing our shadows, making us fall dead, one by
one?” (65). The villagers implore him to “avoid the ways of the witches
and murderers,” (65) but he answers that the new economic system has
reversed traditional ethics: “property is the great creator and the great
judge. Property turns disobedience into obedience, evil into good,
ugliness into beauty, hate into love, cowardice into bravery, vice
into virtue” (65). Ngugi echoes here Marx’s famous description of the
magical, supernatural effects of money in the Economic and Philoso-
phical Manuscripts, which we discussed in chapter five. For both
thinkers, money is the power that can overturn nature and impose
representation on reality. Eventually, in his hubris, Nding’uri inadver-
tently reveals the fact that he has no soul, whereupon the villagers
realize that “we have been harboring a witch in our village” (66) and
burn him to death.

The major target of Ngugi’s satire is the Western attempt to deny
the demonic nature of capital. Several characters receive printed invi-
tations to a great feast, but there is a subtle difference between them.
Some of the invitations advertise a “Devil’s Feast” and are signed by
“Satan, the King of Hell.” But characters like Mwiereri wa Muiraai, a
former student of “business administration” at Harvard University,
receive less startling invites to “A Big Feast,” which are signed simply
“Master of Ceremonies.” Mwiereri angrily denounces the others’
cards as “fake,” claiming that they are printed by “the enemies of
modern progress” (76), who are out to damage the reputation the of
the self-described “thieves and robbers” who will be in attendance, by
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“claiming that this is the Devil’s feast. And by claiming that it has been
arranged by Satan, the king of Hell. And furthermore, on their card
they have not indicated that this is a competition in MODERN theft
and robbery” (77). Nobody denies that the purpose of the feast is to
promote theft and robbery: the only question is whether to evaluate
this fact in spiritual and ethical terms, or to regard it as an ethically
neutral aspect of modernity. Mwiereri argues for the latter approach:

This feast is not a Devil’s feast, and it has not been organized by Satan.
This feast has been arranged by the Organization for Modern Theft and
Robbery in Ilmorog to commemorate a visit by foreign guests from an
organization for the thieves and robbers of the Western world, particu-
larly from America, England, Germany, France, Italy, Sweden
and Japan, called the International Organization for Thieves and
Robbers. (78)

Despite such comic rationalizations, the forces of neo-imperialism are
presented as the direct heirs of the witch-doctors. At one stage, two
characters debate the distinction between a thief and a witch. Muturi
asserts that “a thief or a robber is worse than a witch” (156), but
Wangari disagrees: “A thief steals property, but a witch steals life” (156).
Muturi responds by telling a story of a thief who prevents a witch from
casting his spells by stealing his equipment and forcing him to leave the
village: “That’s the origin of the saying that a thief is terrible for he forces
a witch to leave home” (156). Eventually they conclude that the two
kinds of villain are indistinguishable: “A thief is a witch, and a witch is
a thief” (156). The imperialist visitors and their Harvard-educated
native ally deny any involvement with witchcraft, but the less
Westernized characters assume that capitalism and magic are identical.
The petty entrepreneur Robin Mwaura, who attends the feast in order
to learn the arts of large-scale theft and robbery, espouses a form of
magical Manicheanism, in which both God and the Devil must be
-propitiated:

Each has his own powers. . . . Can’t you see, then, that each is capable
of improving or ruining your fortunes on this Earth? Just as you find
candidates vying with each other as they tout for votes during elections,
so we business men play off God and the Devil against each other. We
don’t like to anger either of them. We pray to them both. (48)

Mwaura is in no doubt that the power of money is evil, but this does
not affect his desire to pursue it. He consciously does evil, and Ngugi
suggests that the difference between him and the neo-imperialist
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speakers at the feast is merely one of degree. As Mwaura puts it, with
no sense of contradiction:

This money that has been brought here by Europeans is wholly evil.
When you think that it was money that caused the Son of Mary to be
crucified on the Cross, even though he was the first-born of the God of
the Jews, what else can you say? As for me, I would sell my own mother
if I thought she would fetch a good price! (32)

Mwaura is interested above all in the possibility of selling human
souls. The characters discuss heart transplants, and Ngugi’s
footnote instructs the reader that “It must be remembered that in
Gikuyu the word ‘heart’ means many things: soul, spirit, con-
science, mind, inner man, essence and so on” (49). According to
Mwaura, then, a heart transplant amounts to the commodification
of the soul:

A rich man may indulge in all sorts of wickedness, but when he is about
to die, he goes to a hospital and buys the heart of a poor but upright
person. So the rich man goes to heaven because of the righteousness of
the poor, and the poor man goes to Hell because of the wickedness of
the rich or because he is now without a soul! Ha! Ha! Ha! . . . I would
like to start a heart business, a market for human hearts, a shop for
human hearts, a supermarket for human heart, Permanent Sale. . . .
Where is the market in which I can sell my heart to a fool for any sum
he cares to name? (50–51)

Mwaura takes a materialist view of the subject, equating the soul with
the physical organ of the heart. He is encouraged in this opinion by his
simplistic, Enlightenment approach to religion: “The heart is a passing
cloud that is transformed by the dreams of a man crushed by poverty
into a golden ladder that reaches to God’s Heaven or a ladder of redhot
coals constructed to guide His enemies’ descent into Hell” (51).
Mwaura has collapsed the subject into the object, by means of a literal
conception of Heaven and Hell (we saw in chapter three how Milton
ascribed this literalist perspective to Satan). His interlocutor, the radical
activist Muturi, tries to demonstrate the nature of autonomous subjec-
tivity. He admits that the heart is a physical organ, but claims that this
is not the only “heart” we possess: “What [man] himself builds is his
other heart. That other heart is the humanity we fashion with our
hands. . . . That other heart is the product of our work and our actions,
which are guided by our mind . . .”(51–52). He espouses the Marxian
opinion that the human essence consists in productive activity. The
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cultural world is constructed by “the clan of producers” but

the forces that seek to suppress our humanity, turning us into beasts in
order that we should create our own Hell, thus taking on the nature of
Satan—these are the forces of the clan of parasites. Each of these two
forces builds a heart that reflects the nature of its clan. Therefore there
are two hearts: the heart built by the clan of parasites, the evil heart; and
the heart built by the clan of producers, the good heart. (53–54)

Ngugi suggests that neo-imperialism, being a form of domination that
is (usually) exercised by the manipulation of symbols rather than by
physical force, must be understood in metaphysical terms. Thus the
old anticolonialist chant “I shall knock-a-knock the whites . . . Kenya
does not belong to imperialists” is altered to “I shall knock-a-knock
the Devil . . . I do not belong to demons” (46–47). The Thieves and
Robbers do not need to fight for power, they plot to hold elections
instead: “no eater should threaten the life of another. Money is power,
so he should let his money and my money fight it out in the field” (115).
A delegate from the International Thieves and Robbers tells his African
disciples “to drink the blood of your people and to eat their flesh” (89),
and the natives believe that the foreigners have red skins “because they
drink the blood of their children and ours” (90). Capitalists are “man-
eaters” (93), spring from “the clan of man-eaters” (117) and attempt to
construct a “man-eat-man society” (102). Faced with the empirical
power of sorcerers and cannibals, the ontological status of Satan
becomes problematic. As Gatuiria observes, finally, “it doesn’t really
matter if the Devil actually exists or if he’s merely a certain image of
the world” (132).

Ngugi also examines the psychological effects of neocolonialism,
following the logic of Franz Fanon’s famous work, Black Skins, White
Masks. The Thieves and Robbers introduce themselves by listing the
commodities they own, and the Master of Ceremonies declares that “it
is not easy to recognize a man without his car. A car is a man’s identity”
(162–163). But the impact of the market is also felt in the minds of the
dispossessed, and Ngugi describes Wariinga’s efforts to whiten her skin
with Ambi soap: “She yearned to change herself, in covetous pursuit of
the beauty of other selves” (11). This destruction of stable identity is a
major theme of postcolonial literature and, despite its author’s committed
secularism, Salman Rushdie’s The Satanic Verses also links the death of
the self to the resurgence of magical consciousness.

