 “Was this the face that launched a thousand ships,”
Excerpted from Christopher Marlowe’s Doctor Faustus, published in the early 1600s, the story details the tale of Dr. Faustus’ hope to gain knowledge and power. In attempts to gain his desires, Faustus has promised to give his soul to Lucifer after 24 years. This poem comes at a time when Faustus is trying to impress fellow scholars. He has Mephastophilis, a messenger of Lucifer, conjure Helen to help with a debate. One scholar questions Faustus’ decision to risk his soul and Helen is brought back to reaffirm Faustus’ allegiance to Lucifer. 

Was this the face that launch'd a thousand ships,

And burnt the topless towers of Ilium1?

Sweet Helen, make me immortal with a kiss.

Her lips suck forth my soul: see where it flies!

Come, Helen, come, give me my soul again.

Here will I dwell, for heaven is in these lips,

And all is dross that is not Helena.

I will be Paris, and for love of thee,

Instead of Troy, shall Wittenberg2 be sack'd;

And I will combat with weak Menelaus3,

And wear thy colours on my plumed crest;

Yea, I will wound Achilles in the heel,

And then return to Helen for a kiss.

O, thou art fairer than the evening air

Clad in the beauty of a thousand stars;

Brighter art thou than flaming Jupiter4
When he appear'd to hapless Semele5;

More lovely than the monarch of the sky

In wanton Arethusa's6azur'd arms;

And none but thou shalt be my paramour!
1 Troy

2 German town that Faustus lives in

3 Helen’s husband

4 Roman name for Zeus

5 A Theban girl who was destroyed by Jupiter’s lightening when he appeared to her in his full splendor

6 A woman who was turned into a spring (or fountain) after trying to escape Alpheus, a river god
1) As you read the poem, identify examples of epithets. What do the epithets reveal about the women referenced in the poem?

2) An extended metaphor is a metaphor that is developed over several lines. Identify the extended metaphor in the poem. What is the metaphor revealing about Faustus?
3) Allusions are references to a person, place, or thing in history or to another work of literature. Identify at least three different examples of allusions. What purpose do the allusions serve in this piece? How do they help to characterize the Greek culture? 
4) Who is the speaker in this poem? What is the difference between a speaker and a poet? 
5) What tragic flaw does Dr. Faustus exhibit? How does this weaken him?

6) What is Dr. Faustus’ self view at the end of the poem?

