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ABSTRACT

Sarpedon’s Feast:

A Homeric Key to Chaucer’s Troilus and Criseyde

by

Ann Bradley

Chaucer’s insistence on the name of Sarpedon signals
the importance of the Iliad, with its treatment both of the
hero and the theme of necessity, for the development of his
Troilus. Chaucer’s access to the Iliad was second hand
through the Italians who were cultural heirs to the Greeks.
The story of Homer's Troy reached Chaucer through three
traditions: the classical, euhemeristic, and epic
recountings of the people and gods of Troy; the romance
tales of the fall of Troy and its lovers; the Christian
mythographic allegorizing of the Trojan material. The
mythographic is itself an offshoot of the epic because it
also treats of Gods and men while the romance debunks the
otherworldly in favor of earthly affairs. Finally, Chaucer
takes a pagan tale, views it through a Dantean lens, and
presents it to a fourteenth century Christian audience,
integratiné the romance back into the epic by expanding its
scope beyond the material universe ruled by fate to a world
within the Dantean universe which uses fate as an instrument
of Providence but leaves men free to choose. Chaucer’s

Troilus, developed from Priam’s two word epitaph to the hero



and derived from Sarpedon, Achilles, and Hector, becomes
more understandable in light of Sarpedon’s acknowledgment of
fate and assertion of will. Chapter One traces Sarpedon and
necessity from Homer to Chaucer through the epic material
about Troy. Chapter Two develops the emergence of Chaucer'’s
Troilus from the suppressed deeds and characteristics of
Homer's Sarpedon, Achilles, and Hector. Chapter Three
examines Chaucer'’s adaptation of the mythographic method.

In place of Christian allegoresis he employs myth as
subtext, using Sarpedon’s feast as a center of a debate
about fate and using Cassandra to join the fates of Thebes
to Troy and Troy to London. Chapter Four explores the
Thomistic synthesis, examining the necessity soliloquy as
scholastic parody and comic center for Chaucer’s theme of
fate and will and using Dantes’s Purgatorio to interpret
Troilus’ Christian apotheosis, beyond the pagan apotheosis
of Sarpedon’s immortalization as hero, by Troilus’ removal

to the spheres of the Dantean universe.
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Sarpedon’s Feast:
A Homeric Key to Chaucer’s Troilus and Criseyde

Introduction

Chaucer’s insistence on the name of Sarpedon signals
the importance for the Troilus of the Iliad, with its theme
of necessity and its treatment of the hero. He uses
Sarpedon of the Iliad to explain the enigma that is Troilus.
As a fiqure of necessity, the heroic Sarpedon provides a
dramatic foil for Troilus’ passivity and vacillation, a
model by which to judge Troilus’ behavior, and a prototype
from which Troilus has partially evolved. No one has ever
connected Sarpedon to Troilus as explanation, model, or
precursor. Chaucer’s immediate source for Sarpedon was
Boccaccio who had access to the Iliad and who was first to
change the metaphorical feast of Homer'’s Sarpedon to an
actual feast. But to Boccaccio’s genial host named
Sarpedon, Chaucer has joined implications of fate by his
additions to the Troilus of material about necessity and the
fates of Troilus, Troy, and Thebes. Sarpedon as an emblem
of necessity has come down to Chaucer through a classical
tradition available to him in Latin and through the Italian
access to the heritage of the Greeks.

Sarpedon in the Iliadl is the beloved son of Zeus who
knows his son will die but does not intervene to save him.
Lycian king and hero, Sarpedon has come to fight for Troy,

and before his death, speaks of a warrior’s feast. Sarpedon



berates Hector for his brothers who do not support him and
who allow others to do their fighting while they stand there
as sheep.2 Sarpedon knows that "a thousand shapes of death
surround us, and no man can escape them, or be safe" but he
responds to necessity by scorning the role of victim: "Let
us attack."3 Although Sarpedon’s father, Zeus, knows that
this favorite son is fated to be killed by Patroclus,4 Zeus,
goaded by Hera, overcomes his temptation to change destiny
and vents his rage by raining fire upon those below.>

Sarpedon and his feast provide a key to an
understanding of the meaning of the Troilus as a series of
variations on the theme of necessity, of Homeric Fate
observed through the speculum of medieval theory.6 In Book
V of Troilus and Criseyde, Chaucer emphasizes the figure of
Sarpedon by a litany of seven references to the hero and his
feast within a hundred lines of text.’ Originally, Sarpedon
was Homer'’s emblem of the power of Fate and the strength and
nobility of human will. Chaucer positions the Iliad’s hero
and his feast as one of several responses to Troilus’
introspective behavior during the necessity soliloquy which
has preceded it and also as his commentary on Troilus’
plight as representative of the fate of Troy.

In Troilus and Criseyde, Sarpedon appears soon after
Troilus’ lengthy psychomachia on necessity and foreknowledge
and immediately after Book IV in which the two themes echo

through the structure and content, at a point in the



narrative which has been problematic to critics. Yet,
despite this litany of Sarpedon’s name,8 few critics mention
him except to identify him in passing in a footnote. When
Robinson? and Benson!® mention Sarpedon in their footnotes,
they worry over the gap between his capture in Book II and
his reappearanée in Book V but never note his traditional
association with Fate. In fact, most critics treat the
foreknowledge-necessity debate as a digression and Book IV
as a weak book. Nowhere in Curry’s excellent article on
destiny in the Troilus does he mention Sarpedon. Instead,
he cites the "universal condemnation" of the necessity
passage by Lounsbury, Ward, Price, and Manly and the

damnation by faint praise from Root and Kitteredge.11 Curry

2

sees the inescapable necessity governing the storyl and

berates Chaucer for an ending he sees as completely
unrelated. Barbara Nolan comments upon Chaucer’s
contrapuntal approach to genre,13 though not to his use of
Sarpedon, while Root, Kitteredge, and Curry see the tale as
a tragedy,14 a classification which Boitani rejects, saying
that Chaucer removes it from tragedy "by an act of will"1
and is "a Pandarus of literature."l® But Boitani also
mentions Sarpedon only in passing, as a place where Pandarus
takes Troilus, and never connects him with the concept of
fate or will.l7 Spearing, too, never mentions Sarpedon in
his excellent analysis of histoire, discors, and the

unresolved ending of the story, seeing the ending "as



product of an act of will on the poet’s part rather than as
w18

the inevitable outcome of the underlying histoire, in
other words, as the author’s romance rather than Troilus’
tragedy. Vance, in Mervelous Signals, never speaks of
Sarpedon at all; he speaks of Gower and Strode but not of
Strode’s connection to Wyclif through the debates on
predestination, which were current when Chaucer was
writing.19 As Windeatt, Wallace, and Anderson have shown,20
Chaucer has added to Boccaccio the necessity soliloquy, the
ending, the tale of Cassandra, and most of the Theban
materials. Therefore, he stresses Sarpedon, the Homeric
hero emblematic of Fate, in a way more deliberate than
Boccaccio’s. And, when Chaucer repeats a name seven times
in fewer than one hundred lines, he is certainly calling
attention to that character, and presumably he is
reinforcing his story by evoking his audience’s response to
the subtext of that character’s own tale, information which
it knows and the author can leave unsaid.

