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When I first began considering this proj-

ect, I wrote in a notebook the following (dated October 17, 

2017): 

“What we think of as ‘The Thesis’ seems to be an ob-
ject taken for granted. It is the culmination of research 
and work to produce a polished set of ideas, refined and 
absent of roughness. What seems absent from the final 
product is process: the development of ideas themselves. 
The contents of a thesis are packed to the brim with ci-
tations and references, the history of content is clearly 
stated and picked apart in the pursuit of argument, but 
the ideas themselves are treated as primordial objects 
with no source. They simply exist, the only history to 
delve into is the history of supportive evidence of the 
claim. While it may prove useful, this structure of thesis 
is an inadequate structure for a student of media, narra-
tology, mythology, symbols, and adaptation: those fields 
where the formulation, spread, and reshaping of ideas 
themselves are integral and inseparable from the nature 
of form. Where is the appreciation of those forms that 
are, themselves, reflective of process: the ergodic texts; 
the dialogues; the novels of ideas; the zibaldones, com-
monplace books, journals, biji, and Silva Rerum? What 
I wish to engage in is a form of Anti-Thesis, here used 
just as much in the sense of an anti-novel as a dialectical 
opposition.”1

1 This same fragment found its way into this work as Incantation 17 (Page 22) 
2 Berman, All That is Solid Melts Into Air, 43

In another fragment, some ways down the page, I wrote:

“In this I see the student as Faust: ‘part of a stagnant and 
closed society that is still encrusted in medieval and feu-
dal social forms: forms like the guild specialization that 
keeps him and his ideas locked away.2’” 

It is from these elements that this work has grown: a 

desire for fragmentation and dialogue connected to a ques-

tion of the Faustian: what is Faustian? What is Faustian am-

bition? What is a Faustian story? 

First, to back away even further, I suppose I should en-

gage with another question - why Faust? Why Faust indeed. 

My interest in Faust as a story began after seeing the 2016 

Royal Shakespeare Company’s performance of Christopher 

Marlowe’s  The Tragical History of the Life and Death of 

Doctor Faustus, a performance which took inspiration from 

(among other things) the ideas of Antonin Artaud’s “The-

ater of Cruelty” and the stylistic music and persona of Tom 

INTRODUCTION
“Let’s not be content with so little; let us try to open a path for ourselves, patiently, and without being 
afraid of the possibility of making no headway.” - Maurice Blanchot
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Waits - both artists whom I’ve admired and who have in-

spired me as well. Following this, I was inspired to create my 

own variation of the Faustian story, and directed a produc-

tion of the same show in Vassar’s own Susan  Stein Shiva the-

ater through Merely Players in the spring semester of 2017. 

This production was certainly not the same one put on by 

the Royal Shakespeare Company, yet, it not only took inspi-

ration from that same produciton, but took inspiration from 

many of the same sources that had inspired that production 

before mine. As Dr. Andy Kesson writes in the program to 

the 2016 RSC production: 

“In Marlowe’s time, there was little idea of the original, 
authorial text. As Faustus puts it to his own collabora-
tors, Valdes and Cornelius, ‘not your words only, but 
mine own fantasy’ produce the story of his play. Despite 
his readiness to sign away his soul, Fuastus spends much 
of the time assuming that he hasn’t damned himself ir-
revocably. This willingness to consider changing a deci-
sion that is apparently conclusive gives this play its pecu-
liar narrative energy. Like the books on stage during the 
play, and like the play’s own survival in books, Doctor 
Faustus’ sense of his own destiny is oddly fragmentary, 
elusive and negotiable. Any new production of Doctor 
Faustus, like the story itself, rests on its response to this 
alarmingly, excitingly open-ended play.”3  

3 Kesson, Andy. “Learning, Salvation, & Damnation” in Program: The Tragical History of the Life and Death of Doctor Faustus. Royal Shake-
speare Company 2016. 

This similarity and difference emerging from the same text 

intrigued me, and spurred on further research into the var-

ious iterations of the Faustian fabula. Looking at Faust be-

yond Marlowe - the Faust of Goethe, Thomas and Klaus 

Mann, Bulgakov, and others - I began to see this fragmentary 

element, this “willingness to consider changing a decision 

that is apparently conclusive” as a necessary component to 

any Faustian story, to the character of Faust across his vari-

ous incarnations. 

 To speak of Faust, one must necessarily speak of his 

counterpart - the demonic force that is Mephistopheles. 

Faust’s “alarmingly, excitingly open-ended play” only con-

tinues through his interaction, his ongoing dialogue, with 

Mephistopheles. Through the summer of 2017 I began a 

practice of writing out dialogues with an-Other figure, these 

writings formed a series of articles I independently published 

online under the playful title “Manifestophilis (Interviews 

With the Devil.” These bits and pieces formed, in many 

ways, the first draft of this work, well before I was aware I 

would begin writing it. Conversations such as this:
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“PH: But you think there’s a cathartic nature that 
can justify destruction?

TD: I think we need to acknowledge that life is a 
violent act, and some kinds of violence are static and 
some kinds of violence are kinetic.

PH: What do you mean by that? Static or kinetic?

TD: Living, real living, is like swimming in frozen 
water. You know you’re thrashing and pushing 
with your arms and kicking with your feet; but you 
also have that sinking fear that you’re already fro-
zen solid, and it only dissipates when you see how 
the water is churning and the bubbles are flying. It’s 
that numbness where the only guarantee you have 
that you haven’t stopped is the movement of things 
around you. It’s what cats do. Cats understand that 
they can’t affirm their own existence by moving their 
paws or licking their fur, they need to push things 
over. They see that if that cup can fall off the edge 
because they exist then they must exist. Otherwise 
what force can act upon the cup? A kinetic violence 
is the acknowledgment that, to some degree, we 
must force ourselves on the world if we wish to jus-
tify our own presence. This means that there will 
never be a state of absolute freedom that is also fair, 
we will always engage in a battle between what I need 
to exist and what you need to exist. A static violence 
is when we live in a way that is passively destructive. 
By having what you have, someone must not have. 
So to live in a stable fashion where you accumulate 
more and more you are exist in a static lifestyle that 
is violent by its act of deprivation, and you probably 
don’t realize that it is violent. In kinetic violence you 
can at least acknowledge what you’re doing, and can 

4 Higgins, Patrick. “Manifestophilis: Experience, Survival, Violence.” Pen & Screen, July 11, 2017. https://penandscreen.wordpress.
com/2017/07/11/manifestophilis-experience-survival-violence/

even curtail its effects while you act it out, and let 
it change things. Static violence is blind to its own 
existence”4

form the foundation of this text. Even when these early 

writings are not copied, or are even refuted, they are still 

written invisibly between the lines. 

Thus, I began my project with the intention of in-

vestigating the Faustian fabula accross various mediums, 

exploring the interaction of fabula, medium, and culture 

to explain the reiteration, and effect, of well-known tales. 

While these investigations are certainly still present in 

the work I have produced, my research (often with the 

advice and encouragement of my advisors) has intersect-

ed with other questions and investigations. J Hillis Mill-

er’s concern with the Ethics of Reading. Derrida’s ques-

tion of what - what exactly is this thing we call writing? 

Blanchot’s (literal) dialogue with the Other, and search 

for the space between dialectics. All of these writers and 

writings have found their way within this text. In engag-

ing with old stories, and with previous reactions to those 

stories, I find myself participating in an (to borrow from 
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Blanchot) infinite conversation: a dialogue where writing 

speaks to the absence of the past and future. It is with-

in this situation that I formatted this text to embrace its 

own fragmentation and incompleteness. Essay, dialogue, 

manifesto, notebook, collage - this Manifestopheles can 

be called all of these things. Though I would put forward 

the term Grimoire as the most appropriate term: a spell-

book. Just as I have been tempted into this project, this 

“summoning” of a new work, so too will this work go on 

to escape my control, to tempt and beguile new writers 

as a Mephistopheles in its own right. Certainly, this is a 

work that remains unfinished, one that I can see myself 

turning to again and again. I hope it continues to be read, 

to inspire, to be reformed and remade in the very man-

ner it was created as a recreation itself. To end on the 

word’s of Goethe’s Faust,

 

 “Dear me! how long is art!

   And short is our life!”

- Patrick Higgins 



MANIFESTOPHELES
An Investigation into the Faustian Nature of Adaptation

by 

P. H. Higgins
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DEFINITIONS

“Intelligence is granted to intelligent people so as to 
sort out entangled affairs.” 

-Mikhail Bulgakov, The Master and Margarita

“An adaptation most often signals a relationship with 
an informing source text either through its title or 
through more embedded references; an Anglophone cine-
matic version of Shakespeare’s Hamlet, although clearly 
reinterpreted by the collaborative efforts of director, 
scriptwriter, actors, and the generic demands of the 
movement from staged drama to film, remains ostensibly 
Hamlet. Building on the subcategory of adaptation … 
appropriation frequently effects a more decisive jour-
ney away from the informing text into a wholly new cul-
tural product and domain, often through the actions 
of interpolation and critique as much as through the 
movement from one genre to others.”1 

“A text is a finite, structured whole composed of signs. 
These can be linguistic units, such as words and sen-
tences, but they can also be different signs, such as 
cinematic shots and sequences, or painted dots, lines, 
and blots. The finite ensemble of signs does not mean 
that the text itself is finite, for its meanings, effects, 
functions, and backgrounds are not. It only means that 
there is a first and a last word to be identified, a first 
and a last image of a film, a frame of a painting – even 
if those boundaries, as we will see, are provisional and 
porous.

…

A story is the content of that text and produces a par-
ticular manifestation, inflection, and ‘colouring’ of a 
fabula. 

THE ELEMENTS OF A FAUSTIAN TALE

“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.’”

-  Faust, Goethe’s Faust: Part I of the Tragedy

In his Morphology of the Folktale, Russian linguist Vlad-

imir Propp identifies a sequence of functions that serve to 

classify the story that is the Fairy Tale.  These functions are 

composed of variables in the form of the dramatis personae 

and constants in the forms of the character’s actions:

“The names of the dramatis personae change (as well as the attributes of 
each), but neither their actions nor functions change. From this we can 
draw the inference that a tale often attributes identical actions to vari-
ous personages. This makes possible the study of the tale according to 
the functions of its dramatis personae… The observations cited may be 
briefly formulated in the following manner: 1. Functions of characters 
serve as stable, constant elements in a tale; independent of how and by 
whom they are fulfilled. They constitute the fundamental components 
of a tale. 2. The number of functions known to the fairy tale is limited.”14   

While Propp’s morphology is extensive, identifying thir-

ty-one functions of dramatis personae and an intricate logical 

system of writing out these functions, it should be remem-

______________
1  Julie Sanders, Adaptation and Appropriation 2nd Edition, 35
14  Propp, Morphology of the Folktale 2nd Edition, 20-21



3

Higgins

A fabula is a series of logically and chronologically re-
lated events that are caused or experienced by actors.  

…

An event is the transition from one state to another 
state. 

Actors are agents that perform actions. They are not 
necessarily human. 

