Though Johann Faust is a fictional character, he is one inspired by historical figures. From Theophilus of Adana, the Cilician archdeacon who made a pact with the devil to become a bishop, to Johann Fust, whose work as a printer and Faustian surname got him accused of witchcraft, there were many whose stories echo that of The Tragical History of Doctor Faustus. But none inspired the story so much as Dr. Johann Georg Faust.
Born in the late 15th Century, Dr. Johann Georg Faust was an alchemist and magician. He received a degree in divinity from the University of Heidelberg before traveling to Poland, where he met Philipp Melanchthon, a friend of Martin Luther, whose 95 Theses inspired the Protestant Reformation. Melanchthon claimed that this historical Faust studied magic there, and this rumor followed Dr. Faust through his life, spreading perhaps even more quickly after his encounter with a Franciscan monk, Dr. Klinge, during which he is said to have admitted to making a pact with the Devil.
This Faust was expelled from city after city as his notoriety grew. From stories of conjuring Homer’s heroes while teaching a class on Homer, to stories of conjuring wine from a table, to the story of his horrific death in the mid 16th Century, Dr. Johann Georg Faust became a legend in his own time. Perhaps one of his greatest feats was his death, which supposedly came at the hands of the Devil himself, but was likely the result of an explosion. Both of Faust’s death scenes within The Tragical History are reminiscent of Dr. Johann Georg Faust’s death – torn to pieces which are then left scattered on the ground. After his death, a chapbook – a sort of pamphlet – was published, relating stories of his life. It is possible that this book inspired Christopher Marlowe, and the legend has only grown from there.