Chaucer could possibly have had second hand access to
the Homeric tale through Boccaccio and Pilatus.?1 Literary
scholars agree that he could not have read Homer. They
assume that he could not have heard it either, or have come
into contact with it through people who knew Greek. 1In
fact, it is frequently asserted by English critics that

Greek disappeared entirely from the Western World during the

Middle Ages. This loss of Greek from the West is a



Renaissance myth, as self-serving as the term Middle Ages
itself, a relegation of the thousand years between the fall
of Rome, with its preservation of Greek literature, and the
Reformation, with its new availability of printed books, to
the realm of the insignificant. In fact, the knowledge of
Greek never died out in the West.22

Knowledge of Greek seemed to be the same kind of claim
to scholarly superiority then as now, and a sprinkling of
Greek was fairly common in texts. A knowledge of Greek is
referred to as a mark of education by Bede when he describes
Theodore of Tarsus?3 and by Einhard about Charlemagne.24
Greek is sprinkled through the text in pompous and silly
linguistic analysis by Gerald of Wales who avers that Welsh
is its descendent.?3 It is used by the Second Vatican
Mythographer in the ninth - tenth century.26 Twelfth
century Matthew Paris refers to the immigration of some of
the Greek nobility into England,27 and the twelfth century
saw a revival of learning of the Greek and Roman classics.28
Greek was certainly known by educated Romans until the fall
of Rome, by educated Northumbrians at the time of Bede; it
was encouraged and reintroduced in Alfred’s Wessex,
encouraged in the Kingdom of the Two Sicilies, known in
Moorish Spain, common in North Africa, known at the papal
courts, known at Oxford and Paris, encountered on the

Crusades, and kept alive in the West by interactions with

the important power center of Constantinople especially



through the intermediary of the Germans. The law codes of
southern Italy (Magna Graecia) were written in Greek
throughout the Middle Ages.29 The influence of Greek
Romance on twelfth century western and Arthurian romance is
well known and permeates the stories of Chretien and
Hartmann.

While no general presence of Homeric texts in the West
has ever been substantiated,30 they were available to Greeks
and their total disappearance appears unlikely; more polemic
than fact, the "loss" of Greek is part of the same pervading
scholastic bias which caused a prominent critic of the
1920’s to aver that humor as we know it began with the
Renaissance, 31 Although there is no way to know if Chaucer
ever did read or hear a translation of the Iliad,32 he
travelled where Greek was known and he knew Greek people.
Chaucer had access to all the strains of the Trojan tale.
The Iliad was by no means readily available in translation,
but Greeks learned their language from Homeric texts, Greeks
knew Homer, and Greeks were a part of Western Europe.
Neither language nor literature ever died out. Most access
to the Troy story came through Latin commentaries and
popular culture, but Homer was always there in the Western
tradition. Whether or not Chaucer had the text, he had the
tale and all three variations of the tradition.33

At the beginning of his Troilus and Criseyde, Chaucer

says that his story can.be read in Homer or in Dares, or



Dictys (I.14507). He does not suggest that he ever read
Homer, but whether or not he heard read to him a Greek Homer
or a Latin translation, he was heir to both the epic and the
romance traditions of the story of Troy and certainly had
written Latin access to the tradition which connected
Sarpedon to the fate that awaits all mortal men. His use of
Sarpedon and his feast suggests the centrality of the
necessity soliloquy in a tour-de-force on the theme of
necessity which opens up some of the implications of his
Troilus.

Chaucer even has one stanza which echoes the Iliad’s
beginning, "Sing, goddess, the wrath of Achilles," and its
end, "And so they buried Hector, tamer of horses."34
Chaucer establishes the wrath of Troilus rather than of
Achilles, and speaks of the Greek fear of him as "withouten
any peere Save Ector" (V.1803-4) in a stanza which begins
with ‘wrathe’ and ends with ‘Achilles’.

The wrath, as I bigan yow for to seye,

Of Troilus the Grekis boughten deere,

For thousandes his hondes maden deye,

As he that was withouten any peere,

Save Ector, in his tyme, as I kan heere,

But - weilawey, save only Goddes wille,

Despitously hym slough the fierse Achille

V.1800-1806.
This curious stanza, in which Donaldson sees a possible
knowledge of the Iliad,35 also links Troilus, Hector, and

Achilles together. It indicates that after he gave up his

romantic ideal of Criseyde he turned into a great warrior.



The stanza includes his death according to God’s will. The
last line grammatically makes Troilus the one slain but by
word order suggests Achilles slain, just enough to connect
the two men, Troilus and Achilles, in death. The wrath of
Achilles has become the wrath of Troilus, and the burial of
Hector has been replaced by the death of the ambiguous
figure of Troilus or Achilles.

Moreover, there is an established tradition that does
use Sarpedon as an emblem of Fate and foreshadowing.
When Chaucer wrote his Troilus and Criseyde, he had
inherited two distinct traditions of the story of Troy, the
epic and the romance. None of the romance sources connect
Sarpedon to Zeus, but the connection is central to the epic
sources. These, Homeric and classical, told in epic and
tragic mode of the interactions of gods with heroic men who
were locked together at Ilium in the cycles of destiny;
knowing their mortal fate and accepting its necessity, men
made free choices to live and die in ways that would insure
their continuation in the tales of glory they wrote with
their lives. In this tradition, Sarpedon is an emblem of
necessity, foreknowledge, and free will. Son of Zeus, he
comes to Troy to lead his Lycians in battle, fully aware
that his destiny as warrior only intensifies his destiny as
mortal and that the special joys of the warrior’s feast and
privileges exist because he will die on the battlefield;

Zeus his father knows that to save his mortal son is to



destroy the order of things. The only hope for Sarpedon is
the glory he will gain at Ilium, the beacon city of men
which must fall just as surely as men must die and which
will endure in tales of its glory.

This tradition, poetic, philosophical, endlessly rich
in metaphor, reached Chaucer through Boccaccio and the
Italians as the Latin and Italian legacy of Homer: 36 the
secondary retellings of his tale of Ilium, its heroes and
its fall. Hesiod, Apollodorus, Virgil, Cicero, Hyginus,
Servius, Fulgentius, Berchorius, Gellius, Ausonius, and
Tertullian were among those who referred to Ilium. The
Second Vatican Mythographer, borrowing heavily from
Fulgentius, in telling the story of Thetis and Peleus,
condensed the tale of Troy and placed Sarpedon pivotally
within it. Chaucer had access to this through Boccaccio’s
Genealogie and through the Italian influences absorbed
during his trips to Italy before he wrote his Troilus.
Chaucer tapped into the Greek tradition through the Italian
which never lost its contact with Greek language and

literature.