To act is defined here as to cause or to experience an 
event.”2  

“With Faust, we mean someone who consciously, and usu-
ally irrevocably, betrays his (and later, her) sense of 
what is right in order to gain some desired advantage, 
and who thereby loses what is most precious and valu-
able about human life. The ‘Faustian bargain’ necessari-
ly involves two characters: the tempted, to be sure, but 
also the tempter. Mephistopheles is Faust’s equal and 
counterpart, and the struggle between them is the very 
stuff of drama.”3  

“There’s too much evil in me... so many thoughts are just 
parts I’ve played.”4 

bered that he was working specifically with Russian Fairy 

Tales in the oral and written tradition. These limitations have 

made such a morphological structure directly applicable to a 

very specific range of stories, though, as Alan Dundes notes: 

“If there is a pattern in a culture, it is by no means necessary that 
it be limited to only one aspect of that culture. Quite the contrary. 
Culture patterns normally manifest themselves in a variety of cul-
tural materials. Propp’s analysis should be useful in analyzing the 
structure of literary forms (such as novels and plays), comic strips, 
motion-picture and television plots and the like. In understand-
ing the interrelationship between folklore and literature, and be-
tween folklore and the mass media, the emphasis has hitherto been 
principally upon content. Propp’s Morphology suggests that there 
can be structural borrowings as well as content borrowings.”15   

Propp’s identification of Dramatis Personae and their Func-

tions as a means of analyzing tales is a useful tool that I 

will broadly apply to identify Faustian narratives. These 

characters and actions may then be applied to our own the-

ories of textual iteration as we move beyond the initial 

framework of Propp’s formalist composition. There are 

two central characters usually identified in Faustian Tales: 

 I) The Faustian Hero: A character that under-

goes a quest in order to obtain something that they 

do not have in their life, but ardently desire. This ob-

ject of their Base, Ego-Driven, Desire is usually in 

opposition to some Greater, Enlightened, Desire that 

the Faustian Hero shuns (i.e the Hero desires wealth, 

power, or beauty at the expense of love or holy salva-

____________
2 Bal, Narratology, 5
3 Hedges, Framing Faust, 1
4 Mephisto, directed by Istvan Szabo. Starz/Anchor Bay,  2001.
15 Dundes, Morphology of the Folktale, “Introduction to the 2nd Edition”, xiv-xv
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tion). The Faustian Hero may be considered a subset 

of Propp’s traditional Hero Archetype. Traditionally, 

the Faustian Hero is already in a position of power or 

prestige, they will possess significant knowledge or 

talent (they may be a professor, an artist, a magician, 

etc.) but will still feel an alienation through their posi-

tion that provokes them to seek power that can lift them 

above the mundanity of the everyday. If they are not 

in a position of power by the time of their Pact, then 

they likely were powerful some time before, but expe-

rienced a downfall. Ultimately, what defines a Faustian 

character is their ambition for power and/or prestige.

II) The Mephistopheles: A character who provides 

The Faustian Hero with either the object that they feel 

they lack, or enables them with powers to pursue the 

object of their Base Desires while leading them away 

from the Greater Desire that will truly fulfill the hero. 

The Mephistopheles is something of a combination of 

Propp’s Dispatcher, Magical Helper, and Donor. Be-

cause they function as a tempter, the Mephistopheles is 

often a trickster figure whose motivations are not explic-

it. The Mephistopheles will usually have some sort of 

appealing form that conceals a true, malevolent image. 

 

There are several other dramatis personae that may re-

volve around these two characters. The most im-

portant of these supplementary characters are: 

“I am the Spirit of Eternal Negation, 
And rightly so, since all that gains existence
Is only fit to be destroyed; that’s why
It would be best if nothing ever got created.
Accordingly, my essence is 
What you call sin, destruction,
Or-to speak plainly-Evil.”5  

“For in this respect we purvey in extremes: We furnish 
upliftings and illuminations, experiences of release and 
unshackling, of liberty, security, facility, such states 
of power and triumph that our man trusts not his sens-
es – incorporating, moreover, a colossal admiration of 
his own achievement, for which he could easily fore-
go that of any stranger and alien – the self-glorious 
shudder, yea the precious horror of himself, in which 
he seems to himself a mouthpiece well graced, a divine 
monster.”6  

“Solamen miseris socios habuisse doloris.”7 

________
5  Goethe, Faust Part I of the Tragedy, in Goethe: The Collected Works Vol. 2, pg.36 
6 Mann, Doctor Faustus: The Life of the German Composer Adrian Leverkuhn As Told by a Friend, Trans. John E Woods, pg. 246
7 Marlowe, The Tragical History of Doctor Faustus, in Christopher Marlowe: The Complete Plays, 280
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“O Faustus! lay that damned book aside,
And gaze not upon it lest it tempt thy soul,
And heap God’s heavy wrath upon thy head.
Read, read the Scriptures: that is blasphemy.”8 

“At this point, Faust commits his first self-consciously 
evil act. He summons Mephisto and his ‘mighty men’ and 
orders them to get the old people out of the way. He does 
not want to see it, or to know the details of how it is 
done.”9 

 

III) The Conscience:  A character that tries to 

persuade the Faustian Hero to eschew the influ-

ence of The Mephistopheles and pursue the Great-

er Desire. Sometimes the Conscience is actually 

the Basic Desire of the Faustian Hero – a romantic 

interest, or authority figure, for example. Some-

times the Faustian Hero is their own Conscience, 

engaging in their own doubts in an internal conflict. 

 

IV) The Scapegoat: An individual that Faus-

tus encounters who is depicted as evil, selfish, or 

cruel. Faustus will use his new powers to punish 

this individual, gaining popularity or prestige, and 

allowing him to justify his new powers to himself.

 

V) The Warning: A mirror to The Scapegoat. 

The Warning is an innocent that Faustus encoun-

ters who will attempt to confront Faustus about 

the infernal or evil source of their powers. Faus-

tus will punish The Warning. This character may 

be combined with The Conscience or may appear 

in the story multiple times in one or more forms.

Using these characters as our variables, we can then 

determine a set of constant actions to be performed:

 

I) The Faustian Hero is Isolated: The 

__________
8 Ibid, 268
9 Berman, All that is Solid Melts into Air
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Faustian Hero finds themselves alone and con-

siders the lack of the Basic Desire in their 

life. They resolve to pursue this Basic Desire. 

II) The Mephistopheles is Summoned: The Faus-

tian Hero either draws the attention of The Mephistoph-

eles through their isolation, or intentionally calls upon 

The Mephistopheles for their assistance. The Mephis-

topheles tells the Faustian Hero that they may provide 

them with the means to achieve their Basic Desire. 

III) A Pact is Made: The Faustian Hero enters into 

a contract with the Mephistopheles. The Mephistoph-

eles grants the Hero powers to fulfill or acquire their 

Base Desire, either through an object of power or by 

serving the Hero as a servant. The Pact is usually sig-

nified through some kind of physical object or symbol 

(such as a written contract, or a marking placed upon the 

Hero’s body) that will remind the Hero of the parame-

ters of the agreement, particularly once the time comes 

for the Hero to pay their due to the Mephistopheles. 

IV) Faust Uses His Powers: The Faus-

tian Hero will engage in a series of encoun-

ters or adventures where he will utilize the pow-

ers granted by Mephistopheles. He may either:

 a) Squander his power in the pur-

suit of trivial or temporary gain, fulfilling nei-

ther his Base Desire, nor his Greater Desire.

“Is there a rigorous and scientific concept of the con-
text? Does not the notion of context harbor, behind a 
certain confusion, very determined philosophical pre-
suppositions? To state it now in the most summary fash-
ion, I would like to demonstrate why a context is never 
absolutely determinable, or rather in what way its de-
termination is never certain or saturated. This struc-
tural nonsaturation would have as its double effect:

1. A marking of the theoretical insufficiency of 
the usual concept of (the linguistic or nonlinguistic) 
context such as it is accepted numerous fields of inves-
tigation, along with all the other concepts with which 
it is systematically associated;

2. A rendering necessary of a certain generaliza-
tion and a certain displacement of the concept of writ-
ing. 

The latter could no longer, henceforth, be included in 
the category of communication, at least if communica-
tion is understood in the restricted sense of the trans-
mission of meaning. Conversely, it is within the general 
field of writing thus defined that the effects of seman-
tic communication will be able to be determined as par-
ticular, secondary; inscribed, supplementary effects.”10  

_________
10 Derrida, “Signature, Event, Context” in The Derrida Reader, 84 
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“Iterability is nothing more, as a passage already cit-
ed indicates, than the possibility for every mark to be 
repeated and still to function as a meaningful mark in 
new contexts that are cut off entirely from the origi-
nal context, the ‘intention to communicate’ of the orig-
inal maker of the mark. That originator may be absent 
or dead, but the mark still functions, just as it goes on 
functioning after the death of its intended recipient. I 
must repeat again here the passage already cited, so the 
reader can be sure that Derrida says what he says. The 
passage can never be repeated too often.”11  

“What an absurd torture for the artist to know that an 
audience identifies him with a work that, within him-
self, he has moved beyond and that was merely a game 
played with something in which he does not believe.”12 

 b) Utilize his powers productive-

ly in pursuit of his Base Desire, while not ful-

filling or understanding his Greater Desire. 

V) Faust Realizes His Greater Desire: The Faus-

tian Hero must fulfill their end of the Pact, or else realizes 

the full cost of the Pact. They finally understand the differ-

ence between their Base and Greater Desires and either:

 a) Repents too late, or fails to re-

pent at all, and therefore loses the key 

to fulfilling their Greater Desire forever. 

 b) Repents in the final hours, escapes the 

Pact, and again acquires the key to their Greater Desires.

 

 Having identified these dramatis personae and their 

functions, we can utilize these elements to distinguish Faus-

tian fabula from other fabula. These elements may be used as 

the identifying marks that can permeate across multiple texts 

to relate them as adaptations of the same fabula. However, I 

would not go so far as Propp does and say that a Faustian Tale 

cannot belong to another story simultaneously, or that a Faus-

tian tale must utilize all these functions, or use them in this 

specific order. This is why these elements may be considered 

as part of the Sigil, rather than as part of an equation. They 

are themselves artistic markers within the text, archetypes and 

signs that move and shift and bleed into one another. The pur-

pose of such identification is not to reduce stories into a list 

of elements, nor is it to provide a “Universal” Faustian Cy-

________
11 Miller J H, ”What is Iterability” from The J Hillis Miller Reader, 271
12 Mann, Doctor Faustus, 190
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cle like some subsect of the Hero’s Journey. These elements 

are not meant to act as constraints or definitions, but as iden-

tifying clues - silhouettes that a reader may find filled by the 

text. While a translator seeks to find connections between lan-

guage, the subtleties of flow and meaning within words, the 

adaptor looks at the patterns of the narrative. They need not 

work to ensure that one sentence is a linguistic extension of 

another, but that the new work connects in its action (either 

by emulation or subversion) to the text it seeks to allude to.

