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Abstract 

"that the will is infinite and the execution confined": 

Troilus and Cressida and its Sources 

by 

Kristin Davis 

Shakespeare's Troilus and Cressida reflects his reading of Lydgate 

and Caxton's medieval Trojan epics, Chapman's Iliad, and Chaucer's 

Troilus and Criséyde. Each of these primary sources for the play 

to some extent represents an idealistic world view. Lydgate and Cax 

ton root their translations of Troy material in medieval ideals of 

chivalry. Chapman intensifies the Iliad's heroic quality, raising 

up Homer's heroes as model sages, princes and warriors. Although 

he tells a story of ill-fated love, Chaucer strains toward more 

perfect love, first developing his idealistic lover Troilus, then 
* 

finally leaving his readers with Mary and the Trinity. In the 

three plots of Troilus and Cressida, Shakespeare questions Lydgate' 

Caxton's, and Chapman's various notions of heroism as well as 

Chaucer's idealistic Troilus and religious vision. 
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Setting the play in médias res, Troilus and Cressida's opening eight 

lines are full of epic grandeur: 

In Troy there lies the scene. From isles of Greece 
The princes orgulous, their high blood chaf'd, 
Have to the port of Athens sent their ships, 
Fraught with the ministers and instruments 
Of cruel war: sixty and nine, that wore 
Their crownets regal, from the Athenian bay 
Put forth toward Phrgia; and their vow is made 
To ransack Troy, within whose strong immures ... 1 

Moving from Troy to Greece in the first line, the Prologue anticipates 

the play's constant shifting of focus. Once he has given his audience a 

stationary point, the scene in Troy, Shakespeare quickly takes it away, 

making his audience travel first to the isles of Greece, then with the 

Grecians back to Troy. This journey allows Shakespeare to characterize 

the Greeks. They are "princes orgulous" with "high blood" and "crownets 

regal" undertaking a weighty adventure, "their ships/Fraught with the 

ministers and instruments/ of cruel war," their purpose, sanctified 

with a "vow". "Orgulous" is a word straight out of Caxton's Recuyel1 

of the Historyes of Troye (1474?), and the highly chivalric tone of 

these first eight lines is that of Caxton's medieval epi.c. 

However, line eight does not complete a sentence. Rather, it runs 

on into lines nine and ten: "The ravish'd Helen, Menelaus' queen,/ With 

wanton Paris sleeps; and that's the quarrel." Having returned to Troy, 
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the audience discovers that the "orgulous" princes, "their high blood 

chaf'd," with all of their "ministers and instruments of cruel war" 

have traveled long distances simply because Helen sleeps "with wanton 

Paris," because of a "quarrel", "and that's the quarrel" undoes the epic 

seriousness of what has preceded it, forcing the audience to re-evaluate 

its attitude toward the war. Shakespeare's changing perspectives with¬ 

in the movement from Troy to Greece to Troy deliberately elicits then 

invalidates a response sympathetic to the opening lines' medieval epic 

tone. 

In the Prologue’s following nine lines, a sense of chivalric heroism 

revives. Leaving Helen sleeping with Paris, Shakespeare reconstructs the 

Greek arrival at Troy: 

To Tenedos they come, 
And the deep-drawing barks do there disgorge 
Their war-like fraughtage: now on Dardan plains 
The fresh and yet unbruised Greeks do pitch 
Their brave pavillions: Priam's six-gated city, 
Dardan, and Timbria, Helias, Chetas, Troien, 
And Antenorides, with massy staples 
And corresponsive and fulfilling bolts, 
Sperr up the Sons of Troy. 

Again Caxton provides Shakespeare with source material, the names of 
2 

Troy's six gates. And "deep-drawing barks," "war-like fraughtage," 

"brave pavillions," along with "the Sons of Troy" re-establish a high epic 

seriousness. Yet, if line ten undercuts the lines preceding it, "and that's 

the quarrel" also affects the lines which follow it. In his Prologue, 

Shakespeare builds, deconstructs, then builds again, but on unstable 

ground. 

Shakespeare next brings the Greeks ashore: 

Now expectation, tickling skittish spirits 



3. 

On one and other side, Trojan and Greek, 
Sets all on hazard: and hither am I come 
A prologue arm'd, but not in confidence 
Of author's pen or actor's voice, but suited 
In like condition as our argument, 
To tell you, fair beholders, that our play 
Leaps o'er the vaunt and firstlings of those broils, 
Beginning in the middle: starting thence away 
To what may be digested in a play. 
Like or find fault; do as your pleasures are: 
Now good or bad 'tis but the chance of war. 

Returning to the scene-at-hand, the Prologue describes a nervous balance 

between Trojans and Greeks. Both sides "set all on hazard;" however, the 

value of this "setting all on hazard" is questionable -- the audience 

knows what the "quarrel" is behind the epic scale Trojan and Greek efforts. 

Not allowing the audience time to reflect upon what he has said, the 

Prologue rushes on. Armed, he relays his message: this play begins in 

the middle. Alluding to Horace's famous praise of Homer, Shakespeare 

here once more aligns Troilus and Cressida with the epic. Then "To 

what may be digested in a play" functions, to some degree, as "and that's 

the quarrel," qualifying the preceding line, for epic material can hardly 

all be "digested in a play." Offering no guarantee of continuity, "now 

good or bad 'tis but the chance of war" promises only that the play will 

move as the Prologue has. Troilus and Cressida asserts then denies, pro- 

gresses only moment by moment. 

"'tis but the chance of war" is a curious phrase given the play's 

subject matter. For the Elizabethans, the Trojan v/ar meant, among other 

things, Achilles treacherously killing Hector and Cressid betraying 

Troilus: no chance was left in this war. Choosing to write Troilus 

and Cressida meant gaining both the advantages and the disadvantages of 

trying to retell a well-known story. Using Chapman's Seaven Bookes of 

the Iliad (1598), Lydgate's Troy Book (1412-1420), Caxton's Recuyel1 
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of the Historyes.of Troye (1474?), and Chaucer's Troilus and Crisevde 

(1385) as his principal sources,^ Shakespeare might change attitude 

but his plot lines were largely predetermined. 

Yet with "Like or find fault, do as your pleasures are," Shake¬ 

speare does give his audience some degree of choice. The Prologue's last 
* 

lines have two possible meanings: the audience may like those parts of 

the Trojan war story it liked before entering the theatre and find fault 

with the rest, or it may likeor find fault with Shakespeare's treatment 

of the Trojan stories. The purpose of this paper is to discuss the second 

of these, to examine Shakespeare's use of Chapman, Caxton, Lydgate and 

Chaucer. In order to do so, I will break down the play's complicated 

plot structure into its three component stories: one centered in the 

Greek camp concerning Achilles' withdrawal from battle, one tracing 

Hector's fall, and one following Troilus and Cressida's ill-fated 

love. Analyzing the Prologue demonstrates that a tension between points 

of view, between epic grandeur and "and that's the quarrel," intro¬ 

duces the play. Understanding Shakespeare's treatment of his sources 

involves recognizing that similar tensions exist on a larger scale, 

in the play as a whole. To define the nature of these tensions is to 

realize what Shakespeare achieves in Troilus and Cressida. 
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Elizabethan poets and scholars frequently idealize those Greeks 

taking part in the Trojan War. In his "Apoligie for Poetry," Sir Philip 

Sidney raises up Achilles as a model of valor, Ulysses, as a model of 
4 

wisdom, and Diomedes, as a model of temperance. According to William 

Webbe's "A Discourse of English Poetrie," Homer, "by declaring and 

setting forth so lively the Grecian assembly against Troy, together 

with their prowesse and fortitude against their foes," encourages a 

prince "to learne not onely courage and valiantnesse, but discretion 

also and policie to encounter with his enemies, yea, a perfect form 
5 

of wyse consultations with his Captaynes." George Puttenham, in "The 

Arte of English Poesie," lists "the wrath of Achilles, the magnanimity 

of Agamemnon, the prudence of Menelaus, the gravi tie of Nestor, the 

pollicies and eloquence of Ulysses" among Homer's greatest artistic 
C 

accomplishments. And both Agamemnon and Ulysses are models for Arthur 

in Spenser's Faerie Queene.^ 

As these prominent Elizabethan thinkers and writers glorified the 

Greeks, often making them moral examples, Shakespeare could have done 

this also. While Lydgate's Troy Book and Caxton's Recuyell provide some 

details of the Achilles story in Troilus and Cressida. Chapman's Seaven 
p 

Bookes is Shakespeare's major source. Unlike Lydgate and Caxton, Chap¬ 

man, translating Books I, II, VII-XI of the Iliad, begins in the middle 
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of the war. Geoffrey Bui lough describes the way in which the Greek material 

in Troilus and Cressida follows very closely to Chapman's plot line: 