Rushdie packs his novel with self-conscious allusions to the Faust
myth. One character remarks that “A book is the product of a pact with
the devil that inverts the Faustian contract . . . . Dr. Faustus sacrificed
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eternity in return for two dozen years of power; the writer agrees to the
ruination of his life and gains (but only if he’s lucky) maybe not eternity,
but posterity, at least. Either way . . . it’s the Devil who wins.”37 At a
pivotal point in the plot, we are shown a cinema poster advertising
Mephisto: “the actor . . . was dressed up as Mephistopheles, face white,
body cloaked in black, arms upraised. Lines from Faust stood above
his head: Who art though, then? Part of that Power, not understood,
Which always wills the Bad, and always works the Good” (431). The
novel features two central characters, Gabreel Farishta and Saladin
Chamcha. Both are actors from India who temporarily emigrate to
the United Kingdom, and Rushdie examines the different ways in
which this move affects their personalities. Saladin, whose bowler hat
remains miraculously fixed to his head even as he falls from an aero-
plane, is an Anglophile who does his best to renounce his Indian iden-
tity and assimilate. As his English wife describes it, this process involves
his mistaking of the image of England for the reality: “Cricket,
the Houses of Parliament, the Queen. The place never stopped being
a picture postcard to him. You couldn’t get him to look at what was
really real” (181). Saladin’s father is outraged by what he regards as
his son’s betrayal of his true identity, and he attributes this apostasy
to the Muslim devil, writing Saladin ferocious letters, “and in every
letter he returned to the theme of demonic possession” (48). He
informs his son that “A man untrue to himself becomes a two-legged
lie, and such beasts are Shaitan’s best work” (48). Saladin is
spectacularly rewarded for his attitude by being physically trans-
formed into the image of Satan, complete with horns, tail, and cloven
hooves.

Rushdie clearly means to evoke the West’s construction of the
Other as threatening and bizarre. But in London’s immigrant commu-
nities, the figure of Saladin-as-Satan is ironically valorized, and his
image becomes hip and trendy, to the extent that “[t]he kids in the
Street started wearing rubber devil-horns on their heads . . .”(295)
and “[p]olice community relations officers pointed to the ‘growing
devil-cults among young blacks and Asians’ as a ‘deplorable ten-
dency’ . . .” (296). We have earlier learned of allegations concerning
“the spread of witchcraft among the officers at the local police sta-
tion” (288), now the police mount an offensive against this counter-
cultural “Satanist revival” under the slogan “Who are the witches
now?” (296). Rushdie thus evokes an atmosphere of hyper-reality, in
which people construct and interpret Satan according to their own
prejudices and affiliations. His point is that such constructions have
objectively real, empirically observable effects, so that representations
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become reality in fact:

What was happening, although nobody admitted it or even, at first,
understood, was that everyone, black brown white, had started think-
ing of the dream-figure as real, as a being who had crossed the frontier,
evading the normal controls, and was now roaming loose across the
city. . . . Saladin Chamcha was getting to be true. (297)

Gibreel Farishta, meanwhile, prospers in his adopted country, and he
turns into the physical image of an angel, a halo shining around his
head. In an extended allusion to Paradise Lost, this provokes Saladin to
murderous jealousy, and he sets about seducing his former friend into
madness and destruction. The angelic image attained by Gibreel is
presented as both an artificial construction and an objective reality, and
Rushdie suggests that the convergence between these two ways of
understanding his nature is symptomatic of broader social develop-
ments. In India, Gibreel had starred in the Bollywood genre known as
“theologicals,” portraying the angel Gibreel in such movies as Gibreel
in Jahilia, Gibreel Meets the Imam, and Gibreel with the Butterfly Girl.
These titles also refer to episodes in The Satanic Verses itself, so that the
borders between fiction and reality are further obscured. Rushdie
informs us that “for many of his fans, the boundary separating the
performer from his roles had longago ceased to exist” (17), and
he alludes to the development, in both India and the West, by which
“[a]ctors were getting mixed up in politics” (74). The novel reflects a
decidedly post-secular environment; in India, we are told, “sectarian
tension, was omnipresent: as if the gods were going to war” (533).
Unlike Saladin, however, Gibreel does not seek to slough off his native
identity, and the narrator reflects that he therefore retains a stable,
coherent core of subjectivity that distinguishes him from Saladin in
moral terms:

Should we even say that these are two fundamentally different types of
self? Might we not agree that Gibreel . . . has wished to remain, to a
large degree, continuous, that is, joined to and arising from his
past . . . so that his is still a self which, for our present purposes, we may
describe as “true”. . . whereas Saladin Chamcha is a creature of selected
discontinuities, a willing re-invention; his preferred revolt against his-
tory being what makes him, in our chosen idiom, “false”? And might
we then not go on to say that it is this falsity of self that makes possible
in Chamcha a worse and deeper falsity—call this “evil”—and that this
is the truth, the door, that was opened in him by his fall?—While
Gibreel, to follow the logic of our established terminology, is to be
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considered “good” by virtue of wishing to remain, for all his
vicissitudes, at bottom at untranslated man. (440–441)

