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Abstract: Christopher Marlowe’s Doctor Faustus stands as a powerful emblem of
Renaissance tragedy, embodying the tensions between ambition and morality, knowledge
and faith, desire and damnation. At its most iconic moment, the play presents the conjured
image of Helen of Troy, whose Kiss seals Faustus’s fate. This paper explores the dramatic,
symbolic, theological, and aesthetic implications of that kiss—interpreting it not as a moment
of triumph or fulfillment, but as the final illusion that condemns Faustus to eternal ruin.
Drawing upon primary textual evidence and key scholarly interpretations, the paper argues
that Helen’s kiss functions as a fatal mirage: the culmination of Faustus’s pursuit of beauty
and knowledge divorced from ethical and spiritual grounding. In succumbing to the illusion
of Helen, Faustus rejects redemption and embraces damnation, thereby fulfilling the arc of a
tragic hero whose downfall lies not in external fate but in internal delusion.
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Introduction: Christopher Marlowe's Doctor Faustus dramatizes the existential struggle of
Renaissance man caught between the promises of humanistic knowledge and the strictures
of religious morality. The protagonist, Faustus, driven by insatiable ambition, forgoes divine
grace in exchange for temporal power through a pact with Lucifer. His journey is one of
progressive self-destruction, in which each magical exploit distances him further from the
possibility of redemption. Among the many temptations that Faustus encounters, none is
more aesthetically charged or symbolically fatal than the conjuration of Helen of Troy in Act
V.

“Was this the face that launch’d a thousand ships,

And burnt the topless towers of llium?
Sweet Helen, make me immortal with a kiss.” (V.1)

.
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These iconic lines mark Faustus’s full surrender to illusion. Helen, emblematic of
ultimate beauty and classical allure, becomes the siren song that drowns the last flickers of
his conscience. This paper analyzes Helen’s kiss not as a romantic moment but as a dramatic
device that signifies Faustus's irrevocable fall. Through literary symbolism, Renaissance
theology, and cultural allusions, Marlowe reveals that the kiss is not one of love or salvation
but a sealing of spiritual death.

The Symbolism of Helen in the Renaissance Context: Helen of Troy occupies a unique
place in the Western imagination—an emblem of perfect beauty and destructive power. In
the ancient world, she was both a victim of desire and a catalyst of war, and in Renaissance
literature, she re-emerges as an ambivalent icon: desirable yet deadly, sacred yet profane. In
Doctor Faustus, she is not the historical Helen but an illusion crafted by Mephistopheles,
conjured for Faustus’s pleasure.

This conjured Helen is silent and spectral. She lacks voice, agency, or subjectivity.
Her beauty is emphasized not as a feature of character but as a tool of seduction. Scholar
Stephen Greenblatt observes:

“Helen is the perfect emblem of what Faustus sells his soul to attain: illusion over
substance, desire over truth.”
(Renaissance Self-Fashioning, 1980)

This comment captures the central tension of the play: Faustus’s preference for the
seductive appearance of things over their moral or spiritual reality. Helen is the embodiment
of aesthetic idolatry, the false divinity he worships in place of God.

Faustus seeks immortality through sensual gratification—an immortality that is
fleeting and ultimately damning. By invoking Helen, Faustus aligns himself with Paris, the
prince who abducted her, thereby triggering the Trojan War. His declaration:

“I will be Paris” (V.i)

suggests a willful agent of destruction. Helen, far from being a partner in love, is a passive
illusion reflecting the emptiness of Faustus’s desires.

Helen’s kiss marks the moment of no return for Faustus. Despite repeated warnings
from the Good Angel, the Old Man, and his own conscience, Faustus retains a final chance
to repent—until he seeks Helen’s Kkiss.

“I will be Paris, and for love of thee,
Instead of Troy shall Wittenberg be sack’d.” (V.i)

Wittenberg—home of Protestant learning—becomes a symbol of spiritual self

- ="



SP Publications

International Journal Of English and Studies (IJOES)

An International Peer-Reviewed and Refereed Journal; Impact Factor: 8.175 (SJIF)
ISSN: 2581-8333|Volume 7, Issue 7 July, 2025

destruction. The metaphor, grand in imagery, masks the depth of Faustus’s fall. Just prior,
the Old Man pleads:

“Accursed Faustus, miserable man,
That from thy soul exclud’st the grace of heaven.” (V.1)

Faustus chooses aesthetic fulfillment over spiritual salvation. The kiss, steeped in
poetic grandeur, is a memento mori—a sensual caress leading not to life but to death. It is
not a reward but a punishment—an illusion Faustus embraces willingly.

Helen as the Final Temptation: Throughout the play, Faustus is tempted by knowledge,
power, and pleasure—but Helen is the culmination of these desires. She appears when
Faustus is most vulnerable:

“My heart’s so hardened, I cannot repent.” (V.1)

At this moment, Mephistopheles offers Helen not as a pleasure but as a replacement
for grace. Critic Ros King remarks:

“Helen’s silence is her power. She does not seduce Faustus—he seduces himself with her
image.”
(The Faustus Legend, 2007)

Helen is a mirror of Faustus’s despair, not an agent of seduction. She functions as a
screen for fantasy, symbolizing his escape from responsibility and fear. Her silence, her
lack of soul, becomes the ultimate expression of Faustus’s inner void.

Theological Implications: Beauty as ldolatry: For Marlowe’s Protestant audience, Helen’s
conjured beauty would represent idolatry—worship of the image instead of the Creator. Her
kiss becomes an anti-sacrament. Scholar Michael Keefer notes:

“The tragedy of Faustus is that he repeatedly mistakes the signs of damnation for signs of
salvation.”
(Introductions to Renaissance Tragedy, 1994)

The Kiss parodies the Eucharist—a union not with divine grace but with illusion and
death. Helen becomes the “host” of a sacrilegious communion. Faustus turns from the
Creator to the created.

Marlowe’s theology suggests that repentance is always available. Yet Faustus,

blinded by illusion, refuses grace. He is not destroyed by Satan but by his own choices.
Helen’s kiss seals this self-damnation.
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The Chorus and the Moral Reckoning:
The Chorus concludes:

“Faustus is gone: regard his hellish fall,
Whose fiendful fortune may exhort the wise
Only to wonder at unlawful things,
Whose deepness doth entice such forward wits
To practice more than heavenly power permits.” (Epilogue)

Helen’s kiss becomes the focal point of Faustus’s downfall—a moral emblem and
aesthetic climax. It mirrors Macbeth’s dagger or Lear’s storm: a symbolic moment
condensing the tragic arc.

As Jonathan Dollimore and Harry Levin argue, Faustus’s tragedy is rooted in
existential despair. Helen is not a temptation of the flesh but a substitute for lost faith.

Conclusion: Helen’s kiss in Doctor Faustus is one of the most haunting images in
Renaissance drama. It encapsulates Faustus’s fall—not as an act of romance, but as a
surrender to illusion. The Kiss is a theatrical and theological catastrophe, the last illusion that
masks the abyss.

Marlowe reveals that beauty without moral grounding is annihilating. Helen, silent
and spectral, is a false angel of light. Her Kiss is not a benediction but a curse. Faustus chooses
fantasy over faith—and in doing so, dooms himself not by divine decree but by delusion.
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