... after we have seen the Greek heroes and the first effect 
of the quarrel between Agamemnon and Achilles (as in Books I 
and II), the story passes on at once in the first Act to the 
subject matter of the Seventh Book, including the embassy to 
Achilles; while the Third, Fourth, Fifth, and Sixth Books, 
which relate to the acts of Diomede, Hector's prophecy, and 
the wounds of Menelaus are entirely passed over. 9 

While Shakespeare may have known the entire Iliad, he takes much of his 

Greek plot from Seaven Bookes and Chapman treats the Grecians in a typi¬ 

cal Elizabethan fashion. In his preface addressed to the Earl of Essex, 

Chapman, comparing Homer to Virgil, writes: "... but Homer's (muse) in 

plaine, massie and unvalued gold, not onely all learning, government 

and wisdome being deduc't as from a bottomlesse fountaine from him, but 

all wit, elegancie, disposition and judgment."^ He expands this senti¬ 

ment in his second preface addressed "To the Understander": 

... Since then, this 
never equald Poet is to bee understood, and so full of government 
and direction to all estates, sterne anger and the affrights of warre 
bearing the mayne face of his subject, soldiers shall never spende 
their idle howres more profitablie than with his studious and 
industrious perusal1, in whose honors his deserts are infinite: 
Counsellors have never better oracles than his lines; fathers have 
no morales so profitable for their children as his counsail es, nor 
shal they ever give them mor honord injunctions than to learne 
Homere without book that, being continually conversant in him, 
his height may descend to their capacities, and his substance prove 
their worthiest riches. Husbands, wives, lovers, friends and 
allies having in him mirrors for all their duties, all sorts of which 
concourse and societie in other more happy ages have instead of 
sonnets and lascivious ballads sung his Iliades. (63-77) 

Discussing the reliability of Chapman's translation, Donald Smalley claims 
* 1 

that Chapman "moralizes Homer.For Chapman, Homer's epic is grand and 

glorious; its heroes, exemplary princes, soldiers and counselors. 

In Troilus and Cressida, Shakespeare does not represent the Grecians 
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as Chapman, Sidney, Webbe, Puttenham and Spenser would have them. Examining 

the high chivalry of Lydgate and Caxtpn and the epic nobleness of Chapman, he 

shov/s the insufficiency of these ideals. What he actually does to his sources 

is best demonstrated through character analysis. In general, Shakespeare 

emphasizes and further develops any negative impulse present in his sources. 

Thersites' prominent role in Troilus and Cressida is a good example. 

12 
Seaven Bookes provides Shakespeare with a general portrait: 

A man of tongue whose ravenlike voice a tuneless jarring kept, 
Who in his ranke minde coppy had of unregarded wordes 
That rashly and beyond al rule usde to oppunge the Lordes, 
But what soever came from him was Taught at mightilie. 
The filthiest Greeke that came to Troy, he had a goggle eye; 
Strache-lame he was a eyther foote; his shoulders were contract 
Into his brest and crookt withall: his head was sharpe compact 
And here and there it had a hayre. To mighty Thetides 
And wise Ulysses he retained much anger and disease, 
For still he chid them eager!ie; and then against the state 
Of Agamemnon he would raile. (Bk. II, 205-16) 

Troilus and Cressida's Thersites is every bit as repulsive as Homer's, 

but he is more effective. In the Iliad, Ulysses strikes Thersites, putting 

him in his place for railing at the Grecian company, and Thersites slinks 

back: "The golden scepter in his flesh a bloudy print did raise,/ With 

which hes trembling, tooke his seate, and looking twentie waies,/ Ill- 

favored! ie, he wipte the teares from his self-pittying eyes." (Bk II, 258- 

60) (This scene may be a source for Ajax's beating Thersites II,i. If it 

is, what is, in the Iliad, a reasonable person overcoming a fool becomes, 

in the play, two fools attacking one another, Thersites being the more 

clever of the two.) Shakespeare's Thersites cannot be kept quiet. J. 

Oates Smith writes, "... it is certainly Shakespeare's belief, along 

with Thersites, that 'all the argument is a whore and a cuckhold.’"13 

While perhaps this is too strong a statement, for Shakespeare seldom 

gives one character access to complete truth, Thersites' is a very 
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necessary perspective in the play. Homer's character, "Taught at mightilie" 

(laughed at and not with), is easily dismissed. "Lechery, lechery; still 

wars and lechery," Shakespeare's Thersites' repeated cry, cuts through 

foolishness on both sides of the war, working in the same way as the Pro¬ 

logue's "and that's the quarrel." More and more onstage as the play pro¬ 

gresses, Thersites has his greatest number of scenes in Act V, when the 

war is most furious. Rather than disappearing, his bleak voice becomes 

louder and louder. Most importantly, if he is Troilus and Cressida's 

fool, he is also perverse. Giving this dark Thersites greater prominence 

than Homer's, Shakespeare changes the thematic balance of the Greek 

story. 

Because more source material exists relating to the character of 

Achilles, recognizing what Shakespeare does to his sources is relatively 

more difficult than it is in the case of Thersites. Lydgate, translating 

his Troy story from Guido Colonna, and Caxton, translating his from 

Raoul Lefevre (whose work is also a translation of Guido Colonna), are 

both ambivalent towards Achilles. Because Lydgate and Caxton give English 

translations of basically the same work, their descriptions are generally 

interchangeable. Lydgate writes of Achilles: 

He was ri3t fair and of gret semlynes, 
With hawborne her, crispyng for piknes, 
With eyen glawke, large, stepe, and grete, 
And brod schuldrid, with brest ful square and mete, 
Tendure in armys fel and corageous, 
And of his loke wonder amerous, 
Hi3e of stature, and large of 3iftes eke, 
And more of strengpe-pan any ofer Greke. 
And to spende he sette 1itel charge, 
He was of herte so plenteuous & large, 
And in the feld passyng chivalrous. (Bk. II, 549-59) 14 

Lydgate's physical descriptions characterize the various participants in 
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the Trojan war in something of the same manner Chaucer's General Prologue 

portraits do his pilgrims. Achilles is, for both Lydgate and Caxton, a 

handsome, powerful knight. Yet, Achilles treacherously kills Hector and 

Troilus in the "auctorities", in Lydgate's and Caxton's sources. This 

treachery is unforgivable. Lydgate chides Homer: 

0 pou, Omer, for shame be now red, 
And be astonyd, pat haldest pi silfe so wyse, 
On Achilles to setten swiche a pris! 
In-pi bokes for his chivalrie 
Above echon dost hym magnyfye, 

Tat was so slei3ty & so ful of fraude! (Bk. Iv 2784-89) 

Neither Lydgate nor Caxton attempts to make Achilles a consistent charac¬ 

ter for each believes himself to be writing something nearer history than 

fiction. Both praise Achilles when he is being chivalrous, denigrate him 

when he breaks the chivalrie code. 

Chapman reads Homer as Lydgate does; he agrees that Homer "Above 

echon dost (Achilles) magnyfye." Only Chapman does not quarrel with 

Achilles' elevated position. The first prefatory material of Seaven Bookes 

begins, "TO THE MOST HONORED now living Instance of the Achilleian ver- 

tues eternized by divine HOMERE, the Earl of ESSEXE, Earl Marshall & c." 

After Essex falls, Chapman attaches his "Achilleian" praise onto the name 

of Prince Henry. Explaining Chapman's interpretation of Homer, J.A.K. 

Thompson writes: 

We may imagine (Chapman) arguing as follows. Homer is 'the 
prince of poets', the Iliad is his chief poem, the hero of the 
Iliad is Achilles: therefore Achilles must be a model of all 
the virtues. Chapman does in fact write in that strain. The 
theory that the hero of an epic poem must be perfectly virtuous 
was maintained as late as Dryden's time by Rymer. ... 15 

For Chapman, Achilles is the best, most noble Greek. 

Shakespeare's Achilles, more consistent than Lydgate's and Caxton's, 

is far less admirable that Chapman's. The Achilles of Seaven Bookes 



10. 

withdraws from the war for good reason. He deeply loves Briseis whom 

Agamemnon takes away : 

She wept and lookt upon her love; he sigh't and did refuse. 
0 how his wisdome with his power did might!ie contend — 
His love incouraging his power and sprite, that durst descend 
As far as Hercules for her, yet wisdome all subdude, 
Wherein a high exploite he showd, and sacred fortitude. (Bk. I, 360-64) 

Under the most difficult circumstances, this Achilles' "wisdome" subdues 

his passion. Further, he is able to reason eloquently concerning the im¬ 

plications of Agamemnon's offence: 

But so he gaine a lovely Dame to be his bed's delight, 
It is enough. For what cause else do Greeks and Trojans fight? 
Why brought he hither such an host? Was it not for a Dame, 
For faire-hair'd Helen? And doth love alone the hearts inflame 
Of the Atrides to their wives, of all the men that move? 
Every discreet and honest mind cares for his private love 
As much as they — as I my selfe lov'd Brisis as my life, 
Although my captive, and had will to take her for my wife: 
Whom since he forc't, preventing me, in vaine he shall prolong 
Hopes to appease me, that know well the deepnesse of my wrong. 