37 romantic, non-

The second tradition is anti-Homeric,
poetic.38 It eliminates the gods and demystifies the tale.
In it, from the roles and deeds of Achilles, Sarpedon, and
Hector, the figure of Troilus is created. No longer just a

passing reference to a son of Priam, his tale becomes the

central one, a human love story not an epic, and a tale of



prose not poetry. Augustine, heavily influenced by Plato,
transmitted this tradition by setting Troy as the city of
man, by ignoring the part of the pagan gods and mocking the
idea that they interfere. Dictys’ fourth century
manuscript, like Augqustine’s De Civitate Dei, eliminates the
gods, changes the name of Achilles’ captive, and then
reduces the story to a soldier’s chronicle. It is the sixth
century Dares who creates the story of Troilus and Briseus
by usurping the love story, sorrow, and wrath of Achilles;
adjusting the time order of the tale, Dares expands Troilus
into a major war leader at the head of Hector’s troops,
after Hector has been killed off in ambush, who leads the
fight against the Greek ships instead of Sarpedon.
Essentially, Dares creates Troilus from these elements of
Achilles, Sarpedon, and Hector. By eliminating the gods, he
eliminates the inexorable necessity of Fate, the metaphoric

depth of the tale, its poetry. He also gives importance to

the woman in love. Dares is imitated by the romance writers

of the eleventh to the thirteenth centuries, expecially by
the most influential Benoit de Sainte-Maure and Guido delle
Colonne. When the tale comes to Boccaccio, he keeps the
romance tradition in his Filostrato, his story of Troilus
and lost love which, like Dante’s La Vita Nuova, has the new
sweet style of the Italian Trecento; in the Genealogie
Deorum Gentile Libri, he traces the Homeric tales and their

commentators, producing what he claims to abrogate.
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Chaucer, heir to both traditions, takes the story of
Troilus and his Criseyde and places it firmly in a Homeric
and Classical tradition, once again poetic, metaphoric,
epic, and tragic, once again connected to Fate, necessity,
foreknowledge, and free will, and to enduring glory through
its retelling. By tracing the treatment of the figure of
Sarpedon, the emblem of foreknowledge, necessity, and free
will, through Homer, the epic tradition, the romance
tradition, Boccaccio, and finally, Chaucer, I hope to show
this division and reintegration of the story of Troy. By
Chaucer'’s repetition of the name of Sarpedon, I think he is
signalling the return to the Homeric theme of necessity. 1If
so, then the necessity monologue of Troilus, although a
comic speech, is a keynote address rather than a digression,
and Sarpedon and his feast is a metaphorical repetition and
reminder of this necessity. Chaucer’s Troilus itself
becomes a feast, a tour de force on the theme of necessity.

In the Troilus, Sarpedon functions as a very rich nexus
of associations for Chaucer’s ideas about foreknowledge,
necessity, and will. The several possible reasons for the
emphasis on Sarpedon and his feast connect the character and
event to the main story of Troilus’ double sorrow. First of
all, Zeus’ choice not to save his favorite son provides an
irconic echo and an answer to Troilus’ question about
necessity and foreknowledge. Secondly, Sarpedon’s actions

as a man and a warrior provide frame and judgment for
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Troilus'’ dilemma of paralysis of will. Lastly, the feast
and doom of Sarpedon provide an archetype to connect the
elements and characters of Troy and Thebes and Olympus with
those of Chaucer’s England.39

Reading the Troilus backward from the feast of Sarpedon
explores the complex Chaucerian merger of the medieval
romance with the Homeric tale of Fate. Fate is the theme of
epic: the necessary death of mortal man and the nobility of
the individual man who wills to affirm life despite the
inevitability of his death. 1In his Troilus and Criseyde,
Chaucer uses the figure of Sarpedon from the Iliad to join
his romantic hero, Troilus, to the epic theme of fate. For
Chaucer, Sarpedon’s filial connections to Zeus, to
preordained and foretold death, and to strength of will to
act in the face of the knowledge of that death make him a
dense mythographic emblem, an emblem of the fate of Troilus
the individual, of the fate of all of Troy, and even of the
fate of all mortals. Chaucer also employs Sarpedon to
represent the strength of will which Troilus lacks. This
work will explore the interactions of Sarpedon within the
Trojan story and also the possibilities of interpretation of
the themes of fate and will which an analysis of Lycian
Sarpedon opens in Chaucer’s tale.

The pagan classical or Homeric stories of Troy came to
Chaucer in an unbroken line. The story of Troy became

exemplum told in the beauty of metaphor and carrying the
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weight of philosophical ideas of fate and will, of
temporality and earthly mortality. Thus, Chapter One will
analyze the idea of necessity in terms of the second
tradition, the Homeric or Classical, in which the Trojan
tale with the great themes of Fate and Human Will was
transmitted from Homer’s time to Chaucer’s. It will trace
Sarpedon as emblem of Homeric Fate through Homer, Cicero,
Virgil, Tertullian, Apollodorus, Augustine, Gellius, the
Second Vatican Mythographer, and Boccaccio’s Genealogie.
Boccaccio, Chaucer’s immediate source, spans both major
traditions, the classic with his Genealogie and the romance
with his Filostrato.

The Troy story is the Greek cultural expression of the
myth of human mortality, of the loss of Eden and the
restrictions of Fate and Time, a myth adopted by the Romans
and then by the Franks and the Britons to explain their
origins from settlements by the dispersed Trojans.40
Chaucer received the story most obviously through the Trojan
romances in the representational fiqure of Troilus who stood
for Troy and for the fate of men. This Troilus was a
distillation and a diminuition into popular culture of a
figure who derived from the ancient male figures of
Achilles, Hector, and Sarpedon. These and Troilus are pre-
Homeric cultural archetypes, men more god-like than mortal
but still bound by mortality. The Norse had gods who die

and heroes who descend from them; like them, the Greeks
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introduced medial heroic figures whose function was also
redemptive or at least totemic. As Boitani shows, the
purpose of the youthful Troilus figure is his ritualized
death.4l Neither springtime nor Eden can last. Through the
popular culture of romance tales, the three great heroes
merge into the.emblem of transient youth that is the Troilus
inherited by Chaucer. In these popular tales, the gods were
excised, along with all the machinery of superhuman deeds
and also their imaginative and magical poetic metaphor of
expression.

Chaucer was heir to more than the classic tradition.
Chapter Two will treat the development of the heroic man of
strong will and the ironic product that is Chaucer’s weak-
willed Troilus. It will analyze Sarpedon, along with Hector
and Achilles, as antecedents of Chaucer’s Troilus. It will
trace, through the Anti-Homeric or Romance Tradition of
Dares, Dictys, Benoﬁ'\,t, Guido, and Boccaccio in his Il
Filostrato, the metamorphosis of Troilus who evolves from
Homer'’s two word epitaph by Priam, Tpwilov L‘;lrwcoxa;)pnu, Troilus
the warrior charioteer (XXIV.257), into the central hero of
the medieval romances of Troy where Chaucer found him. As
Sarpedon, Hector, and Achilles fade from prominence in the
romances, Troilus grows as a figure of importance by the
accretion of the deeds and characteristics of the three
heroces of the Iliad that he displaces.