 What Proppian analysis fails to see is that no 

one division of narrative structure is itself wholistic: 

“The critic, in a further frustration, may experience the impossibility 
of detaching a part of narrative form from the whole knot of prob-
lems and so understanding that. He cannot separate one piece and 
explore it in isolation. The part/whole, inside/outside division breaks 
down. The part turns out to be indistinguishable from the whole. 
The outside is already inside. Character in the novel, for example, 
may not be defined without talking about interpersonal relations, 
about time, about figures of speech, about mimesis, and so on.”16   

The Russian formalist approach, in seeking to break down 

narrative into universal parts, itself becomes a part of the 

narrative structure. The search for fabula and syuzhet is a 

narrative that plays itself out inside any text with which this 

analysis is applied. The formalist approach is not an isolat-

ed, pure, dissection of a text, but a path that intersects again 

and again with any number of approaches – in fact, any ap-

proach must intersect with any and all other approaches.

“Criticism of a given novel or body of novels should therefore be the 
following of one or another track until it reaches, in the text, on or 
another of these double blinds, rather than the attempt to find a presup-
posed unity. Such a unity always turns out to be spurious, imposed rath-

AN INTERVIEW WITH MEPHISTOPHELES

“Well, but with sorcery, as everyone knows, once it starts, 
there’s no stopping it.”

-Mikhail Bulgakov, The Master and Margarita

Patrick Higgins: You’re very well read. 

Mephistopheles: Well, when so much of the literary can-
on is about you it can be very useful to keep your finger 
on the pulse. Find out when you need to shake things up. 
Keep the heart beating.

P: Would you say you’re the most prominent character in 
the history of literature?

M: Probably not directly, no. But if you include me as 
an indirect figure, as a force, then maybe I could make 
the case. 

P: You mean if we account for thematic and aesthetic 
elements, we can still find you as a character in works 
where you don’t appear directly? 

M: Something like that. Even structurally, any story of 
betrayal in a way can be traced back to me. At least in 
the West, but also in a lot of other places. Ancient Egyp-
tian mythology, the Prometheus myth, all those stories 
are a web. And I crawl through that web to find my way 
into new stories. 

P: Now you’re sounding like Anansi. 

M: [Laughs] You caught that did you? Yeah, I kind of 
stole that bit. 

P: So you’re not Anansi? You’re not the same person?

M: No, we simply have some overlap in our interests. 

P: Do you work together regularly?

M: I wouldn’t say so. We just encounter each other some-
times when we attend events that appeal to the both of 
us. 

P: Such as?

M: Food-related stuff mostly. [laughs] Sneaking into 

_________
16 Miller, J H. “Line” in The J Hillis Miller Reader, 247
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potlucks, soup kitchens, wakes. Sometimes we see the 
same bands.

P: Talking about yourself as a character in literature, 
you seem to suggest you have some power as an arche-
type.

M: In the Jungian sense?13  

P: What does that meant to you?

M: Typically, Archetypes are referred to as archaic, pri-
mordial images that exist within the collective uncon-
scious. When these images are replicated, reproduced in 
new settings, the are ‘filled’ with meaning.

P: What purpose is an originary image if it is, ultimate-
ly, empty?

M: It is not that the archetype is a character in-and-of 
itself. Rather, consider it to a blueprint or a cast - an 
artistic tool. Consider a sewing pattern: the importance 
of the pattern is not that it is wearable, but it is the 
use of the pattern to form what is cut from the cloth. 
These forms, then, open up holes in the cloth of our 
perception: holes that we must fill.

P: Given ‘Archetype’ comes from arche - “beginning” or 
“origin” and tupos - “pattern,” “model,” or “type” - one 
can certainly see it as an “originary blueprint.” But 
how important does the origin remain if, ultimately, 
a journey moves you away from your origin? If images 
have been reproduced and repurposed over thousands of 
years, what good is it to identify these originary points 
of connection?

M: Perhaps we should look between the works of Benja-
min, Adorno, and Jung. To Adorno “one wants to break 
free of the past. Rightly, because nothing at all can 
live in its shadow, and because there will be no end to 
the terror as long as guilt and violence are repaid with 
guilt and violence; wrongly, because the past that one 
would like to evade is still very much still alive.” The 
conflict of history, particularly within the west, is a 
continual friction and frustration between the ratio-

er than intrinsic. This can be experienced, however, only through the 
patient work of following some thread as far, deep into the labyrinth of 
the text, as it will go. Such an effort to read is not the ‘deconstruction’ 
of a given novel. It is rather a discovery of the way the novel decon-
structs itself in the process of constructing its web of storytelling.”17   

 To follow Miller’s line of thinking, one might have to 

ask why one shouldn’t perhaps look, not at the lines themselves, 

but at the spaces between: those gap-lines, or gutters, and in-

tersections of space the lines surround. This is an ambition to 

equal the following of a line into the labyrinth: to map the in-

tersections. For any intersection carries a center that is not a 

“unity,” but rather a muddling of lines. When hallways cross in 

an “X” there is a center where all hallways meet, but no defin-

ing moment that can determine where one begins and another 

ends. If in reading we find ourselves within a labyrinth of inter-

sections, always lost but seeking to be situated, perhaps we can 

examine adaptation or appropriation of a fabula as a means of 

making a center for ourselves. Of course, as Derrida points out: 

“it has always been thought that the center, which is by definition 
unique, constituted that very thing within a structure which gov-
erns the structure, while escaping structurality. This is why classical 
thought concerning structure could say that the center is, paradoxi-
cally, within the structure and outside it. The center is at the center 
of the totality, and yet, since the center does not belong to the total-
ity (is not part of the totality), the totality has its center elsewhere. 
The center is not the center…. From the basis of what we therefore 
call the center (and which, because it can be either inside or out-
side, is as readily called the origin as the end, as readily arché as te-
los), the repetitions, the substitutions. the transformations, and the 
permutations are always taken from a history of meaning [sens]-
that is, a history, period-whose origin may always be revealed or 
whose end may always be anticipated in the form of presence.”18  

________
13 “an a priori ‘type,’ an archetype which is inherent in the collective unconscious and thus beyond individual birth and death. The archetype is, so 
to speak, an ‘eternal’ presence, and the only question is whether it is perceived by the conscious mind or not.” – Jung, Dreams, Trans. R.F.C. Hull pg. 
295
17 J Hillis Miller, “Line,” 247-8
18 Derrida, Jacques. “Structure, Sign, and Play in the Discourse of the Human Sciences” from Writing and Difference, trans. Alan Bass. Web. 
http://hydra.humanities.uci.edu/derrida/sign-play.html
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The making of a center is, ultimately, a futile ambition. In 

Proppian terms, this “center” then, being the Enlightened 

goal that goes unachieved, exists outside of the grasp of the 

Faustian Hero, yet all action circles it, surrounds it, yet re-

mains limited to the periphery. Nonetheless, it is an ambition 

that humanity seems compelled to pursue – again and again 

we tell the same fabula in different stories, texts, and medi-

ums. What do we, as readers, gain in the pursuit of such an 

ambition? Like Faust, we are tempted by an escape from – or 

at least justification of – our isolation through action, through 

the act of some kind of usurping creative act. In viewing 

adaptation as a Faustian act, we can begin to apply a Prop-

pian analysis to the process of adaptation itself whereby au-

thorship is a temptation that summons a new work that will 

only continue to function as a Mephestopheles all of its own. 

ITERATION AS FAUSTIAN AMBITION

“If I stagnate, I am a slave-
Why should I care if yours or someone else’s?” 
-  Faust, Goethe’s Faust: Part I of the Tragedy

Every text contains within itself an interplay of autonomy and 

intertextuality. Any text can only be made once: a text is born 

of its surroundings, its history, its culture. Regardless of the 

signs and markings present within its pages, a text is autono-

mous in its origins. Consider Borges’s fable of “Pierre Menard, 

Author of the Quixote,” wherein the titular Pierre composes 

“the ninth and thirty-eighth chapters of Part I of Don Quixo-

te and a fragment of Chapter XXII” word for word from his 

own experiences: “being, somehow, Cervantes, and arriving 

nal and irrational. And one must ask - where am I in 
this? “I” as in myself - Mephistopheles - and “I” as in 
you, the other to my Other, the Self. To Goethe I am 
the evil that does good, the destruction that creates. 
Berman sees in this a provocateur that spurs on devel-
opment: the development of the developer. But both the 
Manns, junior and senior, take back the damnation of 
Faust. In Mephisto I am acclaimed as “a German national 
hero” by the Nazi prime minister - as much a German 
hero as Faust. This creative destruction, or destructive 
creation then: is it reason? Or irrational? Which one 
drives fascism? The Nazis embody Instrumental Reason, 
yet also worship a developed, mythological, irrational 
past. The industrialized, militarized brutality is sup-
ported upon a mythology of the volk. 

P: You yourself are a folkloric figure prompting accel-
erationism through Faust. It is an apt comparison.

M: But consider, Berman. Himself a Marxist critic, he 
identifies the Faustian tragedy, not so much in capi-
talist enterprises, but in Socialist Utopian projects. As 
the “spirit of negation” I exist in relation with Ador-
no’s Dialectics of Negation. I identify that “existence 
is incomplete, that it has a hole in it where the whole 
should be, that history is not the simple unfolding of 
some preordained noumenal realm and that existence is 
therefore ‘ontologically incomplete.’”a I reveal that gap 
between what is and what could be, and therefore pro-
voke visions of futures both Left and Right. 

P: Visions that remain incomplete.

M: Correct. Diabolic projects are those that remain in-
complete. Faustian ambition grows from a sinful doubt-
the need for more than what is, a making of a better 
world. My interests are not in ensuring that such a 
world is produced, I cannot abide absolutism. My sinful 
dialectic is made of doubt: after revealing the “hole... 
where the whole should be” I will continue to destabilize 
the foundations of the new projects meant to fill that 
hole. The whole falls apart, the hole widens. That is why 
I operate so often through art, through literature. In 
a sense Socrates was correct: writing is not an accurate 
representation of knowledge. I operate through these 
“representations,” these facsimiles to represent what 
is not. I operate to transform the whole world  such 
that it is always transforming. My dialogues provoke 
one into realizing not only that they do not know, but 
there is no knowing. 

aThompson, Pe-
ter. “The Frank-
furt School, pt. 2: 
Negative Dialec-
tics.” The Guard-
ian. https://www.
theguardian.com/
commentisfree/2013/
apr/01/negative-di-
alectics-frank-
furt-school-adorno
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P: So the archetype, then, is an origin insomuch as it is 
an absence? A hole?

M: Yes. My work in seeding doubt is a reversal of Plato’s 
Cave: ultimately, what is is what we can create. To wan-
der in the external is not real, it is more real to live 
with the shadows.

P: To be chained?

M: No. As one creating shadows, desiring to become a 
shoadow oneself. The most real is making, projecting, 
writing on top of the world as it is. Only then, when all 
are makers and none are the either chained or wander-
ing, do we see the liberation of doubt: we could never 
trust the world, but we can control what we dont trust 
by creating more of that which is ictitious.