(Bk. IX, 324-33) 

"For what cause else do Greeks and Trojans fight?" is an argument which 

cannot be refuted. In Seaven Bookes, Agamemnon is, to a very large degree, 

at fault. Not until 1611 does Chapman include in his translation Books XIII- 

XXIV containing the terrible battle scenes in which Achilles' withdrawal 

becomes less and less sympathetic. 

While Briseis is not important in Lydgate and Caxton, both writers give 

Achilles a love motive for remaining out of the fighting. Caxton explains: 

What Achilles had well advysed and seen Polinexa: he sayde 
in hym self that he had never seen so fayre a woman ne better 
fourmed ne made, wyth that she was one of the moste noble women 
of the worlde. Than was Achilles shotte wyth the darte of love, 
that stacke hym to the hart so mervaylouslye that he coulde not 
ceasse to beholde her, and the more he behelde her, the more he 
desired her, he was so assotted on her that he thought on none 
other thynge, but abode in the temple unto the eveninge, 
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as longe as the quene was there; and whan she went out he 
conveyed his eye upon Polixena as ferre as he myght se her, and 
this was the cause and the beginning of hys mischefe. (Bk. Ill, 

Fol. xxxii) 16 

Here, Achilles is the typical courtly lover "shotte with the darte of 

love." And, according to Lydgate, he suffers typical courtly love pain: 

"But he, alweye contunying in his smerte/ For pe love of feire Polycene,/ 

Ne knewe no geyn to his woundis grene,/ But dispeired, languysshep 

ever inoon." (Bk. IV, 2204-07) Because he worships Priam's daughter, 

he cannot war against Priam. And, as is often the case in a courtly love 

situation, Lydgate and Caxton's Achilles secretly parleys with Hecuba 

and Priam in order to have his goddess — pseudo-religious and physical 

love are strangely intermixed. 

Against such a background the actions of Shakespeare's Achilles 

become highly suspect for he has no definite motive to withdraw from 

battle. Ulysses tells the Greek generals: "The great Achilles, whom 

opinion crowns/ The sinews and the forehead of our host,/ Having his 

ear full of his airy fame,/ Grows dainty of our worth." (I,iii 142-45) 

We could simply accept this if Ulysses did not also mention Polyxena 

to Achilles: "'Tis known Achilles, that you are in love/ With one of 

Priam's daughters." (III,ii 193-94) Ulysses' own motives in discussing 

Achilles' withdrawal with each party account for the discrepancy in what 

he says. As Achilles never mentions Priam's daughter himself, love for 

a woman probably does not keep him out of the fighting. Shakespeare's 

adding the taint of homosexuality to his character (Ulysses claims 

Achilles and Patroclus lie "upon a lazy bed the livelong day/ break(ing) 

scurril jests;" (I,iii 147-48) Thersites calls Patroclus "Achilles' 

brach" (I,i,115). see also V,i 15ff) removes Achilles further from the 

role of the noble lover. Perhaps Ulysses' "Having his ear full of his 
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airy fame,/ Grows dainty of our worth" does best account for Achilles' 

withdrawal; however, this is not Homer's, Lydgate's or Caxton's concrete 

problem: Shakespeare's Achilles has suffered no wrong nor does he suffer 

because of love when he stops fighting for the Greeks. 

While Troilus and Cressida's Achilles has no definite reason for . 

withdrawing from battle, he decides to re-enter the fighting because of 

a specific encounter. Hector taunts Achilles: 

Hector: I pray you, let us see you in the field. 
We have had pelting wars since you refused 
The Grecian's cause. 

Achilles: Dost thou entreat me, Hector? 
Tomorrow do I meet thee, fell as death, 
Tonight all friends. (IV, iv 266-270) 

Although Hector does kill Patroclus in Shakespeare, all of Homer's lamenting, 

all of Achilles' tragedy disappears in Troilus and Cressida. In Lydgate and 

Caxton, Achilles does not withdraw from battle until after Hector's death. 

Troilus' massacring of Myrmidons brings the medieval Achilles back into 

the war. Shakespeare does credit both Hector and Troilus with the deaths 

of many of Achilles' men, but no revenge for others moves Achilles. At 

each point where the reader might sympathize with Achilles in Homer, Lyd¬ 

gate and Caxton, Shakespeare degrades his character. 

Hector's meeting with Achilles, in part quoted above, when compared 

to its source in Lydgate and Caxton, demonstrates this degeneration. After 

the Ajax-Hector fight (IV,v), Achilles invites Hector to his tent. In 

Caxton and Lydgate, the two knights are models of chivalry. Lydgate writes: 

Nowe hadde Achilles gret affeccioun 
In his herte bope day and ny3t, 
Of worpi Hector for to han a si3t. ... 
But wonder kny3tly, bope in port & chere 

~pei had hem bope as ~pei mette in fere, 
And ri3t manly in her countenaunce; 
And at the laste -pei fille in dalyaunce. (Bk. Ill, 3772-74, 

3779-82) 
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Eventually these "worpi" warriors threaten each other, but Hector has 

previously killed Patroclus: the tension in this scene stems from 

"kny3tly" emotion. Shakespeare reduces all this to an extended account of 

two bullies sizing each other up: 

Hector: 
Achilles: 
Hector: 
Achilles: 

Hector: 

Achilles: 

Stand fair, I pray thee; let me look on thee. 
Behold thy fill. 

Nay, I have done already. 
Thou art too brief. I will thee second time, 
As I would buy thee, view thee l.imb by limb. 
0, like a book of sport tho'lt read me o'er; 
But there's more in me than thou understand'st. 
Why dost thou so oppress me with thine eye? 
Tell me, you heavens, in which part of his body 
Shall I destroy him, whether there, or there or there? 
That I may give the local wound a name, 
And make distinct the very breach whereout 
Hector's great spirit flew. Answer me, heavens. (IV, v 234-45) 

Achilles has not been in battle since the play opened. Hector's very 

presence agitates him for Hector has sorely hurt the Greek troops; he 

holds the enviable position of hero of the day. And the jealousy which 

Hector provokes accomplishes what none of the Greek plotters could: Achilles 

decides to re-enter the war. Finally, if Ulysses correctly identifies 

pride as being the motivating force behind Achilles, this pride is of a 

different sort than Achilles' pride in Chapman, Lydgate and Caxton. 

Shakespeare's Achilles self-consciously mocks chivalric conventions. 

Sending Patroclus to Ajax in order to arrange the meeting with Hector, he 

plays with knightly language: 

To him, Patroclus: tell him I humbly desire 
the valiant Ajax to invite the most valorious 
Hector to come unarmed to my tent; and to 
procure safe-conduct for his person of the 
magnanimous, and most illustrious, six-or- 
seven-times-honoured captain-general of the 
Grecian army, Agamemnon, et caetera. ... (Ill, iii 277-83) 

Ajax, Hector and Agamemnon may or may not be worthy of these epithets. 
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The point is Achilles does not believe them to be. Or rather, his mocking 

use of chivalric language shows both that he believes this language has 

little real meaning and that he considers himself separate from those who 

take chi1 varie concerns seriously. Lydgate and Caxton's ideal of knightly 

pride becomes nothing more than a sense of machismo in Shakespeare. Yet 

this machismo is as deadly as a medieval hero's lance. 

Focusing upon Hector's death, not allowing Achilles to kill Troilus 

as well, Shakespeare returns to Homer's plot line. However, for the de¬ 

tails of Achilles' treachery to Hector he uses Lydgate and Caxton's ver¬ 

sions of Troilus' death. In Troy Book and Recuyell Achilles directs his 

Myrmidons to surround and hold Troilus until he is able to come and 

finish Troilus off. In Shakespeare's play, the Myrmidons as a group murder 

Hector — it is not clear that Achilles displays any of his "prowesse", 

that he physically takes part in the murder. He does praise his own 

strength: 

Hector: I an unarm'd; forgo this vantage, Greek. 
Achilles: Strike, fellows, strike! This is the man I seek. 

So, Ilion, fall thou next! now, Troy sink down! 
Here lies thy heart, thy sinews, and thy bone. 
On! Myrmidons, and cry you all amain, 
Achilles hath the mighty Hector slain. (V,vii 9-14) 

Again, Achilles manipulates chivalric language, and the result of this 

manipulation is self-aggrandizement. 