Chaucer also knew the Christian mythographic
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explications of the story. Still based on the Homeric,42

these texts subsumed pagan magic in the service of Christian
morality. Chaucer is not so heavy handed as the religious
mythographers. In his hands the Greek connection to gods
and cosmic forces becomes a subtext which moves in
counterpoint to his tales, much as the universe moves in the
double motion of the Zodiac and the planets. In his ironic
adaptation, Chaucer uses narrative voices which express the
variations in the traditional approaches to the tale.
Pandarus is his voice of the romance, the narrator of the
classic, and Cassandra of the mythologic; Sarpedon is his
emblem of fate.

Chapter Three will suggest how Chaucer adapts the third
tradition, the Christian mythographic, by exploiting the
example of Sarpedon’s feast, his metaphor‘in the Iliad for
the privileges accorded the warrior because he must die and
because his death is somehow a sacrificial substitute for
the necessary death of all men. Boccaccio changes this
metaphoric feast into an actual feast, and Chaucer expands
the image. Troilus balks and does not join the warriors
because of his lovesick paralysis of will and bemoaning of
fate. The final necessity that death is the condition of
human life controls both men but not their responses to it.
Chaucer’s implicit contrast between Sarpedon and Troilus
underscores the foolishness of Troilus’ self pity and moping

in comparison to Sarpedon’s pleasure in life and
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determination to live well and die fighting. Although
Sarpedon’s is the voice of Fate, Chaucer’s touch is light,
and he enfolds the feast in a kind of debate between two
narrative voices, the Narrator and Pandarus. He has the
Narrator speak as the voice of the traditional Homeric past
and Pandarus express the iconoclastic views of the Romance
tradition. Then he serves up a voice for the third
tradition, the mythographic, by having Cassandra do in her
section what Chaucer does in the whole Troilus. Chapter
Three will explore the necessity soliloquy, Sarpedon’s
feast, and Cassandra’s explanation of Troilus'’s dream of
Diomede who, like Sarpedon is linked genealogically to
Thebes and fights at Troy; the explanation leads to
Cassandra’s prophecy of Criseyde’s necessary betrayal.
Chaucer'’'s method embroils the narrator in the theme of fate,
both of individuals and of nations. Chapter Three will look
at the implications for the theme of necessity of the
merging of the Theban and Trojan tales in terms of the
Troilus and the "Knight’s Tale." Sarpedon’s feast, the
narrative debate, the dream of Troilus, Cassandra’s
explanation, and the linking of Troy to Thebes illustrate
Chaucer’s playful mythographic variations on the theme of
necessity with the example of Sarpedon providing an ironic
template through which to judge Troilus’ behavior and, by
implication, the behavior of the descendents of Troy in the

New Troy of London of Chaucer’s day.
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Influenced deeply by Dante’s retranslation of Christian
theology and pagan philosophy back into literary myth,
Chaucer added to his tale of Troilus two sections, the
necessity soliloquy of Troilus and the ending with its
apotheosis of the hero and its prayer. These sections

43 who, not sharing

particularly tfouble many modern critics
Chaucer’s world view, do not see how they are necessary to
the structure of the story.

Chapter Four will treat the new Chaucerian synthesis of
the myth of Troy and medieval Scholasticism. It will
analyze the necessity soliloquy as a scholastic parody of
the whole controversy over predestination and free will that
absorbed Chaucer’s contemporaries as it absorbed his
Troilus, but which Sarpedon resolved through action.

Lastly, as Sarpedon was apotheosized by Zeus, so Troilus
also was carried off after his death; as Sarpedon was
immortalized in the classical tradition, so Chaucer’s
narrator will immortalize Troilus. The chapter will argue

for the necessity of Chaucer’s ending as his Dantean

resolution of the question of necessity.
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Minnis adds that "subsequent writers criticized Homer . . .
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27). See also Nathaniel Edward Griffin’s "Un-Homeric
Elements in the medieval Story of Troy," Journal of English
and Germanic Philology VII(1907-1908): 32-52.

39 see Chauncey Wood, "What Chaucer Really Did to Il
Filostrato," The Elements of Chaucer’s Troilus (Durham: Duke
UP, 1984) 31-37.

40 ag early as the sixth and seventh centuries AD, the
Frankish chroniclers claim descent from the Trojans. See
Liber Historiae Francorum, trans. Bernard S. Bachrach, ed.
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that British writers began their tales with their Trojan
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Chapter One

The Epic Tradition:
Sarpedon as Emblem of Fate

A. Romance and Epic
Roots of Chaucer’s Sarpedoun
Chaucer'’s immediate source for his Troilus was the
Italian Trecento writer Boccaccio who inherited the tale
both from the epics and from the romances, exploiting the
former in his Genealogie and the latter in his Filostrato.
Chaucer’s romance source was the Filostrato, itself the end
product of an anti-Homeric tradition which debunked the
gods, increased the importance of women, added copious
detail and description, and produced the romances which were
so popular in the Middle Ages. This romance tradition was
considered to be real history because it eliminated the gods
and the fabulous. It also lost much of its poetic metaphor,
the magic of words and ideas, along with its other magic.
It was intentionally anti-Homeric, drawing on Augustine in
the City of God for his scorn of Olympian gods, and
concentrating rather on men in their relationships with
other men as warriors at war and, with increasing
importance, in their relationships with women in the
domestic wars which they called love.
Boccaccio, however, whose work was encyclopedic, was
heir to the Greek and Roman epic and classical tradition as

well.l 1n his Genealogie he interspersed enough Greek to



show his interest in the texts of Homer and recounted the
Troy story as it was known to the classical writers whose

2 and the exploits

tales concerned the fates of men and gods
of heroic men who could not be gods because they were
mortal. This distinction between traditions is based on the
inclusion of the fabulous and the exegetical in the Homeric
tales which intertwine the fates of gods with those of men,
which employ poetic metaphor, and which are exempla of
philosophical concepts. One branch of this tradition, the
Christian mythographic or exegetical, allegorizes the story
in terms of Christian values, in bono or in malo. The other
branch, Ciceronian and Virgilian and based on the ancient
myths, also passes down the story. Fate is really its
theme, and it attributes to gods what does not seem rational
in human experience. I am referring to this strain as the
epic or classical or Homeric. It is written down in Greek
or in Latin rather than in medieval vernacular languages.
Once it reaches the Middle Ages, its intended audience is
clerical or highly educated.

Boccaccio taps into this tradition in his Genealogie
Deorum Gentilium Libri. Although he protects himself with
an Augustinian disclaimer of belief in the gods or their
place in the story,3 Boccaccio in fact discusses the gods
and searches out the literary backgrounds for their stories.

In his description of Sarpedon and his son, he tells the

story from the Iliad and adds the reference to the son from
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the Aeneid. He cites Homer directly in Greek and refers
also to Servius, quotes Augustine’s City of God, and relates
from the Iliad Sarpedon’s death at the hands of Patroclus,
the removal of his body by Apollo at the order of Jupiter,
and his funeral.4 Boccaccio, who had had the Iliad
translated by ﬁeontius Pilatus, refers to his hearing it
from Pilatus.? We know too that Chaucer had access to the
Genealogie6 for the figure of Zephyrus and for Cleopatra.7
Consequently, Chaucer had at least second-hand access to the
stories of Homer and quite possibly had access to Pilatus’
translation as well. It is not likely that Chaucer would
miss the opportunity when in Italy.8 In addition, he would
certainly have known that Homer’'s theme was the epic theme
of fate. His emphasis on fate makes his Troilus parallel
Homer's tale of Sarpedon in ways which, deliberate or not,
show that Troilus does derive from Sarpedon and in a manner
which sheds light on Chaucer’s use of Sarpedon as a standard
by which to evaluate Troilus. Chaucer’s repetitive use of
the name of Sarpedon in his Troilus and Criseyde is one part
of his remarkable tour de force on the subject of necessity
and, with it, foreknowledge and free will. In his use of
the Matter of Troy, Chaucer has taken the action of the
romance and reinvested it with the meaning of the epic.

