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Faust—The Tragedy, Part One

Goethe’s Faust consists of three parts: “The Prologue’, “The
Tragedy, Part One’ and ‘The Tragedy, Part Two’. Below are brief
synopses of those sections directly related to the illustrations,
namely the ‘Prologue in Heaven’ from the ‘The Prologue’, and
the two tragedies dealt with in ‘Part One’.

Prologue in Heaven
In Heaven, God and the devil, Mephistopheles, strike a bargain

over the disposition of the soul of an elderly scholar named
Faust. Mephistopheles secks to draw the earthly human being
into the underworld, taking possession of his spirit, while God
insists that a good person ultimately will not deviate from the
right path, even if inclined by nature to do so. The devil, with
God’s permission, sets about leading Faust astray.

Scholar’s Tragedy

Down on earth, Faust is deeply depressed. In order to probe
and comprehend everything in the world, he has mastered all
the sciences and even explored magic to penetrate the mysteries
of the universe. But he realises that he lacks the ability to reach
his goal. Having determined to commit suicide, he is stopped
by the pealing of Easter bells, which remind him of his happy
childhood.

The following day, while walking with his assistant Wagner
through the bustling town in the midst of Easter Sunday
celebrations, Faust reveals his inner frustration. As if waiting for
the opportunity, Mephistopheles appears disguised as a curly-
haired dog; after trailing Faust back to his study, the devil takes

human form. Faust eventually seals a contract with the devil,
promising to exchange his soul for a moment that is so charged
with complete pleasure he cannot be without it. If Faust should
ever stop and say, ‘Beautiful moment, do not pass away!’, his soul
will belong to Mephistopheles.

Gretchen’s Tragedy
Mephistopheles takes Faust to a witch’s kitchen, where the ageing

scholar drinks a potion that turns him into a young man. Seeking
to excite lascivious thoughts in Faust, Mephistopheles leads him
out onto the streets, where Faust accosts Gretchen (short for
Marguerite), a maiden of the city, and falls under the spell of her
pure and lovely charm. With the help of Gretchen’s neighbour,
the worldly Marthe, whom Mephistopheles manipulates, Faust
succeeds in seducing the innocent girl, makes her pregnant,
and eventually causes the deaths of her mother and brother.
Much later, accompanied by Mephistopheles, Faust attends the
witches’ festival of Walpurgis Night on Brocken in the Harz
mountains. Amid the revelry, he sees a vision of Gretchen
chained and seemingly lifeless. In fact, she is in prison under
arrest for infanticide, facing execution. Faust rushes there on
horseback with Mephistopheles and pleads with her to escape
with him. Gretchen, however, chooses to submit herself to God’s
judgement. At that moment, a heavenly voice announces that ‘she
is redeemed’.
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Actl
The ghost of the recently deceased King Hamlet appears on the

ramparts of Elsinore Castle in Denmark. Claudius, the younger
brother of the late king, has already ascended the throne and
married the widowed Queen Gertrude. Prince Hamlet still
dresses in mourning because he is appalled by what he sees as
his mother’s betrayal of his father. The prince, while standing
sentry later with his best friend Horatio and others, sees the ghost
of Old Hamlet, who tells him he was poisoned by Claudius.
The prince vows revenge. In an earlier scene, Polonius, the Lord
Chamberlain, has sent his son Laertes to France and told his
daughter Ophelia to stay away from the prince.

Act I

Hamlet feigns madness in order to investigate the truth behind
his father’s death. Polonius takes it for granted that the prince’s
erratic behaviour is due to an infatuation with Ophelia. The
prince plays on Polonius and his cronies Rosencrantz and
Guildenstern by speaking in what seems to them a crazy manner.
With the arrival of a troupe of travelling actors, the prince has the
idea of staging a performance to catch out King Claudius.

Act Il
Ophelia is astonished and saddened when Hamlet rails at her
and tells her to ‘get thee to a nunnery’ The king, eavesdropping

on the scene, suspects the prince is pretending to be insane and
acting out of an ulterior motive. Hamlet has the actors perform a
play in which he has inserted a sequence that evokes his father’s
assassination; Claudius rises in anger and leaves. He later prays to
God in private and repents of the murder. The prince sneaks up
from behind but stops short of killing Claudius, reasoning that
if he slays him in the act of praying, his soul will fly to Heaven
rather than Hell. Then, while visiting his mother’s room, Hamlet
mistakes Polonius, hiding behind a screen, for the king, and stabs
him to death. Hamlet furiously condemns his mother for her
new marriage. The ghost of Old Hamlet appears to the prince,
although his mother cannot see it.