P: In this, then, there can be a taking-back of the need 
for myth from what is written by Nietsche and Jung. 
These myth-needs and reflections are not a will to “I” 
through authority against anarchy, but towards anar-
chy. Some kind of Myth via Stirner one might say.

M: Faust is an escape from the being of education to-
wards the being of creation: “where is man the creator 
being molded instead of man the educated? Where is the 
teacher turning into a collaborator, where the tran-
mutation of knowing is wanting, where, in short, is the 
aim man the free rather than man the cultivated?”b It 
is in Faust. Or, more accurately, it is in the dialogue 
between Faust and yself. There is, here, a kind of ‘unrea-
son’ that is neither rational nor irrational. A creative 
force that opposes the instrumental reason.  This may 
be called ‘Art’ or ‘Magick.’ 

P: So then I guess it goes without saying that Magick is 
real?

M: Naturally. There’s just no way of guaranteeing when 

thereby at the Quixote - that looked to Menard less challeng-

ing (and therefore less interesting) than continuing to be Pierre 

Menard and coming to the Quixote through the experiences of 

Pierre Menard.” While comparisons between Cervantes’ and 

Menard’s texts reveal the same words put on paper in the same 

order, the narrator of the fable expounds upon the superiority 

of Menard’s version.19 The very repetition of the exact same 

markings is a source of unique authenticity and autonomy 

in the text: Menard’s Quixote is not a copy, but a text itself 

with its own implications, symbols, structure, and contexts.

 This is to say that, even in the case of Menard’s Quixo-

te, to adapt a text is not simply to bow in fidelity to the former 

iterations of a story. Certainly any adaptation, appropriation, it-

eration, or deconstruction must, by their very definitions, have 

some allusion to another text, but the flipside of this coin is 

that this very interconnectedness is just as much defined by the 

disconnects – the parts between texts that are not in alignment. 

Any recreation of a story is, itself, a claim to some kind of 

ownership. A speaking of the self within single moment, that 

then explodes both backwards and forwards. Such a project is 

never simply writing, but is always a Faustian act – an “es-

cape from this confining world” of “this great mass of books 

that worms consume, that dust has covered, and that up to the 

_______
19 “It is a revelation to compare the Don Quixote of Pierre Menard with that of Miguel de Cervantes. Cervantes, for example, wrote the following (Part I, Chapter IX):

… truth, whose mother is history, rival of time, depository of deeds, witness of the past, exemplar and adviser to the present, and the future’s counselor.

This catalog of attributes, written in the seventeenth century, and written by the “ingenious layman” Miguel de Cervantes, is mere rhetorical praise of history. Menard, on the other 
hand, writes:

… truth, whose mother is history, rival of time, depository of deeds, witness of the past, exemplar and adviser tot the present, and the future’s counselor.

History, the mother of truth! – the idea is staggering. Menard, a contemporary of William James, defines history not as a delving into reality but as the very fount of reality. Historical 
truth, for Menard, is not “what happened”; it is what we believe happened.” 

    – Borges, “Pierre Menard, Author of the Quixote” in Collected Fictions, 94. Translated by Andrew Hurley. 

bStirner, Max. 
“The False 
Principles of 
Our Education” 
in No Gods, 
No Masters: An 
Anthology of 
Anarchism,18.
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ceiling-vault are interspersed with grimy papers.”20   In adapt-

ing we escape the enslavement of stagnation, and follow the 

mantra that “unceasing activity alone reveals our worth.”21  

 If adaptation is Faustian, at once progressive and dis-

missive, empowered and yet possessed and beholden to a de-

monic “Spirit of Negation,” then we must see the elements 

of Proppian analysis, the building blocks of the syuzhet in 

service of communicating the Fabula, as something the text 

is itself trying to overcome. With every iteration the catego-

ries of Dramatis Personae and Functions are distorted, sub-

verted, and rearranged, yet not necessarily discarded entirely. 

 In this understanding, adaptation as a Faustian pro-

cess is an extension of a Kafkaesque understanding of read-

ing. As Miller notes of  Kafka’s novels and stories: “they 

are stories about people who begin in estrangement from 

the human community, and who attempt through a series of 

adventures to find a stable place in society… It is a choice, 

then, between ‘dreadful freedom,’ outside the human world 

and a meaningful existence within it.”22 Even accepting Kaf-

ka’s “strange transformation of the value of belonging to 

the human world” whereby “everybody, without exception, 

is outside the law,” there is a difference between the Kaf-

kaesque desire to simply exist apart and the Faustian desire 

to exist, in a godly fashion, at once apart and reaching in. 

 In reading, one encounters a specific community of 

markings, orders, and rules. In encountering a fabula over 

and over again, each iteration differentiated by changes in 

syuzhet, we begin to see a community built of these actors 

it works and when it doesn’t.

P: Why did the summoning ritual work when I called you?

M: First, because you had food. Second, because I knew 
you wanted to write, and that’s what I’m saying. What 
you’re doing is making a piece of art that speaks for 
itself. Even though this is an interview it doesn’t use 
my voice or your voice, it’s something else that’s been 
synthesized through many different powers. That’s a 
worthwhile magickal practice. I don’t usually appear to 
people who just want money anymore, not unless there’s 
something worthwhile they’re going to do with it.

P: So the diagrams and summoning circles didn’t have 
any effect at all? 

M: Not really, that’s all just there for the sake of ap-
pearances. Aesthetic. 

P: See, but I don’t think you’d have come if I didn’t do 
it. In addition to the other stuff you want to make sure 
you can keep up appearances. If you come with all the 
menacing threads, all the smoke and mirrors, it encour-
ages me to follow through, and it encourages more of 
this artistic magickal practice. 

M: Now you’re beginning to get it.

P: So is that the real cost, the “selling of my soul” as it 
were? Before any sort of contract has been signed I have 
dedicated, in this one action, my life to the demonic? 
The summoning is an artistic act, an act that takes 
time and energy, that requires esearch and dedication, 
the speaking of words, the creation of symbols.

P: It also requires desire. Consider my response once 
Faust asks “Did not my conjuring speeches raise thee?” I 
say: “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 damn’d...”c 
I appear before you because I was already present in 
your mind, in your desires. By summoning me, I cannot 
be extinguished. A thought cannot be unthought. 

________
20 Goethe, Faust: Part I of the Tragedy, 14.
21 Ibid, 45.
22 Miller, “Franz Kafka and the Metaphysics of Alienation,” in the J Hillis Miller Reader pg. 187

Marlowe, Chris-
topher. The 
Tragical History 
of Doctor Faus-
tus. 
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and events; a community bound by “Law,” as it were. This 

“Law,” this rule of the fabula, is an expression of that “double bind” 
whereby “Each book, text, essay, scrap of written language, even those 
in languages I do not know, asks to be read. The call is directed to me 
personally and with equal force by each text. I must read them all. 
There is no initial way or principle, other than arbitrary or contingent
ones, by which I can decide an order of priority among all the books.”23   

Here, Miller merely recaps, in the form of reading, what 

Kafka said: “There is a goal, but no way; what we call the 

way is only wavering.” Reading, even a reading of the 

same story, is an infinite labyrinth without a center – ev-

ery story, repeated again and again, seems incomplete. 

 If reading a story is labyrinthine and incomplete (even 

as one reads a text of a story, one seeks to read all texts, a task 

forever unfinished) then perhaps writing a variation of a story 

is a response: writing is not driven by a desire to produce every 

variation of every sign, nor every combination of actors and 

functions, but a search for the right combination for a new con-

tinuation of the story.24   In this, the roles of reading and writing 

a single story in a multitude of forms compliment each other 

with inverse goals: one to read everything, one to write some-

thing, and all the while the -thing is the same: a reiterated fabula.

________
23 J. Hillis Miller, “The Ethics of Narration” in The J Hillis Miller Reader, page 41
24 In this, we can see that Kafka himself is not merely Kafkaesque, but actually a Faust in his own right. His writing is an action that seeks to move beyond the very exile he 
writes of, it is a speaking-to, a formation of a center in the themes of isolation. It is no surprise, then, that he would reject the Godly as Faust would:

“If I closely examine what is my ultimate aim, it turns out that I am not really striving to be good and to fulfill the demands of a Supreme Judgement, but rather very much the contrary: 
I strive to know the whole human and animal community, to recognize their base predilections, desires, moral ideals, to reduce these to simple rules and as quickly as possible to trim 
my behavior to these rules in order that I may find favor in the whole world’s eyes: and, indeed (this is the inconsistency), so much favor that in the end I could openly perpetrate the 
iniquities within me without alienating the universal love in which I am held – the only sinner who won’t be roasted.” 
   – Kafka, Diaries, quoted from “Franz Kafka and the Metaphysics of Alienation” in The J Hillis Miller Reader pg. 187 

Kafka, like Faust, will seek to become part of a community, of some better (if still Earthly) world, but like Faust he finds himself apart from what he will make: Kafka is dead before 
most of his work is published, or even finished.
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DEVELOPING A FAUSTIAN SYMBOL OF ADAPTATION

“These necromantic books are heavenly, 
Lines, circles, scenes, letters, and characters:
Ay, these are those that Faustus most desires. 
Oh, what a world of profit and delight, 
Of power, of honour, of omnipotence,
Is promised to the studious artisan!” 

- Christopher Marlowe, The Tragical History of Doctor Faustus

DEFINITIONS
Demon:

“These are creatures which were not finished… Because 
they are not whole and remain defective… the world 
itself needs to be protected from them, because then 
the whole of the Left Side is aroused and the fire of 
Purgatory blazes. All the inhabitants of the Left Side 
spread out into the world, seeking to clothe themselves 
in bodies, yet they are not able to do so. That is why we 
need protection against them, and therefore, they [the 
Sages] have prescribed the recital of a song against de-
mon spirits, whenever the fear of them abounds in the 
world.”

Sigil (pl. sigilla or sigils): A mark utilized in the prac-
tice of magic. Sigils have historically been used to ei-
ther ward away, or summon, demons or spirits. Sometimes 
the sigil is itself seen as a marking of power that is 
itself the name of said demon or spirit. 

“Sigils are the means of guiding and uniting the par-
tially free belief with an organic desire, its carriage 
and retention till its purpose served in the sub-con-
scious self, and its means of reincarnation in the Ego. 

In order to discuss adaptation it is necessary to produce a men-

tal framework for the discussion. Adaptation is at once an ob-

ject and a process: it may be the act of adapting, or the produc-

tion of adaptation. While some treatments of adaptation prefer 

to privilege objects of adaptation by the dissection of individ-

ual works, I would like to attempt an examination of the pro-

cess of adaptation. While previous examinations of adaptation 

have privileged the so-called “original” text, the existence of 

a “mother text” seems, to me, suspect. What text exists in iso-

lation, crystallized and whole in its uniqueness until it is frag-

mented into new pieces, carved into new facets? Any reader who 

attempts to trace the origin of a primordial story will be sorely 

disappointed, just as the old comparative mythologists were. 