The Sarpedon that Chaucer inherits is this Homeric
model of the man of necessity. Homer’s metaphor of the

feast has become Boccaccio’s actual feast, but the man who
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hosts it has remained an emblem of mortality for Chaucer as
well as for Homer, and the necessity of physical death and
of earthly endings becomes the controlling metaphor of the
Troilus. Far from digressionary, Troilus’ necessity
soliloquy centers the structure of Chaucer’s Troilus and
Criseyde. Although its catalyst is fear of the death of
human love rather than of human life, eros and thanatos are
interconnected, and the speech focuses on necessity within a
nexus of associated ideas of foreknowledge, fate, and free
will. Reading the speech backward from the feast of
Sarpedon exposes its importance as theme and metaphor.

In Chaucer, the feast of Sarpedon answers the
ambiguities of the necessity soliloquy; by locating the
feast after that parody of scholastic foolishness, Chaucer
opposes the clarity and strength of will of Sarpedon to
Troilus’ refusal to accept that within himself which derives
from Homer’s Sarpedon. After the soliloquy, Troilus repairs
to Sarpedon’s actual feast but cannot join his metaphorical
one. Because Sarpedon’s insistence upon action and choice,
in spite of his knowledge of certain death, so underscores
Troilus’ own inaction and wavering will, Sarpedon’s freely
willed choices overshadow Troilus’ issue of necessity.

Set against the backdrop of Troy, the death preordained
for Sarpedon becomes emblematic of the fate of all creatures
in a world itself existing within the patterns of cyclic

change and the rotations of the delusionary wheel of Lady
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Fortune. Troilus finds himself on the wheel, caught in an
inexorable pattern which determines the end of his earthly
love. For Chaucer and his narrator for whom all reality is
shaped and enclosed by telescoping patterns, the only path
out of this pattern for his noble but foolish pagan,
Troilus, is the kind of divine love known to Chaucer but not
even conceived of by Troilus or by Criseyde. Troilus,
unlike Sarpedon, does not have Zeus for a father; Chaucer’s
Troilus has only Chaucer who is himself bound and limited by
the pattern he too is within. The presence of Sarpedon,
with his name drummed insistently by Chaucer, makes sense of
the soliloquy before it and the events to follow it. This
perspective on Sarpedon did not reach Chaucer through the
Filistrato. It did, however, get to Chaucer in the path
from the Iliad to Boccaccio’s Genealogie, a path in which
Sarpedon is linked firmly to the issue of necessity and in
which his death, along with those of Hector, Achilles, and
Troilus, establishes the fall of Troy as an emblem of human
passage.9

Chaucer’s inherited Sarpedon then is connected to the
natural cycle of change which is the principle of life: the
mortal son of a god, he must die as leaves fall and all
things change from life to death. He is also crucial to the
story of Troy, connected through the marriage feast of

Peleus and Thetis to Achilles and to Hector. Different from

Troilus who contemplates the necessity of the man sitting on
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his cushion, Sarpedon is the model for the man who knows he
must die but acts courageously in the face of his inevitable
fall. The Sarpedon whose feast discomforts Troilus is the
model against which Troilus falls short. If all characters
in a book can be seen as projections of the hero’s
conflicts, then Sarpedon is the part of himself that Troilus
tries to suppress in order to be faithful to Criseyde and to
human love.l0 1In fact, in the alternative tradition, the
Romance or Anti-Homeric, the figure of Troilus grows as the
replacement for the classically heroic figures of Sarpedon,
Hector, and Achilles once the heroes are demystified and the
gods debunked and removed. In Troilus and Criseyde Chaucer
reconnects the English romance of Troilus firmly back within
the context of its epic roots. Accordingly, this chapter
will explicate the Homeric Sarpedon to see the clay from
which Chaucer’s Troilus is formed and will trace his path
and the path of Greek culture to Chaucer’s time by examining
the transmission of the emblematic and metaphorical

connection of Sarpedon with fate.

B. Sarpedon of the Iliad

The Homeric Sarpedon, unlike his Romance ghost, charges
the Iliad as the force outside of Troy which comes to its
aid against Greece but which cannot withstand the

predetermined fall of Troy; as Chaucer’s Troilus represents
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Troy, so Homer’s Sarpedon represents Fate. That Fate
essentially is the fate of human mortality. As with the
classical Troilus, the importance of Homer’s Sarpedon lies
in his death.ll son of Zeus, king of Lycia, connected to
Thebes by descent through Europa, Zeus-raped daughter of
Cadmus’ cursed line, the mortal Sarpedon must die despite
his Olympian father’s anguish. As leader of Troy’'s allies,
and with a fate emblematic of Troy's and of mankind’s,
Sarpedon is aware that he must die. Fate, Homer makes clear
from the opening of the Iliad, is the controlling force and
the controlling theme. But, unlike Chaucer'’s Troilus,
Homer’s Sarpedon is a strong-willed man of action who
embraces his role as warrior-prince and leader of his people
despite his understanding of his resultant mortality. Homer
acknowledges him as strong and wise enough to rebuke even
Hector about his effete Trojans, and to advise his cousin
Glaucus about the fate of warriors. He is introduced in
metaphor, by Glaucus’ description of the leaves of trees,
and he concludes in metaphor, by his analogy of the
warrior’s worth and the warrior’s feast. Knowledge of
Sarpedon as emblem of fate reaches Chaucer’s time through a
long list of classical writers; an understanding of the
context of Greek culture is transmitted to Chaucer’s time
through centuries in which contact with Greece is never
lost. |

Around the theme of fate, Homer organized the stories



of Troy which Chaucer inherited. These stories did not, of
course, originate with Homer but were a common pool of oral
tales upon which Homer and others drew.12 This common
tradition can account for early variation in the accounts of
Troy’s fall, but much of what reached the Latin West derived
from Homer. While Greek never completely disappeared in the
West,13 there is general agreement that until Boccaccio,
Homer was not available to the West in translation and that
the story of Troy was generally known through commentaries.
What survived for widespread use were the school text
excerpts followed by explications.