That Achilles will use any advantage in order to appear the best warrior 

suggests gaining such seeming superiority is Achilles' primary objective. 

"Renome" surfaces in Caxton when Ulysses tries to persuade Achilles to 

re-enter the war: 

Please it to you fro hensforth to entretene & kepe 
your good renome, and defende your people, that wythoute 
you may not longe defende hem agaynste your enemyses 
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to the ende that we maye come to the victorye by 
your prowesse, by the whiche we hope to attayne and come. 

• (Bk. Ill, Fol. xxxv) 

Caxton's Ulysses straightforwardly appeals to Achilles' reputation, his 

"good renome" which cannot be separated out from his concern for the Greeks. 

In III, iii, Shakespeare's Ulysses makes a similar argument and Achilles' 

reply explains why Achilles places such great weight on appearances: 

The beauty that is borne here on the face 
The bearer knows not, but commends itself 
To the others' eyes: nor doth the eye itself, 
That most pure spirit of sense, behold itself, 
Not going from itself; but eye to eye oppos'd 
Salutes each other with each other's form; 
For speculation turns not to itself 
Till it hath travel!'d, and is married there 
Where it may see itself. (Ill,iii 103-11) 

Here is Achilles' ontological position: appearing is being; one knows 

about himself through the eyes of others. Renown, then, is truly a 

measure of self-worth. Hector threatens Achilles' dominance in a way all 

of Ulysses' scheming does not. So Hector must die, not because he has hurt 

the Greeks or killed any of Achilles' friends, but because Hector believes 

himself to be Achilles' equal or superior. And Achilles cannot be Achilles 

if such a perception remains unchallenged. 

In his characterization of Achilles, Shakespeare heightens negative 

qualities found in the sources. His treatment of Ulysses is more complex. 

Because Shakespeare gives Ulysses many of Troilus and Cressida's grandest 

philosophical monologues, critics frequently choose him as Shakespeare's 

mouthpiece, as the only character with correct ideals in the play,*7 In 

Seaven Bookes, he is such a character, a wise counselor who listens to 

Athena and keeps the Greeks fighting because he knows they will win. Ulysses 

is also a wise counselor in Caxton and Lydgate. Lydgate describes him: 

Of Vlixes what schall I also seyn? — 
Fat was so noble & wor:i in his daies, 
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Fui of wyles and slei3ty at assayes, 
Fui of menying double and ri3t deceyueable, 
To forge a lesyng also wonder able; 
With face pleyn he could make it towe, 
Merie wordid, and but selde lowe, 
In conseillynge discret & fui prudent, 
And in his tyme -pe moste elloquent, 
And halpe to Grekes often in her nede. (Bk, II, 4598-4607) 

"Ful of wyles," "slei3ty at assayes," "Ful of menyng double," "ri3t 

deceyueable" add a negative note to this description, and the fact that 

Lydgate's Ulysses is deceitful colors his ablility to "forge a lesyng." 

Perhaps, his lessons are not to be trusted. However, Lydgate ends praising 

Ulysses, "in his tyme the moste elloquent." In Troy Book and the Recuyel1, 

if Ulysses is crafty, he is also "noble & worpi," a knight among knights. 

Shakespeare imbues Ulysses' first lines with Chapman's epic and 

Caxton and Lydgate's chivalric languages: 

Agamemnon, 
Thou great commander, nerve and bone of Greece, 
Heart of our numbers, soul and only spirit, 
In whom the tempers and the minds of all 
Should be shut up, hear what Ulysses speaks. 
Besides the applause and approbation 
The which most mighty for thy place and stay, 
(To Nestor) And thou most reverened for thy stretch'd-out life, 
I give to you both your speeches, which were such 
As Agamemnon, all the hand of Greece 
Should hold up high in brass; and such again 
As, venerable Nestor, hatch'd in silver, 
Should with a bond of air, strong as the axletree 
On which heaven rides, knit all the Greekish ears 
To thy experienced tongue; yet let it please both, 
Thou great, and wise, to hear Ulysses speak. (II, iii 54-69) 

Shakespeare immediately attaches epic seriousness to his character. Full 

of high sentence, Ulysses speaks fifteen flattering lines before he 

reveals what he wants. And all he wants 1s to talk — his means almost 

overcome his end. 

After flattering Agamemnon and Nestor, Ulysses gives his famous 

degree speech, his supposed rendering of the Elizabethan hierarchical 

ideal. Using vivid images, he warns the Grecian generals what happens 
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when degree is not observed: 

Force should be right; or rather, right and wrong, 
Between whose endless jar justice resides, 
Should lose their names, and so should justice too. 
Then everything includes itself in power, 
Power into will, will into appetite; 
And appetite, an universal wolf, 
So doubly seconded with will and power, 
Must make perforce an universal prey, 
And last eat up himself ... (I,iii 116-24) 

While Ulysses' position is very interesting in theory, its context makes 

it is somewhat problematic. After all, what is war if it is not force trying 

to make itself right? Loss of justice, the movement from power to will to 

appetite leading to "And last eat up himself" describes the progress of 

the war better than it describes the result of Achilles' insubordination. 

Discussing the degree speech, Alice C. Miskimin notes: "The affirmation 

of ideal order is subverted by its speaker and our knowledge of his 
18 cunning, and the destructive purpose to which his wisdom is to be put." 

Persuasive rather than logically consistent, Ulysses speaks in order to 

keep the Greeks fighting; he misapplies an abstract principle to continue 

a terrible war. 

Ulysses is a great speech maker; however, trying to convince Achilles 

to rejoin the fighting, he demonstrates how much the principle of degree 

means to him: 

Time hath, my lord, a wallet at his back, 
Wherein he puts alms for oblivion, 
A great-siz'd monster of ingratitudes: 
Those scraps are good deeds past; which are devour'd 
As fast as they are made, forgot as soon 
As done: perseverance, dear my lord, 
Keeps honour bright: to have done is to hang 
Quite out of fashion, like a rusty mail 
In monumental mockery... 

... 0 let not virtue seek 
Remuneration for the thing it was; 
For beauty, wit, 
High birth, vigour of bone, desert in service, 
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Love, friendship, charity are subject all 
To envious and calumniating time. (Ill, iii, 145-53, 168-79) 

Again, he speaks powerfully, persuasively; however, the ideal of degree 

has virtually disappeared from his reasoning. Rather, here, he emphasizes 

individual merit: one must continually re-establish one's worth in order 

not to lose place; one can rise or fall on the basis of one's actions. 

Changing positions as he changes audiences, Ulysses uses principles to 

persuade men to do as he wants them to do. 

Worse, hot limiting himself to abstractions, Ulysses uses men, re¬ 

ducing Ajax and Achilles to manipul able objects. The lottery occuring in 

I,ii1 comes from Seaven Bookes: 

Hector, by Helenus' advice, doth seeke 
Adventurous combat on the boldest Greeke. 
Nine Greekes stand up, Acceptants every one, 
But lot selects strong Ajax Telamon. 
Both with high honor stand th' important fight 
Till Heralds part them by approached night. (The Argument, Bk. VII) 

Homer's legitimate selection by lot becomes Ulysses' fixed game in Shake¬ 

speare. Ajax will be used to provoke Achilles; Achilles, to fight the war, 

Thersites tells Achilles: "There's Ulysses, and old Nestor, whose wit/ 

was mouldy ere your grandsires had nails on/ their toes, yoke you up like 

draught-oxen and/ make you plough up the wars." (11,1 113-16) Ulysses des¬ 

cribes the using of Ajax and Achilles to Nestor in a different light: 

"Let us, like merchants, show our foulest wares,/ And think, perchance, 

they'll sell; if not/ The lustre of the better yet to show/ Shall show 

the better." (I,iii 358-61) To Ulysses, Ajax and Achilles are simply 

commodities. 

Ulysses' strength is h1s command of language. Even more frequently 

than Achilles, he falls into conventional heroic speech. If we do not 

question Ulysses' initial blusterous address to Agamemnon and Nestor, we 

certainly become aware of his self-conscious misuse of epic language by 
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Il,iii, as Ulysses puffs up Ajax: 

No, this thrice-worthy and right valiant lord 
Must not so stale his palm, nobly acquir’d; 
Nor by my will, assubjugate his merit, 
As amply titled as Achilles is, 
By going to Achilles. (II, iii 199-203) 

Mocking the chivalrous heroic by applying "thrice-worthy" "right valiant 

lord" "nobly acquir'd" to Ajax, Ulysses betrays his disregard for the idea 

of an ideal: language, like principles and men, can be manipulated and 

that is its value. 