 A popular framework for considering adaptation is 

that of a tree, with a central “trunk” text that branches into 
All thought can be expressed by form in true relations. 
Sigils are monograms of thought…” 

Sigillum (Latin): 1. Embossed figure, relief; 2. Figure in 
tapestry or from a signet ring; 3. Seal 4. Statuette 

Segulot (Hebrew): Generally used to refer to a talisman 
or ritual of white magic, good luck, or blessings.

“Know that there is no body, vital soul, spirit, or higher 
soul that has not been created through the twenty-two 
letters of the Torah. Each of them possesses the twen-
ty-two letters of the Torah which are on the human 
face, and the skin covers them…” 

“adaptations” that continue to branch on and on ad infinitum. 

While such a model may prove useful for following the history 

of a single text and its influence, its use is somewhat limited in 

its application for a broader examination of adaptation itself as 

process. At what point does one stop? What is a trunk and what 

is a branch? To examine the fabula of Faust one may choose 

any number of source texts. Certainly Goethe’s Faust has had 

the most numerous selection of adaptations in film and novelis-

tic form, but one could just as well go back further to the Faust-

“Demons and 
Their Use, ‘Zo-
har’ I:47b-48a, 
Bereshit” from 
The Kabbalistic 
Tradition

Austin Osman 
Spare, The Book 
of Pleasure (Self-
Love)

Unterman, 
Alan. The 
Kabbalistic 
Tradition, pg 
104 
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INTERVIEW WITH MEPHISTOPHELES (CONT.)

Patrick Higgins: Moving to the topic of ritual and sum-
moning, I’m curious what you have to say about such a 
topic from the perspective of the one summoned, rather 
than from the view of the summoner. 

Mephistopheles: Naturally, mine is an underrepresented 
voice. This is really an overlooked topic in general. Con-
sider that “Summon” comes from the Latin “sumonnere”: 

buch (Historia von Dr. Johann Fausten) from 1587, though nu-

merous chapbooks concerning Faust were known to exist at 

this time. Going back further, one could begin with the actual, 

supposedly historical, Johann Georg Faust (c.1480-c.1541), 

one figure on whom the legend is supposedly based. Of course, 

to examine a historical figure necessitates an examination of 

to give a hint, or to advise. Built of Sub 
and Monere: “secretly” and “warn.” So to 
summon is not simply to call upon, but 
to call to: to advise, or give a hint.

P: As you stated before, the presence of 
ritual seems to be a part of this calling 
or giving-a-hint. 

M: There is a tribute there – a trib-
ute to the medium of the summoning. 
It is it’s own performance, it has it’s 
own markers, and if done correctly I 
have the responsibility to respond. To 
fail to respond is to fail the medium of 
the ritual itself – to let the communi-
cation, the manifestation of communi-
cation, die. 

P: But the purpose of the Devil in such 
a ritual is to also provoke a destructive 
force, yes?

M: Of course, is it any wonder that 
“manifest” should come from “manus” 

the culture of the time, and in this case, one 

could delve into topics as varied as Kabbalah, 

Alchemy, Theology, and an investigation of 

any other individuals who encountered, in-

fluenced, or interacted with a historical Faust. 

 One solution is simply to choose a 

“source” text according to the needs of the 

author, then branch out in both directions: 

“branches” for those derivative works, 

and “roots” for those influential works. 

However, from this solution another prob-

lem emerges: some works will have more 

than one source text. For instance, Alexander 

Sokurov’s 2011 film Faust utilizes elements 

of the Faust myth from both Marlowe’s Eliz-

and “infestus” – a striking of the hand? And “manifes-
to” – the same, but preceded by an “o,” not encased, but 
followed by a circle and enclosing. A circle who’s power 
rests, not in the emptiness it contains, but in its fol-
lowing-in-sequence of the letters to its side. A power in 
its transformation of the word. A work, then, is always 
enacted – made by hand. Hence the signing of blood ei-
ther with a pen or some other act. There is a need for 
violence – an acknowledgement of the violence of the 
writing itself, that cuts and clears like a blade through 
a jungle. 

P: The notion of a diabolic contract is, itself, somewhat 
paradoxical isn’t it? Marlowe’s Faust is a difficult char-
acter to sympathize with because he should be able to 
turn away from his deal with the devil at any moment, 

abethan play and Goethe’s Romantic poem, as well as elements 

of German mythology and traditional puppet-theater. To man-

age a system of branches that are interlinked in such a way 

is tedious at best, but an even greater problem emerges when 

one takes into account the issue of reflection implicit in some 

works. The construction of a tree supposes that works stack on 

top of each other. They “grow” continually in one direction. 

But the truth is that texts engage in dialogue: they speak to one 

another from both directions across time. A text like All That is 



16

Higgins

Solid Melts into Air by Marshell Burman, published in 1982, 

may not be a literal adaptation of Faust, nor is Faust even its 

only subject, but its treatment of Goethe’s work produces a new 

lens that completely reinterprets the subject text. One cannot 

read All That is Solid Melts into Air without looking back at 

Goethe’s Faust and reevaluating it. In a sense, the connections 

but he never does. The power of the devil is only ac-
tualized with the absence of God. Faust could find his 
salvation by simply praying to God for forgiveness and 
forsaking his pact. The breaking of the contract, in and 
of itself, would save Faust from the very repercussions 
of breaking the contract.

M: Well, that’s only if you assume that asking for for-
giveness is simply a matter of speaking the words “for-
give me” Once one uses magic to summon a Devil, one 

between texts are less a tree and more a shrub: 

a mess of intertwining branches, vines, roots, 

and leaves that leaves the beginning and 

ending unclear, that circles around on itself. 

 Of course, a shrub isn’t a particularly 

useful model for developing a theory of adap-

tation. If anything, the shrub is simply a veg-

etative analogue for a scribble. An incestu-

ous mess of texts. What seems clear is that an 

effective theory of adaptation cannot simply 

treat adaptations as a process that moves in one 

direction. In the words of Linda Hutcheon:

“One lesson is that to be second is not to be 
secondary or inferior; likewise, to be first is 
not to be originary or authoritative … Such in-

dividual readings in either literature or film rarely offer the kind of 
generalizable insights into theoretical issues that this book [A The-
ory of Adaptation] seeks to explore … there are many and var-
ied motives behind adaptation and few involve faithfulness. Other 
earlier adaptations may, in fact, be just as important as contexts for 
some adaptations as any “original.” The “adapted text” - the pure-
ly descriptive term I prefer to “source” or “original” - can be plural 
too, as films like Baz Luhrmann’s Moulin Rouge (2001) have taught 
us. And there is yet another possibility: our interest piqued, we may 
actually read or see that so-called original after we have experi-
enced the adaptation, thereby challenging the authority of any no-
tion of priority. Multiple versions exist laterally, not vertically.” 25  

 

encounters a power that defines their 
existence. To accept that power once is 
to think about it eternally. Even if one 
renounces it, the possibility of that 
power colors life afterwards. And this is 
not unique to Faust – consider Goethe’s 
Gretchen. In his variation of the story, 
the mere presence of Faust, his seduc-
tion that is performed with both lust 
and love, is enough to ruin her. At the 
Cathedral she is followed by an Evil 
Spirit, and not necessarily one like me. 
It is a spirit of doubt, one whose great-
est threat is “Feel God’s wrath!” To seek 
forgiveness, even from a figure that 
must be all forgiving, is to acknowledge 
a wrong, to acknowledge shame, but – 
most importantly – to acknowledge that 
there is still an alternative to the fig-
ure one must seek forgiveness from. 

________
25 Hutcheon, Linda. A Theory of Adaptation, xv 
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INVOCATIONS  
In-voke: from French invoquer, from Latin invocare: to 
call (vocare) upon (in-)

The following Invocations were utilized by the author 
to summon Mephistophilis. The passages are reproduced 
in a manner similar to David Shield’s Reality Hunger: 
A Manifesto (for which the aformentioned Devil also 
claimed credit as a “consultant”).

This is not to say that a work does not share connections 

from one work to another: any work of adaptation, appropri-

ation, or criticism is, by its nature, calling back into the past 

– speaking to, or through, a story that already exists. What 

is important here, however, is to see that a work of allusion 

is not defined solely by its connection to one other text. To 

A. ASSOCIATIONS

1.
L’imagination au pouvoir. 

2.
The dream was passionless, disconnect-
ed, and unintelligible. During the time 
that I am unfolding the thoughts at 
the back of the dream I feel intense and 
well-grounded emotions. The thoughts 
themselves fit beautifully together 
into chains logically bound together 
with certain central ideas which ever 
repeat themselves.

3.
Is there any better example of the 
mind’s power of association than the 
universal phenomenon of dreaming? In 
a dream what is obfuscated is clear, 
what is straightforward is mysterious. 
The unique and the universal come to-

say that Thomas Mann’s Doctor Faustus is 

an appropriation of Goethe’s Faust is sure-

ly true, the connection between these texts 

is intentional and foregrounded by Mann, 

but the connection is not singular, nor is it 

one-way. The Faustian story (as is any sto-

ry) is incomplete, and continually built-upon 

by numerous authors. In participating in the 

expansion of the Faustian tradition, Mann’s 

work connects to Goethe’s, and therefore 

connects to all works that Goethe’s connects 

to. Likewise, any other Faustian story com-

ments upon any other, all seeking to move 

closer and closer to a truer, more complete 

Faustian story that will not ever be finished. 

 So perhaps it is best we move away gether, any image may be itself and in being so is a 
multitude: my father is Hermes, a goat is the Devil, and 
a tree is the World. Nothing is singular in a dream, and 
nothing is commonplace. 

4.
‘Pataphysics will be, above all, the science of the partic-
ular, despite the common opinion that the only science 
is that of the general. ‘Pataphysics will examine the 
laws governing exceptions, and will explain the universe 
supplementary to this one; or, less ambitiously, will de-
scribe a universe which can be - and perhaps should be 
- envisioned in the place of the traditional one, since 
the laws that are supposed to have been discovered in 
the traditional universe are also correlations of excep-
tions, albeit more frequent ones, but in any case acci-

from the concept of a Tree-based model for our study of ad-

aptation: there is no great vegetation of the Knowledge of In-

tertextuality that will give us a forbidden fruit of cleanly-dis-

tinguished beginnings and endings to the string of adaptations 

through time.  What I propose is that we steal from our source 

(as any great work will do): we should view adaptation as that 

great gateway into the demonic powers utilized by Faustus 

himself.  Perhaps adaptation is itself best represented as the 

sigil where patterns intersect and overlay, and are always ac-

4. Jarry, Alfred. Ex-
ploits and Opinions 
of Dr. Faustroll, 
Pataphysician. 

1. Situationist 
Slogan. Paris, May 
1968.

2. Freud, Sigmund. 
Dream Psychology: 
Psychoanalysis for 
Beginners. 
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companied by outside texts, spoken words, translations, science 

- a full inter-text. Furthermore, the sigil contains the emergence 

of a New Work, which is also primordial - a demonic, mytholog-

ical object. It is this New Work that is in the center of the piece, 

the work that the readers must create for themselves. Everything 

else is, quite literally, consigned to the margins.  While I have 

chosen the summoning-circle as the lens with which to present 

the adaptive process, one might just as well argue that it forms a 

Mandala: a movement from the materiality of the external forc-

es to a purity that is at once centered and apart from all. Indeed, 

adaptation may be one and the same. The demonic pentagram 

and the holy mandala are forged into the same coin. Adapta-

tion is a process that at once perverts and sanctifies. What is 

important is that the essence of adaptation, the importance of 

the new work, is not defined by its fidelity in relation to the 

adapted text, but in its connection to the greater adaptability of 

the text. I use this term adaptability as a modification of Walter 

Benjamin’s discussion of the translatability of a text: that great-

er, evasive essence that connects two texts across languages. 