Nevertheless, the heroic figure known as Sarpedon did
survive in the Latin tradition and was known to Chaucer.
Whether or not Chaucer read or listened to Homer, he used
Homer’s character of Sarpedon, and so, for today’s reader to
understand more fully what Chaucer did with Sarpedon and the
Troy story, it really is wise to begin with the Iliad and
hear the echoes and parallels to Chaucer which are in
Homer’s version of the tale. "Fur uns ist heute die Ilias
die Hauptquelle uber Sarpedon."14 Homer’s main theme for
Sarpedon, son of Zeus and King of Lycia, is the necessity of
mankind’s fall into death. Like Chaucer’s Troilus, Sarpedon
is doomed by the very nature of human mortality and the
principle of physical change. Homer establishes this
necessity from the first introduction of Sarpedon as the

leader of the Trojan allies, the next most important warrior
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after Hector, and a hero linked inextricably to the fall of
Troy, and then in Glaucus’ recital of their common
genealogy;15 this he introduces indirectly through Glaucus’
tale of his own family history and connection to the gods.
Developing a portrait of Sarpedon as a great warrior and a
man of courage and strong will, Homer even has him rebuke
Hector, scolding the model Trojan for the failures of the
brothers and friends he is supposed to lead.

For Homer, Sarpedon is a link between Thebes and Troy;
in Chaucer, the story of Troilus and Criseyde connects the
stories of the two cities.l1® In the Iliad Sarpedon himself
is goaded by the Greek Tlepolemus in an interchange which
reinforces the connections of the Theban and Trojan stories
as well as Sarpedon’s connection to Zeus and which
foreshadows his own death at the hands of the Greeks, and,
by implication, the death of Hector. In his langquage, Homer
clearly parallels Sarpedon and Hector. Reminded of his
mortality, Sarpedon speaks to Glaucus about the warrior’s
role. Then he guards the wounded Hector and then finally
falls himself, leaving a final message to Glaucus to
continue to fight. Homer has Zeus choose painfully to let
him die, then mourn him and have his body transported home
to Lycia. Finally, Sarpedon’s armor is given as a prize in
the funeral games for Patroclus, reinforcing his connection
with Achilles’ friend.l?

Chaucer identifies Troilus’ importance by his
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connection to his father Priam as King of Troy, but Sarpedon
of the Iliad is dependent upon his relationship with Zeus
his father who, loving him and knowing his fate, chooses not
to intervene to save him. Homer specifically connects
Sarpedon and his father closely and necessarily just as in
the Iliad generally he closely connects men and gods and
questions the origins of gods as objectifications of the
psyches of great men.18 Cchaucer’s Troy is reflected in
Troilus; for Homer, Zeus is, in one sense, a projection of
the greatness of Sarpedon as hero; however, by the time of
the Iliad, the gods have become separate from and greater
than men. Hence, Sarpedon can be seen also as the obverse,
as the shadow of the god, as Chaucer’s Troilus is the
reflection of Troy. Unlike the later Troilus, Sarpedon
knows his own fate and its necessity. Nevertheless, he
chooses to enact the heroic warrior’s role in the face of
that necessity.

As the Greek tradition does with Troilus, Homer centers
the importance of Sarpedon on his death. Of the
approximately 678 lines of the Iliad which tell the story of
Sarpedon, son of Zeus and king of Lycia, nearly a third, 278
lines, describe his death, which triggers the rage of Hector
and the death of Patroclus, which in turn inflames the wrath
of Achilles, the death of Hector, and the fall of Troy.19
In the Iliad, before he dies, Sarpedon explains to his

kinsman Glaucus that the reason for the warrior’s feast and



the warrior’'s privilege is the warrior’'s fate. A man of
will, Sarpedon has left wife and child behind to live and
fight in the male society of warriors, the society Chaucer
has Troilus shun. He indicates his foreknowledge and full
acceptance of the death that awaits him on the Scamandrian
plain and the necessity of his fate there at Troy; his
father Zeus bewails the same necessity as he predicts it and
wills not to change it.

For Chaucer, Fortune is contingent upon location in
space and time. The location of the stars at the moment of
birth influences what a person will become.20 The choice of
Troilus’ man on his cushion is necessitated by the
circumstances of time and place. But for Homer, Fate is a
matter of genealogy. Because Sarpedon’s importance lies in
this connection to his father, Homer carefully delineates
Sarpedon’s genealogy and therefore his connection to the
gods who know all. Zeus-begotten, he is Olympian descended
also through his mother who connects him back to the fabled
hero Bellerephon. His lineage is related indirectly, by
Glaucus his cousin. Glaucus tells his own descent in
response to Diomede’s challenge to identify himself before
they battle.?l The crafty Diomede, who later attacks and
wounds both Aphrodite and Ares, has said he does not wish to
battle the immortals. This flattery elicits the information
from Glaucus.

As Chaucer begins his tale with a reminder of the
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Paladium, the theft of which will hasten the fall of Troy,
Glaucus begins his genealogy with the image of necessary
death and cyclical life that moves through western
literature and is famous in Dante.
oin TEP qbu)\)\o.w 'ysvan, Toin 8 KO auﬁpwv
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Even as are the generations of leaves, such are those
also of men. As for the leaves, the wind scattereth
some upon the earth, but the forest, as it burgeons,
putteth forth others when the season of spring is come;
even so of men one generation springeth up and another
passeth away (VI.146-149).

The prescient sense of the transience of life and the
necessity of death thus begin his genealogical recital:
man’s will and actions alone ennoble him, and his ancestry,
if noble, requires of him this heroic behavior. The common
god-ancestor for Glaucus and Sarpedon was the essence of
passage, Aeolus the god of winds, who fathered Sisyphus who
fathered Glaucus who fathered the heroic Bellerophon whom
Fate carried to Lyc;i.a.22 By Glaucus’ recital, Homer
connects Sarpedon in blood both to Zeus as his father and to
Bellerophon and Aeolus through his mother, to the all-
knowing god, to the heroic warrior, and to the evanescence
of the wind.

Like the later Troilus, Sarpedon is a warrior hero;
I
unlike him, he is a man of strong will; 6681rp87r£ Ko duex w&uwv,

*he was pre-eminent even amid all,»23 His epithet is

)ow'no.e'(bw, "godl;i.ke";24 he is Au\)c; vioy, "son of Zeus 25 yhen he
8
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26

is wounded and later when he storms the Greek walls, when

he is going to die,27 and when his father does not save
him.28 Sarpedon is also identified by his leadership of the
allies.?9 He is strong as well as courageous: single-handed
he tears down the battlement of the Greek wall at the
ships,3° and he is called one of the bravest of the warriors
when he runs to protect Hector.3l A leader strong,
courageous, and godlike, Sarpedon is developed by Homer as
one of the great heroic men of will. Chaucer’s evocation of
Sarpedon underscores his Troilus’ weakness.

