Shannon Roberts

January 9, 1996

Mr. Bill Davis

The Faust Theme in Literature

The Conflict of Knowledge in Faust’s Duality


Faust’s lamentation in Goethe’s Faust, “Two souls, alas, are dwelling in my breast.../Unto the world in grossly loving zest,/With clinging tendrils one adheres;/The other forcibly in quest/Of rarefied ancestral spheres” (1112,1113-16), the cry of the human condition, is an essential key in understanding the nature of his desire and his strivings.  One side of Faust conceptualizes and desires the spiritual and infinity, while the other holds onto its physical earthly experience.  In his pursuit for knowledge, the two sides only conflict, unless he can combine the limited nature of his mortal mind with his desire to acquire godly omniscience.


Faust’s dissatisfaction with human knowledge and understanding is what first provokes his quest for omniscience.  In the first few lines, he claims that he knows nothing.  He devalues what he has gained from his intent studies by calling himself a wretched fool and asserting that “for all our science and art/We can know nothing.” (364-5)  This decision comes from his understanding that every word he has learned has only references to the physical world of his experience.  Likewise the abstract concepts he learned from his reference to the original words, and thus limited his context in language to symbolic signification and subjective interpretation.  Language was of the material world, and being separate from it, could not denote that of the spiritual world.  Faust could not experience concepts, but only understand them from his relative mental or physical position.  The limited knowledge of mortals is therefore, merely a signification of approximation which regards the facets of what actually exists.  


It is as if Faust is a two dimensional being who does not realize the impossibility of reaching the third dimension. When he refers to the distant realm of the spiritual, he interprets its communication as being similar to his own, and speaks of the “spirits’ words, the spirits’ speech” (425), thus insinuating that they belong to the finite world of language.  When the spirit visits him, Faust says that he feels close to it.  It replies, “Peer of the spirit that you comprehend/Not mine!” (512-13)  This indicates that he because he cannot venture to the spiritual realm, he creates an internal version of the actual spirit he encounters.  His comparatively flat existence can only extend into the next dimension through the framework of his imagination.  This is the calling of his spiritual desire for knowledge, which envisions (however far from actuality) the unattainable realm, and torments his physical nature: “The spirit’s wings will not change our shape:/Our body grows no wings and cannot fly./Yet it is innate in our race/That our feelings surge in us and long.”  (1090-3) 


Infinity is another immense concept which Faust can never ask enough questions to understand.  Goethe subtly displays this distance of understanding at the beginning of the story, when Faust looks in a book at symbols of the earth spirit and the macrocosm.  There is an vast difference between his comprehension of symbolic concepts, and the actual incarnation of what is represented.  Because Faust is mortal, he cannot stretch past the limit of his minuscule self to regard the entirety of everything.  From his point of reference, he cannot experience the infinite which he conceptualizes.  This limitation of conceptualization is emphasized when he realizes his place as an “image of the godhead” (614).  Calling himself this asserts how distant he is from the eternal, much like a word that can never come close to being what it signifies.  


To go beyond his previous futile search for truth, Faust decides to turn his hopes to magic:

....I have yielded to magic to see

Whether the spirit’s mouth and might

Would bring some mysteries to light,

That I need not with work and woe

Go on to say what I don’t know; 

That I might see what secret force

Hides in the world and rules its course.

Envisage the creative blazes

Instead of rummaging in phrases.  (377-85)  

Here, he longs to go beyond mere conceptualization to experience and visualize the creative forces inherent in nature.  He finds that nature’s secret workings are veiled, mysterious, and elusive to mortals’ perception and understanding.  However, he continues to strive to obtain nature’s secrets, and believes that if he comprehends the forces of the earth, he will gain power, and satisfy his never-ending thirst for knowledge.  However, even if he does understand the secrets, he cannot take part in their essence.  The obscuring language lets him view only a dim facet of the spiritual realm.  Although he recognized earlier that claiming knowledge with indefinite words, was a façade, he has yet to realize that he is entrapped within the context of language.  


Faust’s dissatisfaction with his knowledge compels him to try to find the words for emotions.  Understanding his relation to the world through language becomes very important.  He madly searches for a word to describe his heavenly urges: “For this urge.../I seek a name, find none, and, reeling all through the world with all my senses gasping,/At all the noblest words I’m grasping/And call this blaze in which I flame/Infinite, eternal eternally--/Is that a game or devilish jugglery?” (3060-6)


Mephistopheles, the Lord of Lies, tries to encourage this “jugglery,” claiming that better understanding occurs through dissection and word rummaging.  He tells a student that he will “improve with studying:/You will reduce things by and by/And also learn to classify.” (1943-5)  Yet creativity, even if defined, analyzed, and ordered into categories by words, is only understood through experience.  Mephistopheles makes words appear to be sacred, and hides their limitations when he tells the student, “Yes, stick to words at any rate;/There never was a surer gate/Into the temple, Certainty.” (1990-3)  


Faust’s mistake in trying to attain some substantial knowledge, or “Certainty,” is assuming that Mephistopheles, the great King of Deception, can provide him with this while he is still human and in the limited context of language.  When Faust tries to understand broader concepts which he cannot experience, they can only be abstracted or nullified (Mephistopheles’s uncanny fortés).  Mephistopheles is always trying to convince that one can have a lucid understanding through the context of language.  By doing this, he encourages a mortal pride that asserts the value of “Certainty,” and finds a false contentment in knowing nothing.  


Faust appropriately calls Mephistopheles a “sophist and a liar” (3050), and realizes his lies and the futility of defining everything in words.  In response to Gretchen’s question about God, he asserts that the feeling of the eternal remains the same, no matter what name it is given:

...when your rapture in this feeling is complete,

Call it then as you will, 

Call it bliss! heart! love! God!

I do not have a name 

For this.  Feeling is all;

Names are but sound and smoke

Befogging heaven’s blazes.  (3452-8)

The blazes of the supreme beauty of Heaven are obscured by the sounds of words.  This distinction clarifies the line between knowledge through language and the eternal omniscience.  Faust also uses the metaphor of light to claim that the physical world and its limitations confine the Absolute: “Cursed be this moldy walled-in hole/Where heaven’s lovely light must pass,/And lose its luster, through stained glass.” (399-401)  


Past the tainting physical world, which obscures the divining light, and past the confining language and knowledge, Faust can reconcile his desire for omniscience and the limitation of his nature.  In the Second Part of the Tragedy, in lines 4715-27, Faust sees the beauty of heaven’s light refracted in a waterfall.  Heaven’s unreachable sun, the eternal world of the spiritual, he has desired unceasingly.  But here, he says, “Let then the sun stay in my back, unseen!” (4715), and turns his back to what he cannot reach from his mortal context.  By focusing on this world, he faces the water, that tumultuous combination of human actions, strivings, sufferings and joys.  There, he sees the heavenly light refracted in the water as an iridescent rainbow.  This “motley bow” (4722) represents the art of creation, which “mirrors human love and strife.” (4725)  Faust turns his back to the side of his soul that yearns for the unattainable sun and longs for the eternal spiritual.  When he does this, he can finally see the earthly beauty changing and interpreting the heavenly light into its own context and knowledge, and declares with great joy, “In many-hued reflection we have life.”(4727)
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