“The task of the translator consists in finding the particular intention to-
ward the target translation which produces in that translation the echo of 
the original. This is a feature of translation that basically differentiates it 
from the poet’s work, because the intention of the latter is never directed 
toward the adapted text as such, at its totality, but is aimed solely and im-
mediately at specific linguistic contextual aspects. Unlike a poetic work 
of literature, translation finds itself not in the center of the language 
forest but on the outside facing the wooded ridge; it calls into it with-
out entering, aiming at that single spot where the echo is able to give, 
in its own language, the reverberation of the work in the alien one.”26   

Again the vegetable metaphor of the Forest reemerges, but Ben-

jamin points out that it is not the tree that matters. It is the greater 

dental data which, reduced to the status of unexcep-
tional exceptions, possess no longer even the virtue of 
originality.

5.
If in a cluster of grapes there are no two alike, why 
do you want me to describe this grape by the other, by 
all the others, why do you want me to make a palatable 
grape? Our brains are dulled by the incurable mania 
of wanting to make the unknown known, classifiable. It 
seems to me that every act is its own justification, at 
least for the person who has been capable of committing 
it, that it is endowed with a radiant power which the 
slightest gloss is certain to diminish. Because of this 
gloss, it even in a sense ceases to happen. It gains noth-
ing to be thus distinguished.

6.
In a dream we feel we are part of the fantastic. The un-
real usurps the real through the use of familiar images 
that are mixed and matched in unusual and taboo ways. 
When we awake the true reality comes into conflict with 
the dream reality. We feel a sense of tragedy upon re-
alizing that the fantasy we experienced is at odds with 
our reality.

7.
In a morbid condition, dreams are often distinguished 
by their remarkably graphic, vivid, and extremely life-
like quality. The resulting picture is sometimes mon-
strous, but the setting and the whole process of the 
presentation sometimes happen to be so probable, and 
with details so subtle, unexpected, yet artistically con-
sistent with the whole fullness of the picture, that even 
the dreamer himself would be unable to invent them in 
reality… such dreams, morbid dreams, are always long 
remembered and produce a strong impression on the dis-
turbed and already excited organism of the person.

8.
In a nightmare a similar process is at work, but the 
tragedy is reversed. When we awake from a nightmare we 
feel relief that the reality of the dream is at odds with 
our own reality, but we then experience tragedy when we 
see that our reality contains vestiges of the nightmare. 
If I awake from a nightmare where I am chased down an 
endless, dark hallway, I shall reasonably experience fear 
when I encounter a dark hallway in real life.

________
26 Benjamin, Walter. ”The Task of the Translator” in Selected Writings Vol. 1 1913-1926, 259.

7. Dostoevsky, 
Fyodor. Crime 
and Punish-
ment. 

5. Breton, Andre. 
Manifesto of Surre-
alism. 
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9.
When we engage with a story we are drawn into its real-
ity. If we envy that reality we feel the tragedy of the 
dream when the story ends. We attempt to rebuild and 
reenact the fantasy within our own world. If we fear 
the world of the story we experience the tragedy of the 
nightmare, and we seek to remove the elements of the 
fantasy that exist in our reality. This is storytelling’s 
greatest power, and its greatest danger. To utilize the 
tragedy of the dream and the tragedy of the nightmare 
allows us to rewrite our reality and work towards com-
mon goals. But it also has the chance to be abused, to 
create propaganda and turn us against our own world.

B.       INTERPRETATIONS

10.
What seems reasonable, however, is the proposition that 
there will always be some inbuilt interpretation, that 
it will increase as respect for propriety decreases, and 
that it will produce distortions, secrets to be inquired 
into by later interpretations.

11. DaVinci’s notebooks may be sometimes fragmented, 
full of unknowns, requiring speculation and research, 
yet I have never heard or read of a researcher, histori-
an, or artist lamenting that Da Vinci never wrote a full 
dissertation of his thoughts rather than in his partic-
ular style: in the craft and artistry of the notebook. It 
is not what is straightforward or made clear that entic-

connection, the unseen darkness of the forest, and those voids 

between the trees where unknown potential lies that matters. 

This circle that we draw surrounds this forest. It must encap-

sulate the unknown that is held between the trees.  Benjamin is 

hardly the only critic to notice this near-mystical otherness that 

connects one work to another, this universality, a web. Jacques 

Derrida27 and Régis Debray28 have made similar comments with 

regards to genre and ideological messages respectively. What 

is recurrent is the realization that texts (whether they literally 

be written on pages, displayed as films or photographs, painted, 

recorded, or played) carry something within them individual-

ly – a “mark” or a “feature” – that is at once specific to the 

text and lends itself to something greater: a spilling over, open-

ing the floodgates between works, mediums, and languages. 

 But what is this element that flows within and outside 

of the adaptive text and the adaptation? Adaptation is not lim-

ited to changes in language, or genre, or mode of transmis-

sion. An adaptation may shift from one medium to anoth-

10. Kermode, 
Frank. “Secrets 
and Narrative 
Sequence.” In On 
Narrative.

________
27 “Can one identify a work of art, of whatever sort, but especially a work of discursive art, if it does not bear the mark of a genre, if it does not signal 
or mention it or make it remarkable in any way? … this supplementary and distinctive trait, a mark of belonging or inclusion, does not properly pertain to 
any genre or class… I submit for your consideration the following hypothesis: a text would not belong to any genre. Every text participates in one or several 
genres, there is no genderless text, there is always a genre and genres, yet such participation never amounts to belonging. And not because of an abundant 
overflowing or a free, anarchic and unclassifiable productivity, but because of the trait of participation itself, because of the effect of the code and of generic 
mark…genre-designations cannot simply be part of the corpus… Without it, neither genre nor literature come to life, but as soon as there is this blinking of 
an eye, this clause or this floodgate of genre, at the very moment that a genre or a literature is broached, at that very moment, degenerescence has begun, 
the end begins.” 
         - Derrida, “Law of Genre”, Acts of Literature, 229-231 

28 “A system cannot close itself off by making sole use of the elements internal to it. The closing off of a field can thus only proceed contradictorily, 
by opening up to an element external to this same field. This element will turn out to be a founding hero, an originary myth, Holy Scripture, a Constitu-
tion or Testament - will always be what is sacred to a given group, what it lost in the beginning and what it must incessantly offer itself anew, symbolically, 
in order to reconstitute itself as a group… Within a pure immanence no messengers are needed. Our religions have recourse to angels because God isn’t 
there… The act of communication is fluid; that of mediation, weighty. The messenger-angel traverses space by flying through and above it, the mediator 
is traversed by time and transfixed by the centurion’s lance. Rational mediology too, taking the founding Christian myth as paradigm, is tragic twice over: 
because it takes the trouble to say what suffering, misery and exclusion are inscribed in any effective transmission of a message, and because it works on 
the obstacle or perverse effect of the systems of delivery [messageries], namely that the good messenger is he who disappears behind his message like the 
angel of the Annunciation, vanishing as soon as it appears.”
         - Debray, Media Manifestos, 4
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es, it is the suggestion that there is always something 
more for a reader to uncover. 

12.
In everyday communication ambiguity is excluded, in 
aesthetic communication it is deliberate; and in mass 
communication ambiguity, even if ignored, is always 
present. We have mass communication when the Source 
is one, central, structured according to the methods of 
industrial organization; the Channel is a technological 
invention that affects the very form of the signal, and 
the Addresses are the total number (or anyway, a very 
large number) of the human beings in various parts of 
the globe. The battle for the survival of man as a re-
sponsible being in the Communications Era is not to 
be won where the communication originates, but where 
it arrives… I am not proposing a new and more terrible 
form of public opinion. I am proposing an action to urge 
the audience to control the message and its multiple 
possibilities of interpretation… The methods of this 
cultural guerrilla have to be worked out. Probably in 
the interrelation of the various communications media, 
one medium can be employed to communicate a series of 
opinions on another medium. The threat that ’the medi-
um is the message’ could then become, for both medium 
and message, the return to individual responsibility. 
To the anonymous divinity of Technological Communica-
tion our answer could be: ’Not Thy, but our will be done.’

13.
To demand that a work be “relatable” expresses a differ-
ent expectation: that the work itself be somehow ac-
commodating to, or reflective of, the experience of the 
reader or viewer. The reader or viewer remains passive in 
the face of the book or movie or play: she expects the 
work to be done for her. If the concept of identification 
suggested that an individual experiences a work as a 
mirror in which he might recognize himself, the notion 
of relatability implies that the work in question serves 
like a selfie: a flattering confirmation of an individ-
ual’s solipsism. To appreciate “King Lear”—or even “The 
Catcher in the Rye” or “The Fault in Our Stars”—only 
to the extent that the work functions as one’s mir-
ror would make for a hopelessly reductive experience. 
But to reject any work because we feel that it does not 
reflect us in a shape that we can easily recognize—be-
cause it does not exempt us from the active exercise of 
imagination or the effortful summoning of empathy—is 
our own failure.

er medium, or mode; it may erase or add characters, change 

the dialogue; narrative may be rearranged, condensed, or ex-

tended; setting, whether in space or time, may be shifted to 

something altogether different; perspective may be shifted; 

in fact it appears there is no element of a work that may not 

be changed in an adaptation. So if all elements so far appear 

to be interchangeable, what is it that remains? What defines 

an adaptation as opposed to, say, a purely allusory work? 

 Returning to our source we may consider the very no-

tion of a Faustian tale. The concept of Faust is so ingrained 

in Western Culture that it has entered into the English lexicon 

as an adjective in its own right. There are Faustian bargains 

and deals, someone might be called a “modern Faust,” and 

indeed many works, such as those by Thomas Mann, Louisa 

May Alcott, and Michael Swanwick, have intentionally labeled 

themselves “Faustian” as tales. That is: something need not be 

an intentional adaptation to be Faustian, the Faustian fabula 

can be present in any number of texts, persons, or events. Ad-

aptation, though, may itself be a Faustian project: a playing 

out of the elements of a Faustian tale – Faust analyzing Faust. 