Chaucer’s weak-willed Troilus turns to the unheroic
Pandarus,32 the mentor whom he has chosen to follow; as a
leader, Sarpedon chides and teaches not only his Lycians but
even the great Hector. After Sarpedon has torn down the
battlement, he turns to his companions and drives them into
the attack.33 The Lycians respond to their king out of fear
of rebuke; here Homer captures both the nuance of what
motivates men in battle and the measure of the good leader.
As the human shadow of his father Zeus, Sarpedon is the
leader and the decision maker who controls and disciplines
his men. Thus, Zeus is, in a sense, the objectification of
the warrior’s will personified in his son, Sarpedon, and
hence it is appropriate that Sarpedon rebuke the great hero,
Hector, and express his disgust with the other sons of
Priam.34 As Priam does when he eulogizes his Troilus,

35

Sarpedon moves from rebuking to urging, using his own
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example and his family, which parallels Hectoxr’s own. 36

Although he has come to help, he does not risk his family
and wealth;:'l7 Hector who stands to lose more should fight
more. 38 Sarpedon, like Zeus, warns of the future, and an
ominous doom lurks below his words of encouragement:
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Beware lest thou and they, as if caught in the meshes
of all-ensnaring flax, become a prey and spoil unto
your foemen; and they shall anon lay waste your well-
peopled city. On thee should all these cares rest by
night and day, and thou shouldst beseech the captains
of thy far-famed allies to hcld their ground unflinch-
ingly, and so put away from thee strong rebukings." So
spake Sarpedon,and his word stung Hector to the
heart. (V.487-493)
So the godly Sarpedon functions as the mirror of his father
Zeus in his direction and correction of his men and even of
Hector. His is the voice of responsibility, the tutor to
Hector, a man among men who has left behind his woman and is
not influenced by her as Chaucer’s Troilus is by Criseyde.
He is also a man connected to his place and, unlike
Chaucer’s Troilus or the Greek Troilus, who must die before
he leaves an heir for Troy, a man who has left behind a
child to secure his future. Chaucer’s Troilus meets none of
his standards; instead, he mirrors the weakness of his

father, Troy.
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In a parallel incident which aligns him with Hector and
foreshadows both their deaths, Sarpedon himself becomes the
one goaded and insulted, here by Tlepolemus, son of
Hercules, in a speech with a far different intent from
Sarpedon’s words of instruction. Tlepolemus taunts him
before battle but cannot shake him. Tlepolemus demotes him
verbally from king to "counselor of the Lycians."39 By his
rhetorical antiphrasis, Homer has Tlepolemus establish
Sarpedon’s actual worth; after his hero is called a skulker
and unskilled in battle, he establishes Sarpedon’s bravery
and military might:4° Sarpedon is called by Tlepolemus no
son of Zeus and inferior to earlier warriors sprung from
Zeus, unlike his own father Heracles. Homer emphatically
establishes Sarpedon as indeed the son of Zeus and peer of
Heracles. Tlepolemus’ boast that he will dispatch Sarpedon
to Hades ends in his own defeat and death at Sarpedon’s
hands.

Unlike Chaucer’s Troilus who is ensnared by his own
words in his necessity soliloquy, Homer'’s Sarpedon controls
his speech: Sarpedon’s reply wins the verbal part of their
duel before Sarpedon wins by his spear. To Tlepolemus’
boast that his father stole Laomedon’s horses and sacked
Troy, Sarpedon calmly asserts Heracles’ right to take what
had been promised him and avers Laomedon’s duplicity.41

Then Sarpedon separates Tlepolemus from his admirable father

by his simple, "But as for thee" and asserts his own power



44

over his adversary simply, without taunts, and matter-of-

factly:
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But for thee, I deem that death and black fate shall
here be wrought by my hands, and that vanquished
beneath my spear thou shalt yield glory to me, and thy
soul to Hades of the goodly steeds. (V.652-654)
In the simultaneous cast of spears, Tlepolemus is killed and
Sarpedon wounded in the thigh.
Foreshadowing his actions in Book XVI,42 his father

Zeus protects him as his comrades carry him away. Guided by

Athene, Odysseus chooses not to pursue him*3 in a "clear
foreshadowing of. . . 16.433f where Zeus laments that
Sarpedon is destined to be killed by Patroklos:. . . Destiny

is normally enforced by a god, here Athene."44 When Hector
takes notice, it is the first encounter since Sarpedon’s
scold. Sarpedon’s plea is subtle.?3 He calls Hector son of
Priam, the father who will plead later with Achilles for
Hector’s body, and asks that he be taken into Troy to die so
that his body might be safe. The mention of his wife and
infant son also evokes Hector’s own situation. According to

46 1,

Kirk, this first meeting after the rebuke is ironic.
the mention of Priam, of securing his body, and of the wife
and child, Sarpedon also clearly establishes for the reader
the dramatic irony of his parallel situation to Hector’s own

doom: the repeated mentions of wives and babies connect the
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pair as sympathetic figures and underscore Troilus’ childish
youthfulness.47 But, as after the rebuke, Hector is silent
and responds instead by actions as he attacks the Greeks.

This wound which Sarpedon seems to think is fatal
proves otherwise when his comrades carry him under the oak
of Zeus and reﬁove the spear. Sarpedon revives when the
North Wind blows upon him to make him live again.48® The
incident clearly points to his death when his ancestral
deities, Zeus and Aeolus, will not revive him, but when Zeus
will send Apollo to have Sleep and Death carry him back to
his own city which holds his wife and child.

If Sarpedon’s death is thus anticipated in his
interchanges with Hector and Tlepolemus, his speech to
Glaucus before battle gives his death its meaning. As is
usual in the Iliad, and as Chaucer will connect them, feast
and death are linked in pattern, but Sarpedon speaks of the
funeral fest which come before the battle. Why, he asks, is
the warrior honored in the festival hall with the best
seats, food, drink, and the adulation given to gods, as well
as by lands and wealth?

Glaucus, wherefore is it that we twain are held in

honor above all with seats, and messes, and full cups

in Lycia, and all men gaze upon us as gods? Aye, and

we possess a great desmesne by the bankg of Xanthus, 29

fair tract of orchard and of wheat-bearing plow land.
He answers his own question: the purpose of their lives and

of their privilege is their mission to die in battle:

Therefore now it behoveth us to take our stand amid
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the foremost Lycians, and confront the blazing battle,
that many a one of the mail-clad Lycians may say:

"Verily no inglorious men be these that rule in Lycia,
even our kings, they that eat fat sheep and drink
choice wine, honey-sweet; nay, but their might too igo
goodly, seeing they fight amid the foremost Lycians.
Homer'’s warriors are poignant and tragic because they
understand and express both this purpose and their desire,
the desire so particularly acute for the man who must carry
the spear, the desire to excape war and know peace.
Ah friend, if once escaped form this battle we were
ever to be ageless and immortal, neither should I
fight myself amid the foremost, g?r should I send thee
into battle where men win glory;
But the warrior is different from other men only in
intensity. With all of his kind, he must face both life and
necessary death:
but now - for in any case fates of death beset us,
fates past counting, which no mortal may escape or
avoid - now let us go forward, whetggr we shall give
glory to another, or another to us.
What he hopes for is the glory, the transcendence that
differentiates his death, gives it purpose, and keeps him
from being forgotten.53
Sarpedon and Glaucus then lead the assault on the wall
that results in a futile impasse until Zeus intervenes to
give victory to Hector. %% Although a personal glory for
Sarpedon who has torn down the battlement by himself, it
remains a pointless stalemate without divine intervention.>?
Even Sarpedon’s urging on of his men3® can not effect the
victory unaided. The god who has saved him from the attack

of Teucer gives the glory to Hector instead. When Hector
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falls wounded, "for ere that might be, the bravest stood
forth to guard him, even Polydamus,and Aeneas, and goodly
Agenor, and Sarpedon, leader of the Lycians, and peerless

Glaucus."?’ But when Sarpedon falls and calls for aid from
Hector, Hector runs by him to attack the foe.