In Act V, ii, Ulysses becomes involved in the love plot. Characteristi¬ 

cally, he tries to manipulate Troilus, possibly in order to distract him 

so that he will be a less formidable enemy. Aware that Troilus loves 

Cressida whom Diomedes is that night visiting (see IV,v 277-93), he brings 

him to a hidden place where they both watch Diomedes and Cressida. Ulysses 

plays Troilus masterfully. First, Cressida whispers in Diomedes' ear and 

Troilus responds, "Yeah, so familiar." As Troilus cannot quite believe 

what he sees, Ulysses thrusts with "She will sing any man at first sight;" 

(V,ii 8-9) he wounds Troilus, but just enough to make him keenly aware, to 

make him interpret what he sees and hears in the worst possible light. 

Next, Diomedes warns Cressida to "remember (her) words." When Troilus asks 

"What should she remember?", Ulysses silences him with "List!" (Iv,ii 16-17), 

encouraging him to be more absorbed with the scene before them. As he 

has hooked Troilus, for the duration of Cressida's betrayal Ulysses needs 

only to control Troilus' anger, to prevent him from exposing them both. 

He accomplishes this with threatening that they may have to leave: "You 

have not patience; come." (V,ii38), "You shake, my lord at something: 

will you go?/ You will break out." (V,ii 46-7), "You have sworn patience." 

(V,ii 58). Finally, having pretended to have some affection for Troilus, 
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Ulysses offers no sympathy when Troilus is most in need of it, after 

Cressida leaves the stage. Rather, Ulysses would have Troilus quickly 

move on: 

Ulysses: All's done, my lord. 
Troilus: It is. 
Ulysses: Why stay we then? 
Troilus: Was Cressid here? 
Ulysses: I cannot conjure, Trojan. 
Troilus: She was not, sure. 
Ulysses: Most sure she was. 
Troilus: Why my negation hath no taste of madness. 
Ulysses: Nor mine, my lord: Cressid was here but now. (V,ii 121-30) 

His flat answers completing Troilus' lines indelibly inscribe Cressida's 

betrayal upon Troilus' mind. Cressida says many things during the scene 

which could have been interpreted to give Troilus a little comfort (see 

V,ii 23-27, 65-70, 73-78, 81-89, 93-94). Making no mention of these, Ulysses 

emphasizes her last lines. While certainly Troilus cannot ignore Cressida's 

promise to meet Diomedes, Ulysses, if he cared for Troilus as he pretends, 

could minimize Troilus' pain. Instead, he encourages Troilus to take 

Creesida's words to heart, almost to imagine them fulfilled. And this is 

especially damning because Ulysses, unlike the hardened Cressida he pre¬ 

sents to Troilus, is never consistent in the things he says. 

Discussing with Achilles the problem of how men know, Ulysses says 

"The present eye praises the present object." (III,iii 110) This is Ulysses' 

epistemology. What one knows one knows only for the moment. Lydgate's 

Ulysses, "Ful of wyles and slei3ty of assayes,/ In menyng double and ri3t 

deceyeable," becomes Shakespeare's ever-shifting character, who, ironically, 

spouts more absolute principles than anybody else in the play. His inconsis¬ 

tency accomplishes one thing: it keeps the war going. And perhaps Ulysses' 

motive for changing as he does, for manipulating philosophies and men, 

is simply to prolong the fighting, to keep his world as agitated as 

possible. 
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His final lines, like so many of his other speeches, crystallize 

his need to agitate: 

0 courage, courage princes; great Achilles 
Is arming, weeping, cursing, vowing vengeance: 
Patroclus' wounds have rous'd his drowsy blood, 
Together with his mangled Myrmidons, 
That noseless, handless, hack'd and chipp'd, come to him, 
Crying on Hector. Ajax hath lost a friend, 
And foams at mouth, and he is armed and at it, 
Roaring for Troilus, who hath done to-day 
Mad and fantastic execution, 
Engaging and redeeming of himself 
With such a careless force and forceless care 
As if that luck, in very spite of cunning 
Bade him win all. (V,v 30-42) 

The last section contains a note of frustration: "In spite of (Ulysses') 

cunning" which has made Troilus so careless, Troilus fights very success¬ 

fully: the carelessness Ulysses produces works against the Greeks. (Ulysses' 

scheming to get Achilles back into the war fails also. Hector, provoking 

Achilles to re-enter the fighting, unintentionally hurts his own side.) 

That Ulysses shows no sympathy for those who have died (Patroclus, the 

"mangled" Myrmidons, Ajax's friend) reflects one last time his ability 

to reduce men into things: dead men are tools to keep live men fighting. 

His words are powerful; "arming, weeping, cursing, vowing," "mangled," 

"noseless, handless, hack'd, and chipp'd" "foams," "roaring," "mad and 

fantastic," "force," all convey tremendous energy. Ulysses sucks this 

energy up from the chaos around him. He is a parasite; making "an uni- 

versa! prey," he "at last eat(s) up himself." Nothing human is left 1n 

Ulysses. As in the case of Achilles, what matters to him is his own 

dominance, not his physical dominance, but his ability to agitate and 

manipulate, to control. 

Agamemnon greets Hector during his visit to the Greek camp: 
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What's past and what's to come is strew'd with husks 
And formless ruin of oblivion; 
But in the extant moment, faith and troth, 
Strain'd purely from all hollow bias-drawing 
Bids thee with most divine integrity, 
From heart of very heart, great Hector welcome. (IV,v 166-71) 

These six lines capture the quality of the entire Greek story. Agamemnon 

asserts that no certain knowledge exists, that there is no possibility of 

an absolute beyond the "extant moment". And the context of his speech 

undercuts the chivalrous heroic sentiments ("faith and troth,/ Strain'd 

purely from all hollow bias-drawing") he expresses. Achilles, concerned 

with neither faith nor troth, stands watching, waiting, and probably 

Hector is looking for him. Without absolutes, Shakespeare's Greeks have 

only slippery ideals, if any, are trustworthy only for the moment, if 

that long. 

In this, Shakespeare has changed the emphasis of his sources. While 

Lydgate and Caxton’s Greeks are treacherous, the medieval writers insist 

upon treating them as chivalric heroes whenever possible. In Troilus 

and Cressida, Shakespeare explodes the medieval tension between chivalry 

and treachery. Achilles and Ulysses self-consciously abuse heroic language. 

Knightly pride becomes appetite, the need to dominate; in Achilles, be¬ 

comes machismo, in Ulysses, becomes an insatiable desire to control. 

In Chapman's Seaven Bookes, men can still be heroes. Although they are 

doomed to die, to fail ultimately, their actions can be glorious. For Homer, 

becoming a hero provides a limited way of beating the "extant moment." Man¬ 

made immortality (to be remembered) is better than no immortality at all. 

For a time, Shakespeare's Greeks seems concerned about such matters. That 

one can defeat Time by becoming a hero is at the heart of Ulysses' argu¬ 

ment to Achilles, III, 111 145-189. But the beginning of Ulysses' speech 

dooms the whole endeavor: 
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Time, hath, my lord, a wallet at his back, 
Wherein he puts alms for oblivion, 
A great-siz'd monster of ingratitudes: 
Those scraps are good deeds past; which are devour'd 
As fast as they are made, forgot as soon 
As done. ... 

Oblivion will eventually wipe out the hero: Shakespeare stands epic 

immortality upon its head. Further, at the same time he attacks Chap¬ 

man's superficial reading of Achilles as a moral example, Shakespeare 

questions the heroic ideal itself. In Troll us and Cressida, there are 

no "good deeds," "past" or otherwise. Less than ideal and without 

ideals, Shakespeare's Greeks continue to fight not because they believe 

their actions are worthwhile, but because everything has "include(d) 

itself in power,/ Power into will, will into appetite." 
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As in the case of the Greek story, Homer, Lydgate and Caxton are 

the principal sources for the Hector plot. Because Homer focuses upon 

the Greeks and Chapman's Seaven Bookes intensifies that focus, the Iliad 

material has relatively less influence upon Shakespeare's version of 

Hector's fall than Troy Book and the Recuyel1 do. Lydgate and Caxton 

provide the story's details throughout the play, the Recuyel1 being 

the major source for an entire scene, IV,v as well. Lydgate describes 

Hector: 

Flour of manhod, of strengpe peereles, 
Sadde & discret & prudent nevere-pe-les, 
Crop X rote, grounde of chivalre, 
Of cher demure, and of curtesye 
He was example — per-to of sobirnes 
A veray merour, & for his gentilnes ... 
Of allé good I fyndë he was fe beste; 
Prowes'2 vertu in him wer sette at reste 
So passyngly, -pat neuer was ne schal 
Noon bore of modir to be perigal 
To hym of manhod nor of chivalrie. (Bk. II, 4839-43) 

While critics frequently agree with Lydgate, arguing that Hector is no- 
19 bility trapped in an ignoble situation, Shakespeare's character is not 

unambiguously good like his medieval counterpart. Rather, as he tests Chap¬ 

man's epic hero idealism, Shakespeare tests medieval chivalry. 