 Marshall Berman identifies in Faust a “Tragedy of 

Development,” but one can just as well shift Faust from 

the role of “Developer” to the role of “Writer.” As Berman 

notes, if Faust is anything, he is “virtually always a ‘long-

haired boy’ – an intellectual,” what we might call a Man of 

Research, to which Blanchot offers four roles: “Professor; 

man of the laboratory; man of praxis; writer. Such are his 

metamorphoses.”29  In an engagement with rewriting, just 

as much as in an engagement with development, Faust may 

13. Mead, Rebecca. 
“The Scourge of Re-
lateability.” https://
www.newyorker.
com/culture/cul-
tural-comment/
scourge-relatability

________
29 Blanchot, Maurice. The Infinite Conversation, 5.

12. Eco, Umberto. 
“Towards a Semi-
ological Guerilla 
Warfare,” In Travels 
in Hyper Reality. 
(This paragraph is 
an amalgamation 
of many lines from 
the essay. One 
might say it is sum-
mary of the text in 
its own words. The 
same may be said 
of most of the piec-
es quoted here.)
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want “a dynamic process that will include every mode of hu-

man experience, joy and misery alike, and that will assimilate 

them all into his self’s unending growth; even the self’s de-

struction will be an integral part of its development.”30 

 The destruction present in the tragedy of adaptation 

is not through the destruction of pages or books, nor is it in 

the erasing of words, but in the destruction of context. Con-

sider Genette’s application of Palimpsests for his “literature 

in the second degree:” literally, writing that has been removed 

for other writing to cover, yet still remain in traces. Any ad-

aptation, once interacted with, covers its source - influences 

our perception of it - and influences our perception of future 

works. In this fashion, adaptation rewrites forwards and back-

wards, in this manner the writer is the “consummate wrecker 

and creator”31  that Berman identifies in Faust. And similarly 

the tragedy of adaptation “comes when Faust ‘loses control’ 

of the energies of his mind, which then proceed to take on a 

dynamic and highly explosive life of their own.”32 Writing 

cannot be contained, it is “the greatest violence, for it trans-

gresses the law, every law, and also its own.”33 In this man-

ner, any rewriting not only speaks back to adapted source, the 

“original,” but speaks back to its own author - just as Mephis-

topheles, summoned forth by Faust, engages with his “master” 

as an agent of dialectical negation. All Faustian (re)creations 

are formed, not by one set of hands, but by two - constant-

ly being discussed and negotiated through a sinful dialec-

tic of Faust (the writer) and Mephistopheles (the text itself). 

14.
There’s another politics at play in the demand for the 
“straightforward,” one that is personal to me. As an im-
migrant, I know how beautiful a foreign language can 
seem when it mingles with your “native” language, or 
when you only half understand it, or how certain words 
take on multilingual echoes (The sound of the English 
word “barn” in Swedish means “children”). The idea that 
poetry—or language in general—is ever “straightfor-
ward” seems impossible to my immigrant ears and eyes. 
But I also know how incredibly political foreign lan-
guages are in the current moment. All over the U.S., 
conservative protests insist we need to speak “English 
only.” Why? Perhaps foreign languages act as “disguises.” 
We don’t know what those foreigners might be saying; 
perhaps they are plotting revolutions in those weird 
words. But I think the opposite is also true—what for-
eign ideas, languages, and syntaxes is the immigrant 
masking with their English? A foreigner can never be 
“straightforward.” There’s always another language min-
gling with the English, deforming it, transforming it, 
constantly shifting it. And vigilant people across the 
country guard against any accent, any slip-up as a sign 
of a foreign threat.

15.
I don’t consider myself a Postmodernist, not in the way I 
think most people do anyway. I drank from that cup for 
a while, but it can only be so deep. That’s it – it’s actu-
ally a very shallow cup, people just refill it when you 
aren’t looking and you always drink something else and 
they say, “see how diverse this taste is? See how unique, 
how effervescent?” but it’s really just Fanta one second 
and vodka the next. I don’t see much sense in beating 
on the aesthetic tastes of people, but there’s got to be 
some dignity and dignity comes from some level of sin-
cerity that is being lost. You can dance on graves all 
you want, but try and enjoy it from a real place. And if 
you enjoy something from a real place, try and really 
question it too. Postmodernism isn’t rebellious because 
it’s not questioning things anymore. So, yeah, if I’m a 
Postmodernist I think it’s a symptom of time more than 
anything else. 

16.
The mass media are genealogical, and they have no memo-

________
30 Berman, All That is Solid, 39-40
31 Ibid, 63.
33 Ibid, 38.
34 Blanchot, The Infinite Conversation, xii.

15. Higgins, Patrick. 
“Manifestophilis 
(Interviews With 
the Devil): Post-
modernism, Memes, 
Politics.” https://pen-
andscreen.wordpress.
com/2017/06/28/
manifestoph-
ilis-inter-
views-with-the-dev-
il-postmodern-
ism-memes-politics/ 
(Yes, I am quoting 
myself. Art can steal 
from its own artist). 

14. Göransson, 
Johannes. “To 
Vibrebrate: In 
Defense of Strange-
ness.” https://www.
poetryfoundation.
org/harriet/2017/07/
to-vibrebrate-in-de-
fense-of-strangeness
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ry (two characteristics that ought to be incompatible). 
The mass media are genealogical because, in them, every 
new invention sets off a chain reaction of inventions, 
produces a sort of common language. They have no mem-
ory because, when the chain of imitation has been pro-
duced, no one can remember who started it, and the head 
of the clan is confused with the latest great-grandson. 
Our relationship with mass-produced goods has changed 
and also with the products of “high” art. Once upon a 
time there were the mass media, and they were wicked, 
of course, and there was a guilty part. Then there were 
the virtuous voices that accused the criminals. And Art 
(ah, what luck!) offered alternatives, for those who were 
not prisoners of the mass media. Well, it’s all over. We 
have to start again from the beginning, asking one an-
other what’s going on.

17.
What we think of as “The Thesis” seems to be an object 
taken for granted. It is the culmination of research 
and work to produce a polished set of ideas, refined and 
absent of roughness. What seems absent from the fi-
nal product is process: the development of ideas them-
selves. The contents of a thesis are packed to the brim 
with citations and references, the history of content 
is clearly stated and picked apart in the pursuit of 
argument, but the ideas themselves are treated as pri-
mordial objects with no source. They simply exist; the 
only history to delve into is the history of supportive 
evidence of the claim. While it may prove useful, this 
structure of thesis is an inadequate structure for a 
student of media, narratology, mythology, symbols, and 
adaptation: those fields where the formulation, spread, 
and reshaping of ideas themselves are integral and in-
separable from the nature of form. Where is the appre-
ciation of those forms that are, themselves, reflective 
of process: the ergodic texts; the dialogues; the novels 
of ideas; the zibaldones, commonplace books, journals, 
biji, and Silva Rerum? What I wish to engage in is a form 
of Anti-Thesis, or perhaps a Synth-Thesis: a looking to-
wards the future as process without stagnation of the 
present. 

C. DISSEMINATIONS 

18.
Eadem Mutata Resurgo

 As Barthes examines in his Mythologies, culture 

emerges from assumption, on enforced reality maintained in 

language and, in particular, writing. If a sign expanded into 

myth expands our assumed narratives into an assumed univer-

sality, then where does Faust and Mephistopheles appear as 

agents of culture, a ‘myth,’ for our contemporary world? Can 

we, perhaps, see Faust as a myth of the search for myth? The 

lost creator, trapped in history, in who’s drive to recreate the 

world and himself must engage with (in the sinful dialectics 

of Mephistopheles) the very universal assumptions of culture 

he has overlooked? It may be no surprise that both liberals like 

Berman and Adorno and conservatives like Oswald Spengler 

have identified ours as a “Faustian” age, but no matter what 

one sign Faust seems to be he is always opposed by his Other. 

 This interaction between Faust and Mephistopheles, 

writer and autonomous writing, brings forth a myth of hy-

bridization where “Cultures come to be represented by virtue 

of the processes of iteration and translation through which 

their meanings are very vicariously addressed to - through 

- an Other.”34 This search for Myth, the Myth of Myth Mak-

ing, is seen in The Birth of Tragedy and particularly in Hill-

man’s Myth of Analysis. In Hillman’s work he engages in a 

psychology of psychology, and analysis of analysis, not un-

like this adventure into a literary analysis of literary analysis 

through a myth of myth-making. Hillman identifies, in any 

profession, a “myth” that provides purpose and limitation: 

“For the painter or the mystic or the physician, living into his myth 
is prepatterned by tradition. In each of these callings, the indiviudal 
has, more or less, a way of knowing where he is: there is a collec-

18. Gravestone of 
Jakob Bernoulli 
and Motto of the 
Collège de ‘Pat-
aphysique.

________
34 Bhabha, The Location of Culture, 83.

16. Eco, Umberto. 
“The Multiplica-
tion of the Media” 
in Travels in Hyper 
Reality.
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tion of paintings; a corpus of mystical ritual, prayer, and instruction; 
a history of medical science. Moreover, the individual can turn to the 
study of lives to learn how painters painted, mystics contemplated, 
physicians practiced... he may alter the traditional pattern through his 
own creativity, but he cannot go beyond the limits which are given 
immediately, concretely, by the opus. This opus is the objectification 
of the field within which his life is lived, to which it is dedicated, and 
with which it is in continuing mutual relation. A field - painting, mys-
ticism, medicine - even when fertilized with knowledge from other 
fields, generally requires a sacrifice of creativity elsewhere... the oeu-
vre shapes the person who is in relation with it: ‘it is not Goethe that 
creates Faust, but Faust that creates Goethe.’ And we experience our 
relation to the opus as both fulfillment and suffering: fulfillment be-
cause, through the opus, the creative is contained and realized; suf-
fering because the limitation of each opus, each field, tragically lim-
its the creative possibility to the confines of actual realization.”35  

Hillman’s need for Myth, then, is a need for self - a situating of 

the self, a making of oneself in the replay of known stories. How-

ever, myths are themselves limiting, as Hillman reveals in his 

criticism of the Oedipus Complex of Psychology as a myth that 

condemns, entirely without redemption. Any myth that is enact-

ed must be always pushed forward, against its own limitations 

to be fulfilling - we must retell stories, but make them something 

other than what they were before. They must be what they are 

in this moment. If, as Hillman says, we need a “new myth” then 

perhaps we find it in the Myth-searching Myth of Faust:36 an ap-

propriately ambiguous of one’s struggle to complete, yet over-

come, one’s own Opus. Faust is at once, across the multitude of 

retellings, tragic, heroic, damned, and redeemed. Goethe’s Faust 

“in the course of working with and through the devil... devel-

ops into a genuinely better man.”37  In Thomas Mann’s version, 

Adrian Leverkuhn is at once a revolutionary artist and a reac-

19.
Where the literal qualaity of the text takes paart di-
rectly, without any mediating sense, in true language, 
in the Truth, or in doctrine, this text is uncondition-
ally translatable. To be sure, such translation no longer 
serves the cause of the text, but rather works in the 
interest of languages. This case demandss boundless con-
fidence in the translation, so that just as language and 
revelation are joined without tension in the original, 
the translation must write literalness with freedome in 
the shape of an interlinear version.. For, to some degree, 
all great texts contain their potential translation be-
tween the lines; this is true above all of sacred writings.