Sarpedon’s final speech to Glaucus gives closure to his
first. The softness is gone;s8 he urges Glaucus to acquit

himself in battle, to save his armor from the Achaeans, and

to hold on and spur on his troops:

Dear Glaucus, warrior amid men of war, now in good
sooth it behooveth thee to quit thee as a spearman and
a dauntless warrior; now be evil war thy heart’s
desire, if indeed thou art swift to fight. First fare
thou up and down everywhere, and urge on the leaders of
the Lycians to fight for Sarpedon, and thereafter
thyself do battle with the bronze in my defence. For
to thee even in time to come shall I be a reproach and
a hanging of the head, all thy days continually, if so
be the Achaeans shall despoil me of my armour, now that
I am fallen amid the gathering of the ships. Ngg, hold
thy ground valiantly, and urge on all the host.

He dies a warrior, and the armor Glaucus cannot save and
Patrocles takes from his body becomes a prize in Patrocles’

own funeral games.60

61 the warrior,

As Chaucer and the Narrator well know,
the god, and the poet in fact are all enmeshed in the
necessity of fate, its predictability or their
foreknowledge, and their will to choose to act despite it.62
Like a weapon forged to be cast in battle, a warrior is
aimed at transcendence; his predetermined purpose is to die

in battle. 2Zeus knows his son’s fate and does not forestall
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it. Sarpedon’s "divine parentage wins him no more than a
mystically solemn funeral."63
It is as if Zeus, along with the poet, knows the story
and can only lament but not change it; so also will
Chaucer’s Narrator repeatedly mourn his inability to change
his tale. Zeus enacts this dilemma when he moans about his
knowledge of the necessity of his son’s death and his own
powerlessness to will to contradict Fate. He tells Hera
that Sarpedon will die and connects his death by implication
to the fall of Troy by connecting him to Patrocles and
Hector and to the sequence of doomed events. Zeus
explicitly has Hector go into his final battle "for
Sarpedon’s sake."®?% gzeus has had no qualms about stepping
in earlier, when Sarpedon is wounded in the thigh by
Tlepolemus: "howbeit his father as yet warded from him
destruction."®3 He has stepped in again during the fight
with Teucer and prevented him from being hurt at all: "but
Zeus warded off the fates from his own son that he should
not be laid low at the ships’ sterns."66 and then gives
Hector the glory of firing the ships.67 Zeus'’ will wavers
at the final moment, when he actually sees the contest
between Patroclus and his son, taking pity.68 He does not,
however, have the will to withstand the arguments of Hera
who asks him, "A man that is mortal, doomed long since by
fate, art thou minded to deliver from dolorous death?"69

Hera adds a veiled threat that other gods will interfere and
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do the same for their sons; she then puts into his mind the
idea and words he will later repeat to save his son’s
body.70 Apparently, when he is emotionally torn, his will
is not strong enough to resist Hera when she is determined.
He gives in to fate and the exigencies of the story but
weeps for his child.’1
Glaucus gets more response from Apollo to whom he turns
for help when he protests: "And a man far the noblest has
perished, even Sarpedon, the son of Zeus; and he succoureth
not his own child."’2 It is Apollo also to whom Zeus turns
to care for the body of Sarpedon in a more elaborate way
than Hera has suggested. Sounding like Priam, Zeus arranges
the funeral’3 and the pattern of his words, taken partly
from Hera and reflecting the wishes Sarpedon himself would
voice if he could, is repeated again for the third time by
the poet who relates their enactment’4 and completes the
pattern.
What is necessary and yet unjustifiable in fact
justifies itself, at the end, as an object of poetic
knowledge. What is incomprehensible in experience
becomes patterned and even beautiful in the imitation
of experience. And since poetic imitation, which
claims to stand outside experience, is itself a human
achievement, poetry claims for itself a place both
outside and within the human world as it recovers for
man a tragic meaning in the experience of
meaninglessness.

Zeus sent this evil portion, so that later

For men to come, we should be themes for song.75

Priam begs his son Hector not to fight; Zeus chooses to let

his son Sarpedon die. The gods know what mortals do not
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know, that neither god nor poet, regardless of what he knows
will happen, can change a tale of what is or what has been.
Homer’s tale, in its classical rather than in its romance
format, passes to Chaucer with this clear emphasis on Fate,
an emphasis which Chaucer makes a central theme and a theme
which he received from Homer by way of a series of writers
who knew the Iliad.

C. Sarpedon’s Path to Chaucer:
The Latin Adoption of the Greek Tradition

When the Romans defeated the Greek conquerors of Troy
and claimed descent from the Trojans, Homer’s epic treasury
became a mine for Latin writers and through them, for the
medieval West. Despite the echoes and parallel from the
Iliad in Troilus and Criseyde, and despite the survival in
the West of Greek language and Greek texts, Chaucer’s access
to original Greek texts and language is uncertain; yet, he
certainly did know Latin, and he read Cicero, Virgil, Ovid
and the lesser Latin writers who themselves had access to
the Greek. He could find references to Homer’s Sarpedon in
several Latin works and had a thin but definite history of
Sarpedon to draw upon outside of the Iliad itself.
Sarpedon’s connection to fate and will were definitely known
to him through the Latin materials.

Chaucer'’s access to Cicero is unquestioned, and Cicero

quite clearly connects Sarpedon to the topos of necessity.



Cicero’s brief comment in De Divinatione is reminiscent of

Priam’s eulogy of Troilus:

Si autem nihil fit extra fatum, nihil levari re
divina potest. Hoc sentit Homerus cum querentem
Iovem inqucit quod Sarpedgg filium a morte contra
fatum eripere non posset.

In Cicero, Jupiter does not have any choice: he is powerless
to alter what necessarily must be, even though he knows
ahead and wills to do so. The state of Cicero’s Jupiter is
singularly akin to that of Chaucer’s Troilus as he kneels in
the Temple and ponders necessity. Chaucer definitely had
access to the writings of Cicero and to Sarpedon’s role in
them. Without question, he also knew Virgil'’s Aeneid.

The Virgil read by Chaucer saw Sarpedon as a figure of
fate, and Virgil mentions Sarpedon several times in the
Aeneid. His clearest and fullest statement of the dilemma
of Jupiter occurs in Book Ten. Read along with earlier
references, in Books One and Nine, Virgil’s account fully
explicates Sarpedon’s importance in a complex web of
fatality that makes Rome the heir to Troy. Book One weaves
references to Sarpedon with those of Hector and of Aeacus,
grandfather of Achilles. Here, Aeneas, at the mercy of the
gods when Juno has commanded Aeolus to stir up a storm at
sea, cries out to the fallen heroes and to Diomede:

0 terque quaterque beati

quis ante ora patrum Troiae sub moenibus altis

contigit oppetere! O Danaum fortissime gentis

Tydide! mene Iliacis occumbere campis
non potuisse tuaque animam hanc effundere dextra
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