If Hector is Troilus and Cressida's "symbol of knighthood and generosi- 
20 ty" as G. Wilson Knight suggests, Shakespeare introduces him in a curious 

way, through a discussion between Cressida and a servant: 
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(Hector) chid Andromache, and struck his armorer, 
And like as there was husbandry in war, 
Before the sun rose he was harnassed light, 
And to the field goes he, where every flower 
Did, as a prophet, weep what it foresaw 
In Hector's wrath. 

What was the cause of his anger? 
The noise goes this: there is among the Greeks 
A lord of Troyan blood, nephew to Hector; 
They call him Ajax. ... (ridicules Ajax) 
They say he yesterday coped Hector 1n the 
battle and struck him down, the disdain and shame 
whereof hath ever since kept Hector fasting and 
waking. (1,11 6-14, 33-36) 

That Hector has fought Ajax and been struck down perhaps makes suspect his 

later refusal to continue his match with Ajax because they are related. More 

importantly, a man who chides his wife and strikes his armorer because 

of wounded pride is hardly the ideal of chivalry. And Shakespeare adds 

a further subtely jarring note. Cressida claims "Hector's a gallant man." 

To which her man replies "As may be in the world, lady." This whole 

episode, occurring in none of the sources, immediately raises the question 

of Hector's motivation. A disquieting secondary point of view introduces 

Hector to the audience. 

Before Hector appears onstage, his actions intrude upon another scene. 

He sends a challenge to the best Greek, asking that he meet him in single 

combat. Chapman's Seaven Bookes provides Shakespeare with source material: 

Man: 

Cressida: 
Man: 

Heare, Troyans and ye well-arm'd Greeks, what my strong mind (diffused 
Through all my spirits) commands me speake. Saturninus hath not usde 
H1s promist favour for our truce, but (studying both our ils) 
Wil never ceasse till Mars, by you, his ravenous stomache fils 
With ruin'd Troy or we consume your mightle sea-borne fleet. 
Since then the General Peeres of Greece in reach of one voice meete, 
Amongst you all whose breast includes the most impulsive mind, 
Let him stand forth as combattant, by all the rest designed. 
Before whom thus I call high Jove to witness of our strife, 
If he with home-thrust iron can reach th'exposure of my life. 
(Spoiling my armes) let him at will convey them to his tent, 
But let my body be returnd, that Troy's two-sext descent 
May waste 1t in the funerall Pile: if I can slaughter him 
(Apollo honoring me so much) I Me spoile his conquer'd lim 
And beare his armes to IIion, where in Apollo's shrine 
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I1le hang them as my trophies due; his body I'le resigne 
To be disposed by his friends in flamie funerals 
And honourd with erected tombe where Hellespontus fels 
Into Aegueum and doth reach even to your naval 1 rode — 
That when our beings in the earth shall hide their period, 
Survivers, sailing the blacke sea, may thus his name renew: 
This is his monument whose bloud long since did fates embrew, 
Whom passing farre in fortitude; illustrious Hector slew. (Bk. VII, 

53-75) 

While this Hector is painfully long-winded, he is also almost religiously 

sincere. The proposed combat, Hector's heroic solution to the war's stale¬ 

mate, will give the victor manmade immortality. Although the gods have 

destined that the war be fought "'til Mars, by you, his ravenous stomache 

fils/ with ruin'd Troy or we consume your mightie sea-borne fleet," the 

individual can work out a secular salvation (with no promise of an eternal 

heavenly existence) within the larger context of doom through his physical 

prowess and valour. In Homer, Hector praises both himself and his enemy — 

victory over a combatant less than glorious offers no immortality. If his 

actions are to have meaning at all, 1f he wants to be something other than 

a puppet to the gods, Hector must believe himself to be "illustrous," to 

be larger than life. 

In Shakespeare, these high concerns disappear. Aeneas reads Hector's 

challenge to the Greeks: 

If there be one among the fair'st of Greece 
That holds his honor higher than his ease, 
That seeks h1s praise more than he fears his peril, 
That knows his valor and knows not his fear, 
That loves his mistress more than in confession 
With truant vows to her own lips he loves, 
And dare avow her beauty and her worth 
In other arms than hers — to him this challenge; 
Hector, in view of Troyans and of Greeks, 
Shall make it good, or do his best to do it; 
He hath a lady wiser, fairer, truer, 
Than ever Greek did compass in his arms; — 
If any come, Hector shall honor him; 
If none, He'll say in Troy when he retires, 
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The Grecian dames are sunburnt and not worth 
The splinter of a lance. Even so much. (I, iii 265-76, 280-83) 

Shifting the emphasis of the challenge from Homer's long account of what 

will happen to the loser's body to Troilus and Cressida's catalogue of 

knightly virtues, Shakespeare removes any sort of immortality as the 

motivation for proposing the fight. Here Hector stresses "honor," "praise, 

"valour," his lady's "virtue;" Shakespeare seemingly replaces immortality 

with medieval chivalry. However, a gap exists between Hector's chivalrous 

manner of speaking and the childish insults his challenge contains. With 

"If none, he'll say when he retires,/ The Grecian dames are sunburnt and 

not worth/ The splinter of a lance. Even so much." Hector becomes a Tro¬ 

jan bully, very much like Achilles. Further, Hector's version of taunting 

machismo occurs during a truce: the Greeks are sending the Trojans a 

peace proposal, thus Hector's petty insults have serious implications. 

His gallantry "as may be in the world" not only demonstrates how limited 

his notion of chivalry is, but also, stirring up angry pride on both sides, 

works against the possibility of peace. 

In the council scene (II,ii), the Trojans discuss the Greèk peace 

proposal. Shakespeare follows Caxton very closely (in the Recuyell, Hec¬ 

tor, Helenus and later Cassandra side against Paris and Troylus; Hector 

shifts from one position to its opposite. Troylus accuses Helenus, a 

priest, of being unmanly ...). However, Caxton's council takes place 

before the war. The Greeks are holding Priam's sister, Exione. When 

Priam asks Hector to lead a party to rescue her and wreck vengeance up¬ 

on his enemies, Hector answers his father: 

... I wyl (yf it please you) that ye consider in this 
Emprise not onely the begynning but also the midell and 
the ende, to what thinge we may come hereafter for other- 
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while Title prouffiten some thinges well begone that 
come to an evil ende. Than me thnyketh that it is moch 
more alowable to a man to absteyne him for to beginne 
thinges whereof the endes ben daungerous, and wherof 
may come more evel than good, For the thynge is not 
sayde eurous or happye unto the tyme that it come 
but to a good end. ... What woll we 
seke to trouble our prospérité & welfare: Exione is not 
of highe pryse, that it behoveth all .vs to put vs in peryl 
and doubte of death for her. ... And mekeli I beseche 
you not to suppose in no maner, that I saye these thynges 
for cowardyse. But I doubte the tournes of fortune, 
and that under the shadowe of this thynge she not 
bete ne destroye your great seignourie, and that we 
ne begin thinges that we ought to leve for to eschewe 
more greate myschefe & c. (Bk. Ill, Fol. v) 

Paris and Troilus claim this sort of reasoning is cowardly: Hector worries 

too much about the future. And, at the point this discussion takes place 

in Caxton, Paris' and Troilus' arguments have as much weight as Hector's. 

The Trojans have suffered an insult; Venus has given Paris a dream promising 

success. Having stated his position at such length, Hector finally de¬ 

cides to support Paris and Troilus. His fears may be unreasonable. His 

brothers' courage touches his own sense of chivalry. 

Shifting the position of the council scene to the middle of the war, 

Shakespeare increases the pressure upon his Trojans. Hector's argument 

repeatedly reduces to the fact that Helen is "not worth what she doth 

cost/The keeping." (II,ii 51-52) Perhaps this line echoes Caxton's 

"Exione is not of highe pryse, that it behoveth all vs to put vs to 

peryl and doubte of death for her." In Troilus and Cressida, this "doubte 

of death" has become real death. Hector argues: 

Let Helen go: 
Since the first sword was drawn about this question, 
Every tithe soul, 'mongst many thousand dismes, 
Hath been as dear as Helen; I mean, of ours: 
If we have lost so many tenths of ours, 
To guard a thing not ours nor worth to us, 
Had it our name, the value of one ten, 
What merit's in the reason which denies 
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In Exione's case, the Trojans are potentially beginning a war by acting. 