Act IV

Hearing from Gertrude about the murder of Polonius, Claudius
fears for his own life and sends Hamlet to England, escorted by
Rosencrantz and Guildenstern, bearing sealed letters asking the
English king to have the prince executed. On his way to England,
the prince passes by the army of the Norwegian prince Fortinbras
and is impressed by his spirit. Ophelia is distraught over the
murder of her father by her sweetheart. Her descent into madness
grieves Laertes, who has returned from France following their
father’s death. Just as Laertes resolves to take revenge on Hamlet,
spurred on by Claudius, Gertrude appears to tell of Ophelia’s
drowning.
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ActV

Before reaching England, Hamlet uncovers Claudius’s scheme,

returns to Denmark, and sends his two travelling companions
to their deaths in his place. There follows the famous scene in
the graveyard, where Hamlet contemplates the skull of Yorick,
his dead father’s jester. A small funeral party appears: Ophelia is
to be buried without full rites because she is considered to have
committed suicide. Laertes protests, Hamlet reveals himself, and
they start grappling. A duel with swords is arranged back at the
castle. During the fight, their weapons fall to the ground and, in
the confusion, both are mortally wounded by Laertes’s poison-
tipped sword. Meanwhile, Gertrude drinks poisoned wine meant
for Hamlet. Before Laertes dies, he exposes Claudius’s plot, and
Hamlet finally does stab and kill the king. After Hamlet also
succumbs, his friend Horatio is left to explain events to the newly
arrived Fortinbras, who has been nominated by the prince as
the next king of Denmark. Fortinbras orders a funeral for Prince
Hamlet with full military honours.
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Actl

Othello, ‘the Moor of Venice’ in command of its armies, secretly

exchanges vows of love with Desdemona, the cherished daughter
of Senator Brabantio. Othello’s ensign, Iago, incensed by the
promotion ahead of him of the much younger Cassio, incites
Roderigo, who has long been infatuated with Desdemona, to
tell Brabantio about her elopement with the general. Receiving
word of an impending attack by the Turkish fleet on the island
of Cyprus, Othello attends the senate chamber, where Brabantio,
frantic from searching for the couple, accuses Othello of
kidnapping her. Desdemona now appears and gives a dignified
explanation of their love, while expressing a determination to
accompany her betrothed on the coming campaign.

Actll

A storm destroys the Turkish fleet, and the army and islanders
hold a banquet to celebrate both their good fortune and the
wedding of the victorious Othello. Iago gets Cassio drunk while
on duty and incites a brawl involving Roderigo. The riot disturbs
Othello on his wedding night; he comes out and dismisses the
hapless Cassio from his position as lieutenant. lago persuades
Cassio to ask Desdemona to intervene with her husband to have
him restored to his post.
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Act Il

Tago’s wife Emilia, who is also Desdemona’s handmaid, leads

Cassio to her mistress, blissfully unaware of her husband’s
connivance. Othello appears, accompanied by Iago. The ensign
cunningly sows doubt in the general’s mind about his erstwhile
lieutenant, until he becomes consumed with jealousy. Deceived
by Iago, Othello presses Desdemona on the whereabouts of a
strawberry-patterned handkerchief that was his first gift to her.
Iago has already obtained it through Emilia and planted it in
Cassio’s room. On finding it there, and liking the design, Cassio
has asked Bianca to make a copy.

Act IV

lago has Cassio talk about Bianca, while tricking Othello
into believing they are talking about Desdemona. An angry
Bianca appears with the handkerchief, now convinced that
Cassio received it from another mistress. The sight of it seems
to confirm Othello’s suspicion that Desdemona has been
unfaithful, and he bursts into a rage. In the presence of Lodovico,
Desdemona’s cousin, who has come from Venice with orders
for him, Othello strikes his wife and berates Emilia. Roderigo,
frustrated that he has obtained nothing useful from lago’s
plotting, allows himself to be talked into killing Cassio. Stunned
by the sudden change in her husband, a despondent Desdemona
prepares for bed: as Emilia combs her mistress’s hair, she sings
the plaintive ‘Willow Song!

ActV
In the street at night, Roderigo attacks Cassio but is instead

wounded himself. Iago now stabs Cassio from behind; again, he
is not fatally wounded. Their cries attract Lodovico and other
passers-by, and Iago, taking advantage of the commotion, kills
Roderigo to silence him. Othello, also hearing Cassio cry out,
believes Iago has succeeded in restoring the general’s honour.
He goes to Desdemona and smothers her in her bed, completing
the retribution. Soon after, discovering from Emilia the truth
of Tago’s deception, he stabs himself, topples onto the bed and
expires beside his wife. In the midst of telling her tale, Emilia has
been fatally stabbed by lago. The murderous villain is captured
and held prior to his execution.