For a moment it seems that Rushdie views the discontinuous, plural
self of postmodernity as a Satanic aberration. This impression is
immediately undermined, however. The above passage continues:
“But, and again but: this sounds, does it not, dangerously like an
intentionalist fallacy?—Such distinctions, resting as they must on an
idea of the self as being (ideally) homogeneous, non-hybrid, ‘pure,’—
an utterly fantastic notion!—cannot, must not suffice. No!” (441).
As M. Keith Booker has pointed out, Rushdie’s notion of the plural self
leads him to consistently oppose dualism and such binary oppositions
as good and evil. Regarding Saladin and Gibreel, Booker correctly
observes that “it is ultimately impossible to decide who is the ‘good
guy’ and who is the ‘bad guy.’ Such oppositions simply do not apply in
Rushdie’s world.”38 In his ultimate approbation of hybrid subjectivity,
according to Booker, “Rushdie’s thought seems to resemble that of
Nietzsche” (991).

Ayatollah Khomeini was thus right to see The Satanic Verses as an
attack on monotheism. The unitary human subject is predicated on,
and in this sense created by, an ultimate, transcendent, unitary logos.
The disintegration of that subject thus obscures, or demonstrates the
obsolescence of, the logos. Rushdie dramatizes this development by
making Gibreel dream that he is the angel Gibreel who dictated the
Koran to Mohammed. In a particularly provocative maneuver, Rushdie
indicates that Gibreel is also responsible for the so-called ‘satanic
verses,’ in which the angel told the Prophet to permit the invocation of
the pagan goddesses Lat, Uzza, and Manat. Mohammed soon repudi-
ated these verses, claiming that they had been inspired, not by the
angel Gibreel, but by Shaitan. The Prophet’s followers interpret this
episode as a revelation of Shaitan’s power: “we said, Mahound has
betrayed us, but you were bringing us a deeper truth. You brought us
the Devil himself, so that we could witness the workings of the Evil
One, and his overthrow by the Right” (128). But Gibreel insists that
the “good” and “evil” verses sprang from the same source: “it was me
both times, baba, me first and second also me” (126).

Rushdie presents polytheism as benign toleration, and monotheism
as patriarchal intolerance. At one point the narrator reflects that “This
notion of separation of functions, light versus dark, evil versus good,
may be straightforward enough in Islam . . . but go back a bit and
you’ll see that it’s a pretty recent fabrication.” Mohammed, to whom
Rushdie refers by the derogatory Christian appellation Mahound,

Faust Today 221

mailto:right@palgrave.com


recites the angel’s words to his scribe, Salman. Questioning his
master’s infallibility, however, Salman begins to alter the text and,
when he reads it back to Mahound, he discovers that the Prophet does
not notice the difference. The divine authority of Mahound’s text is
decisively subverted, and we are made to sympathize with the poly-
theist Abu Simbel when he wonders: “Why do I fear Mahound? For
that: one one one, his terrifying singularity. Whereas I am always
divided, always two or three or fifteen” (104).

Ngugi and Rushdie thus both point to the postmodern degeneration
of the autonomous subject. For Ngugi, however, this is an unmitigated
disaster, explicitly the result of neo-imperialism and, just as explicitly,
the work of Satan. For Rushdie, in contrast, the dispersed and plural
subject of postmodernity, distressing though its effects may sometimes
be, is finally an opportunity for toleration, and certainly preferable to
the unified subject posited by monotheism. The character who asks
Gibreel “When a man is unsure of his essence, how may he know if he
be good or bad?” (198) is a religious fanatic. The difference arises out of
the two novelists’ contrasting conceptions of the role played by
economic factors in constructing, or rather deconstructing, subjectivity.
Rushdie’s novel is mainly concerned with the cultural effects of
postcolonialism, and his characters are left to struggle with their identi-
ties without the exigencies of having to earn a living—the fact that they
are actors is merely a thematic motif. Ngugi is far more interested in
the economic practice of “theft and robbery,” and his verdict on the
subjective dislocations of postmodernity is consequently much more
damning.

If these secular terms are rendered in the theological idiom,
we might say that Rushdie is a polytheist while Ngugi is a monotheist.
The bitter struggle between polytheism and monotheism is three
millennia old and, until quite recently, it was regarded by many as an
obsolete issue. But the postmodern condition has thrust this battle back
into the spotlight, and we are now once again faced with the choice
between these alternative views of the world, and of the individual sub-
ject’s place within it. In this book, I have argued that the Faust myth
may offer us a means to evaluate that choice. I think I have established
the myth’s pertinence to our situation, but I hope I am wrong. The
Faust story has moved through many variations as it adapts to dis-
parate historical and cultural circumstances, but in one factor it is
absolutely consistent. It never has a happy ending.
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