In Helen's, they have the chance to end all the meaningless bloodshed, 

to prevent more death. 

Yet, Hector changes his position. While Caxton's character acquiesces 

to his brothers' arguments in order to respond to an insult, Shakespeare's 

Hector is blatantly inconsistent: 

... Thus to persist 
In doing wrong extenuates not wrong 
But makes it much more heavy. Hector's opinion 
Is this in the way of truth. Yet ne'ertheless, 
My spritely brethren, I propend to you 
In resolution to keep Helen still; 
For 'tis a cause that hath no mean dépendance 
Upon our joint and several dignities. (11,11 186-93) 

The issue in both the Recuyel1 and Troilus and Cressida rests "upon our 

joint and several dignities." But Shakespeare reverses the situation. 

Rather than having been offended, his Trojans have offended. In order to 

end the fighting, they must admit they have done wrong. Their notion of 

honor will allow them to make no such concession. That Hector has "struck 

his armorer" and "chid his wife" because Ajax pricked his sense of "dignity", 

that he issued a challenge to the Greeks in the name of honor before the 

concil met, should explain why he decides the.Trojans must keep Helen: '"tis 

a cause" that does depend upon their "joint and several dignities." 

Hector's inability to see beyond these "dignities" reflects the weak¬ 

ness of his version of honor. Because he believes himself to be the 

upholder of an ideal, he fails to recognize his own inconsistencies. 

In both medieval sources, Cassandra pleads with Hector not to go 

to battle because she knows he will die. Unlike Lydgate and Caxton, 

Shakespeare focuses her warning upon the issue of Hector's mispercep¬ 

tion: "Farewell , yet soft! Hector I take my leave:/ Thou dost thyself and 

all our Troy deceive." (V,iii 89-90) In Shakespeare, Hector's idea of honor 
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does not only work passively against the possibility of peace. Self-deluded, 

he considers war an honorable game. Troilus, embittered by Cressida's betrayal, 

can play at war no longer, and he criticizes his brother: 

... You have a vice of mercy in you, 
Which better fits a lion than a man. 
What vice is that? Good Troilus, chide me for it. 
When many times the captive Grecian falls, 
Even in the fan of wind of your fair sword, 
You bid them rise and live. 
0, 'tis fair play. „ . 

Fool's play, by heaven, Hector. 
How now? How now? 

For the love of all the gods 
Let's leave the hermit pity with our mothers, 
And when we have our armors buckled on,! 

The venomed vengeance ride upon our swords, 
Spur them to ruthful works, rein them from ruth. 
Fie, savage, fie! 

Hector, then 't1s wars. (V,iii 37-49) 

While perhaps Hector's mercy is admirable, his attitude is not. Believing 

that war has rules like a game, that it is not "savage", Hector does 

"deceive himself." And this sort of thinking perpetuates the war. For 

Hector, the battlefield is a place of glory, not death. 

Leaving Cassandra behind, Hector goes to battle. During the fighting 

he sees a richly dressed knight whom he follows. After killing this knight, 

he removes his own armor, and, at this point, Achilles treacherously mur- 

durs him. Shakespeare takes these details from Caxton and Lydgate. How¬ 

ever, Hector's speech to the dead corpse is in neither of Shakespeare's 

sources: 

Troilus: 

Hector: 
Troilus: 

Hector: 
Troilus: 
Hector: 
Troilus: 

Hector: 
Troilus: 

Most putrefied core, so fair without, 
Thy goodly armour thus hath cost thy life. 
Now is my day's work done; I'll take good breath: 
Rest, sword; thou hast thy fill of blood and death. (V,vii 1-4) 

"Now is my day's work done; I'll take good breath ..." again reflects the 

idea of war as something other than war, as a "day's work". Immediately 
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after he has said this, Achilles enters. War as a game or as a "day's 

work" is over for Hector. Achilles does not stop playing war at a 

certain time. Signaling to his Myrmidons to surround Hector, he acts 

according to no rules. 

Hector's last words, "I am unarmed; forgo this vantage, Greek," 

(V, viii 9), pathetically contain the combination of self-delusion and 

treachery which kills Hector. Literally, Hector has unarmed himself, 

resting after killing the knight in "goodly armor". The image of this 

knight, "most putriefied core, so fair without," jars against the audience's 

sensibility: the body, just killed, should not already be "putrefied". 

That Hector kills this knight for his armor, that he unarms him, 

symbolically connects this episode to his final line. The "goodly 

armor" covering the "putrefied core" represents Hector's idea of chivalry. 

Fair without and foul within, Hector's sense of honor is inherently 

treacherous: it unarms him. Worse, his ideal betrays not only himself 

but also Troy. Shakespeare uses Hector to question Troy at its supposed 

noblest. Rejecting his own council wisdom, "...'Tis mad idolatry/ To 

make the service greater than the god;" (11,11 56-57), Hector does very 

great service to a very little god. 

Transferring the medieval versions of Troilus' death to Hector, 

Shakespeare centers his treatment of chivalric honor in Hector's story. 

Troy Book and the Recuyel1 are straightforward medieval epics in which 

knights hack away at one another according to rules. If Achilles breaks 

these rules, this reflects only upon himself: he is not an exemplary 

knight. Shakespeare turns chivalry in upon itself. If his Greeks have 

no consistent ideals, his Trojans have no ideals worth having. Trojan 

notions of personal and national honor, represented in all their glory 
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by Hector, Troy's best knight, serve only to exacerbate the war situation, 

to destroy both persons and nations. 



With his Greek and Hector stories, Shakespeare questions his 

sources, questions Homer's epic immortality, medieval chivalric honor, 

and Chapman's, Lydgate's and Caxton's notions of heroism. While I 

shall now examine Troilus and Cressida's story apart from the Greek 

and Hector plots, it is important to note that Shakespeare connects 

all three in the play. His treatment of the Greek-Hector material colors 

his reworking of Chaucer's Troilus and Criseyde simply by surrounding 

the love story. Through analyzing character and some of the love plot's 

principal scenes, I hope to show that Shakespeare's handling of Troilus 

and Criseyde is analogous to his handling of Seaven Bookes, Troy Book 

and the Recuyel1, that Shakespeare's reading of Chaucer is highly 

sophisticated and actually inverts the conventional Elizabethan view 

of Cressida as whore and Troilus as ideal courtly lover. 

While Lydgate and Caxton provide some of the details of Shakespeare 

love story (Caxton supplies Troilus' character in the Trojan council), 

Chaucer's Troilus and Criseyde is Shakespeare's major source. As there 
2 

has been some question of the extent to which Shakespeare uses Chaucer, 

it is best to firmly establish that Chaucer's poem gives Shakespeare his 

love plot. Kenneth Muir lists the major parallels: 

The main outlines of the love-plot are to be found in Chaucer. 
In Book I, Troilus falls in love with Criseyde and enlists Pan 
dams' help to woo her; in Book II Pandarus carries out this 
plan, in Act I of the play, Troilus is already in love with 
Cressida, and Pandarus is already engaged in futhering his 
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suit. In Book III the lovers meet at the house of Deiphebus and 
their love is consummated in Pandarus' house; in Act III the 
lovers are united at the house of Pandarus. In Book IV of the 
poem the Trojans agree to exchange Criseyde for Antenor, Pan¬ 
darus contrives another meeting, and the lovers part; in Act 
IV of the play news is brought that Cressida is to be exchanged, 
and on the morning after the lovers have been united, Diomed 
arrives to conduct Cressida to the Greek camp. In Book V 
Criseyde is wooed by Diomed and eventually she yields, she writes 
to Troilus, and he seeks to drown his grief in fighting and 
revenge on Diomed; in the last act of the play, Troilus is a 
witness of Cressida's unfaithfulness, Cressida writes to him, 
and he fights desparately, seeking to avenge himself on 
Diomed, and also to avenge the murder of Hector by Achilles. 22 

M.C. Bradbook pairs Chaucer's Books with specific scenes: Bk. I — I,i, 

BR. II — 1,11, III,1, Bk. Ill — 111,11, Bk. IV — IV,ii, IV,iv, Bk. V — 
23 

V,ii. and Ann Thompson, in her book-length study, Shakespeare's Chaucer, 

concludes: 

There is ... a similarity of structure and the same basic sequence 
of events. ... The way in which Shakespeare compresses his material, 
often drawing on two or more parts of the poem to produce a con¬ 
centrated effect, seems to show his familiarity with it as a 
whole, and the number of times he 'coincides' with Chaucer in 
his depiction of something which is not in any of the other 
sources gives strong support to the assumption from general 
probability that he knew it well. 24 

It is also important to note that Robert Henryson's extension of 

Chaucer, "Testament of Cresseid" (1480-1500?), in which Diomed rejects 

Cresseid and she contracts leprosy, was published with Troilus and 

Criseyde in every edition from 1532 to 1721 and often mistakenly attri¬ 

buted to Chaucer. In Henryson, the gods punish Cresseid not for her be¬ 

trayal of Troilus, but for her complaint against Venus and Cupid. Al¬ 

though it may have started a tradition which associated Cresseid's in- 
25 

constancy with leprosy as punishment as Hyder Rollins suggests., Henry- 

son's is a complicated poem, not a simple denouncement. Probably Shake¬ 

speare read it for he refers at various times to Cresseid as a leper 

(see Henry V, 11 ,i 76 for example). However, it has little apparent 

effect on Troilus and Cressida. Discussing Act V,ii, I will later examine 
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the extent of its direct influence upon Shakespeare's play. 