20. 
The “act” {of communication], in the end, is peaceful...
But transmission is a violent collective process. There is 
conflict, sound and fury, not around or after, in the cir-
cumstances, but in the very process, informing it from 
the inside. The transmission of an idea is not ideational; 
a form, not formal; of a result in a science, not scientif-
ic: it puts into play all at once systems of authority and 
relations of domination. Every transmission is a combat, 
against noise, against inertia, against the other trans-
miters, and even - especially - against the addressees. 

21.
As writing, communication, if one insists upon maintain-
ing the word, is not the means of transport of sense, the 
exchange of intentions and meanings, the discourse and 
‘communication of consciousnesses.’ We are not witness-
ing an end of writing which, to follow McLuhan’s ideo-
logical representation, would restore a transparency or 
immediacy of social relations, but indeed a more and 
more powerful historical unfolding of a general writing 
of which the system of speech, consciousness, meaning, 
presence, truth, etc., would only be an effect, to be an-
alyzed as such.”

22. 
While metaphors and similes may provoke a unique sen-
sory experience from the mind of the reader they do not 
necessarily have to work to do so: they are statements, 
and when the statements are made well they resonate. I 
appreciate the beauty of metaphor and simile, but what 
interests me more is the writing that makes a reader 

________
35 Hillman, The Myth of Analysis, 20.
36 Here I am referring to a “Myth of Faust” or “Faustian Myth” in the sense of Hillman’s Myth. That is, Myth as a psychological framework for 
viewing one’s own life. It is, in a sense, an application of the structure of the Fabula into one’s sense of self.
37 Berman, All That is Solid, 51
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work outside of the text itself. To this end I choose 
allusion as my literary familiar. A successfully subtle 
allusion is the trail composed of stylistic choices and 
plot elements used in tandem to provoke recognition 
and curiosity in the reader: a suggestion of character, 
a turn of phrase, a stolen line dropped in. These are the 
landmarks that produce a beautiful deja-vu, they can 
glaze a literary world with a unique otherness where 
the ghosts of the real world, with its history, art, and 
sciences, haunt the writing. While some readers may rec-
ognize such an allusion for what it is, getting to cher-
ish a little ah-ha! moment in return for their studious-
ness, others will hopefully follow upon what intrigues 
them and search for that which is similar.  

23.
Luzhin’s present plight was that of a writer or compos-
er who, having assimilated the latest things in art at 
the beginning of his active career and caused a tempo-
rary sensation with the originality of his devices, all 
at once notices that a change has imperceptibly tak-
en place around him, that others, sprung sprung from 
goodness knows where, have left him behind in the very 
devices where he recently led the way, and then he feels 
himself robbed, sees only ungrateful imitators in the 
bold artists who have overtaken him, and seldom under-
stands that he himself is to blame, he who has petrified 
in his art which was once new but has not advanced 
since then.

24.
Within the sphere of literature, too, the idea of the 
single subject is all-powerful. Books are rarely signed, 
nor does the concept of plagiarism exist: It has been 
decided that all books are the work of a single author 
who is timeless and anonymous. Literary criticism often 
invents authors: It will take to dissimilar works - the 
Tao Te Ching and the 1001 Nights, for instance - at-
tribute them to a single author, and then in all good 
conscience determine the psychology of that most in-
teresting homme de lettres….

25.
A multitude of familiar paths lead off from these words 
in every direction. 

tionary - a paradox who pushes forward while looking back. 

 The Faustian Myth, at its core, hinges upon this para-

dox, and in this it stands out as a Myth of re-writing: indicative 

of the interplay of pleasure and agony, creation and destruction, 

that is at play in any Opus. The writer in their rewriting is at once 

constrained by the need to keep some mark of the adapted text, 

but must also find some kind of originality, some authenticity 

in the new work. Rewriting then is not so much an engagement 

in “fidelity” but in Authenticity, conflating both kinds of au-

thenticity as the “sense of being ‘of undisputed origin or au-

thorship’” and “being ‘faithful to an original’ or a ‘reliable, ac-

curate representation.’”38 This authenticity demands a need for 

a work to contain, not just the fabula, but ones-self. There is a 

making-of-soul shared between author and creation developed 

in the process of writing and rewriting. But there is no reason to 

summon a demon without dealing with it - without selling one’s 

soul. Any summoning circle that brings forth a creative “spirit 

of negation” while protecting the summoner must be broken 

for the spirit to act - so any writer will lose control of their work 

once it is open to the world, a Mephistopheles free to tempt new 

writers into summoning forth new variations and new stories.

 This writing and rewriting, this Myth of Myth-making, 

then, is not truly Myth in the sense of the originary, or the his-

torical. It is the search for some kind of narrative that goes 

beyond the past and pushes us towards the future. When Faust 

bargains his soul in return for his powers of development, he 

attempts to create in a Godly fashion - to recreate a new world 

atop the old. Faust finds himself in this development, but looses 

________
38 “Authenticity.” Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy. September 11. Accessed April 2018. https://plato.stanford.edu/entries/authenticity/

25. Wittgen-
setein, Ludwig. 
Philosophical 
Investigations. 
Quoted in Der-
rida: A Very 
Short Introduc-
tion. 

24. Borges, 
Jorge Luis. 
“Tlön, Uqbar, 
Orbis Tertius” 
in The Com-
plete Fictions.

23. Nabokov, 
The Luzhin 
Defense



25

Higgins

himself again when the bargain comes to a conclusion. But, 

Faustian Tragedy would not be tragic if Faust was simply des-

tined towards damnation from the beginning. The tragedy is 

not in the inevitable, but in Faust’s continual dealing with the 

devil even as doubt and redemption speak to him. It is through 

the interplay of Faust’s reason and Mephistopheles’ mythic 

powers that Faust is able to hear God speak to him, to glimpse 

the Redemption. In the words of Theodor Adorno:

“At the end. – The only philosophy which would still be accountable 
in the face of despair, would be the attempt to consider all things, as 
they would be portrayed from the standpoint of redemption. Cognition 
has no other light than that which shines from redemption out upon the 
world; all else exhausts itself in post-construction and remains a piece 
of technics. Perspectives must be produced which set the world beside 
itself, alienated from itself, revealing its cracks and fissures, as needy 
and distorted as it will one day lay there in the messianic light.”39

In this, then, Faust’s narrative is one of redemption as well as 

damnation. Only through his deal with the Devil, his devel-

opments, his own doubts, does Faust come to know what his 

Greater, Enlightened Desire is - regardless of whether he is, 

in fact, capable of achieving it. Faust’s damnation through de-

velopment, through the negation of Mephistopheles, is the set-

ting “the world beside itself, alienated from itself, revealing its 

cracks and fissures.” In writing, we may never tell the “true” 

or “pure” fabula, only contextualized variations - but it is in 

these various stories that we find meaning in retelling, in per-

suing the Fabula itself. No story can be definitive, it is damned 

to be “a” version, not “the” version of the fabula. And in this 

damnation there is also redemption - the glimpse of the Fab-

ula, the Greater Desire of storytelling, the potential of future 

INTERVIEW WITH MEPHISTOPHELES (CONT.)
P: What do you think of this notion of text as a laby-
rinth? An exploration through, following the threads 
and the lines? These markings – labyrinths, threads, a 
searching for a center – are indicative of the myth of 
Ariadne and Theseus? 

M: Indeed, but these figures shift and interact differ-
ently with only a few changes as an author sees fit: the 
properties of the story can change and become an en-
tirely different fabula altogether. 

P: So how does Theseus become Faust?

M: The goal of Theseus is to destroy the Minotaur – to 
destroy the Other – to render the Labyrinth obsolete 
and useless in finding and conquering its center. The 
thread he carries is used to map every corridor solely 
so that, once the center is found, he can remove himself 
from the Labyrinth and never look back.

P: And Faust?

M: Faust doesn’t seek to destroy the Other, but gains 
his power, his drive from a dialogue with it – a dialogue 
that ultimately has no conclusion. For Faust, going into 
the Labyrinth, going away from Society, is a choice for 
himself – he wants to make himself a home of the Lab-
yrinth, impose its difference upon what he sees as the 
banal world he leaves behind. He doesn’t lay down thread 
in order to follow it back, he takes the avenues of ex-
ploration and weaves them together to make a new cen-
ter for himself. A nest if you will.

P: But Faust never leaves behind the mortal world. His 
search for power and fulfillment is predicated upon him 
changing that very same world he abandons by going to 
the Labyrinth. 

M: It is this anxiety that gives Faust his energy, and 
what lets me provoke him so: wherever Faust stands, 
ready to go forward, he is also looking back. The center 
he builds for himself is ever in motion: it is founded in 
this turning, a going around and around. As he twists 
the hallways of the labyrinth, so too is he twisting the 
foundations outside the labyrinth. Again, look at Faust 
and Gretchen. After seducing the girl, he runs off to 
a cave in a forest, to a “labyrinth of valleys.”  He seeks 

________
39 Adorno, Theodor. Minima Moralia: Reflections from a Damaged Life. Translated by Dennis Redmond. Web. https://www.marxists.org/
reference/archive/adorno/1951/mm/ch03.htm
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“new vitality … from this sojourn in desolate solitude,” 
but still reels “between desire and enjoyment, and in 
enjoyment languish[es] for desire.” His rest is not a 
rest. It is a breaking down, hence it is my duty to tell 
him he is “wearing out again” before he is “broken down 
completely.”

P: Is this anxiety what provokes Faust to myth-seeking? 
Is his story a story of man in search of a myth?

M: Well, consider when I tell Faust that Gretchen “is not 
the first.” The great irony is that, if Gretchen is not 
the first, then neither is Faust, nor am I. We are already 
part of “an old story” that’s being retold. 

P: But then was there a first? A first Faust?

M: Myth is there to make origins, but if you can’t find 
an origin to the myth you have an origin without place. 
An origin that lacks origin. This is the anxiety: Faust 
wishes to make his own story for himself, even if its 
based upon another, for the sake of having his own or-
igin. 

P: Then is this why you say that another mythic figure, 
like Theseus, can also be a Faust? Can enact a different 
fabula entirely?

M: A myth is usually an origin story, it tells of be-
coming. But here we also must speak of myth as used 
by Jung and Hillman. So myth is an origin – and Faust 
can be a story told as myth in this sense – but it is not 
simply an origin because it can be enacted again and 
again with new results. It is a future as much as a past. 
To live the story of Faust defines your future because 
it is about becoming. 

iterations that may work to move us closer to this center, rather 

than farther away. In this work, this continual turning towards 

a redemption that remains just out of sight, we may find in 

storytelling and re-telling the fulfillment of the Devil’s words: 

“Everything will turn out right, the world is built on that.”40 

This “built” is not a fulfilled prophecy or foundation - it is a 

verb, the world, the story, is continually built and built again. 

With every over-reaching comes an understanding of what we 

may be reaching for. 

________
39 Bulgakov, The Master and Margarita, 382.
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“FAUST: What must we do?

MEPHISTOPHELES: All has been done!”
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