Muir represents a typical critical comparison of Chaucer's and 

Shakespeare's works: 

The difference between Shakespeare's attitude to his lovers 
and that of Chaucer may be largely explained by the hardening of 
opinion towards Cressida in the intervening two hundred years. 
She had become a type of inconstancy, as Pandarus was the arche¬ 
typal pimp. 26 

And Rollins pushes this approach to its logical conclusion: "There is 

really no problem in regard to Shakespeare's attitude toward the three 

major characters of the love story ... he was obliged to portray these 
27 

three as time and tradition had fixed them." For many critics, Pandarus 

must be a pandar, Cressida, a degenerated Criseyde, and Troilus, some¬ 

thing much closer to Chaucer's hero, a type of the faithful lover. 

With his Pandarus, Shakespeare does give the Elizabethans what Rollins 

argues they would have expected. Criseyde's uncle, warmly comic arid con¬ 

cerned for both lovers, loses his tenderness in Troilus and Cressida. 

His conversation with Troilus opening the play demonstrates the kind of 

feeling he has for Cressida: 

Pandarus: 

Troilus: 
Pandarus: 

Troilus: 
Pandarus: 

Troilus: 
Pandarus: 

...He that will have a cake out of the wheat 
must needs tarry the grinding. 
Have I not tarried? 
Ay, the grinding; but you must tarry the 
bolting. 
Have I not tarried? 
Ay, the bolting; but you must tarry the 
leavening. 
Still have I tarried. 
Ay, to the leavening; but here's yet in the 
word "hereafter" the kneading, the making 
of the cake, the heating of the oven, and the 
baking; nay you must stay the cooling too, 
or you may chance to burn your lips. (I,i 15-28) 

Here Pandarus plucks, grinds, bolts, kneads, bakes and sells his niece 

to Troilus so that the Trojan prince may eat her. Reducing Cressida to 
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food, he reduces himself — he is a "go-between", a pandar, and nothing 

more. 

Pandarus wants only to whet Troilus' appetite. Interrupting 

Troilus' rhapsodies with calculated praise, he successfully intensifies 

Troilus' passion: 

Pandarus: 

Troilus: 

Pandarus: 

Troilus: 

Well, she looked yesternight fairer than I 
saw her look, or any woman else. 
I was about to tell thee: when my heart, 
As wedged with a sigh, would rive me in twain, 
Lest Hector or my father should perceive me, 
I have, as where the sun doth light a storm, 
Buried this sigh in wrinkle of a smile; 
But sorrow, that couch'd in seeming gladness 
Is like that mirth fate turns to sudden sadness. 
An her hair were not somewhat darker than 
Helen's — well, go to, — there were no more com¬ 
parison between the women: but for my part, 
she is my kinswoman; I would not, as they 
term 1t, praise her; but I would somebody 
had heard her talk yesterday, as I did: I will 
not dispraise your sister Cassandra's wit, but — 
0 Pandarus! I tell thee, Pandarus, — 
When I do tell thee, there my hopes lie drown'd, 
Reply not in how many fathoms deep 
They 11e indrench'd. I tell thee I am mad 
In Cressid's love: thou answer'st, "she is fair"; 
Pour'st in the open ulcer of my heart 
Her eyes, her hair, her cheek, her qait, her voice; 

(I,i 34-56) 

Shakespeare's source for this conversation is in Chaucer's Book I: 

And whan that Pandare herd hire name nevene, 
Lord, he was glad, and seyde: "Frende so deere, 
Now fare aright, for Joves name in hevene. 
Love hath beset the wel; be of good chere. 
For of good name, wysdom, and manere 
She hath ynough, and ek of gentilesse; 
If she be fayre, thow woost thy self, I gesse. 
Ny nevere saugh I a more bounteuous 
Of hire estate, ne a gladder, ne of speche 
A frendliour, na a more gracious 
For to do wel, ne lasse hadde nede to seche 
What to doon; and al this bet to eche, 
In honour, to as fer as she may strecche, 
A kynges herte semeth by hyrs a wrecche. 
And forthy loke of good comfort thow be, 
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or, certainly, the first poynt is this 
Of noble corage, and wel ordayne, 
A man to have pees with hym self, ywis; 
So oghtist thou, for nought but good it is 
To loven wel, and in a worthy place; 
The oghte nat to clepe it hap but grace. (876-96) 28 

Chaucer's Pandarus, upon first hearing the name of Troilus1 beloved, 

shares the happiness of his friend because he believes Troilus' affections 

are well placed. Shakespeare changes this conversation's moment in the 

progress of the love affair. Pandarus knows that Troilus loves his niece; 

he wants to keep Troilus' passions stimulated until he can procure the 

cake for him. Both Pandaruses encourage Troilus' love. Chaucer's empha¬ 

sizes Criseyde's virtues, characterizing love as ennoblement; Shakespeare's 

emphasizes Cressida's appearance, characterizing love as sex. 

Shakespeare's degeneration of Pandarus makes sex harsher in Troilus 

and Cressida than it is in Troilus and Criseyde. In Chaucer's consummation 

scene, Pandarus' parting lines are relatively gentle: 

For ought I kan espyen, 
This light nor I ne serven here of nought. 
Lyght is not good for syke folkes eyen; 
But, for the love of God, syn ye ben brought 
In thus good pi it, lat now non hevy thought 
Ben hangynge in the hertes of yow tweye. (Bk. Ill, 1135-1140) 

If he teases Troilus for fainting, he exits wishing the lovers happiness, 

avoiding directly referring to the sex act. Shakespeare's Pandarus also 

leaves Troilus and Cressida with a wish: 

... Whereupon I will show you a 
chamber with a bed; which bed, because it 
shall not speak of your pretty encounters, 
press it to death: away! 
And Cupid grant all tongue-tied maidens here 
Bed, chamber, Pandar to provide this gear. (Ill, iii 221-26) 

"press it to death" contains too much pain, and becomes oppressive connected 

with the suggestion of feminine modesty in "tongue-tied maidens." "And 
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Cupid grant all ... Bed, chamber, Pandar to provide this gear" generalizes 

"lat not non hevy thought/ Ben hangyng in the hertes of you tweye." Re¬ 

moving the personal element from his Pandarus' wish, Shakespeare de¬ 

humanizes him, making him an emblem, a stock Pandar. 

Degrading his Pandarus, Shakespeare increases the pressure upon 

Cressida. Her uncle does not care about her. In Chaucer, Pandarus suffers 

with Criseyde when she hears that the Trojans are going to send her to 

the Greeks: 

When she hym saw, she gan for sorwe anoon 
Her tery face atwixe hire armes hyde, 
For which this Pandare is so wobygon, 
Than in the hous he myghte unnethe abyde, 
As he that pyte felte on every syde. 
For yf Criseyde hadde erst compleyned sore, 
Tho gan she pleyne a thousand tymes more. (Bk. IV, 820-26) 

Trying to comfort her, he proposes several different ways she and Troilus 

can make the best of their situation. Shakespeare's Pandarus himself tells 

Cressida of the Trojan decision: 

Pandarus: Prithee, get thee in. Would thou hadst ne'er 
been born! I knew thou would'st be his 
death. 0 poor gentleman! A plague upon 
Antenor! 

Cressida: Good uncle, I beseech you, on my knees I 
beseech you, what's the matter? 

Pandarus: Thou must be gone, wench, thou must be 
gone; thou art changed for Antenor. (IV,iii 89-96) 

Having no sympathy for his niece, he offers her no support. If Cressida 

29 were merely a whore as so many of the critics suggest, such support 

would not be necessary. Yet Shakespeare does not reduce Cressida as he 

does Pandarus. Like her Chaucerian counterpart, she is highly complex, 

not simply a type of unfaithfulness. 

Discussing Cressida, critics generally point to two supposed aspects 
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of her character, her manipulative stance as it is represented in an 

early soliloquy (I,iii 293-302) and her bawdiness, to show that Shake¬ 

speare begins with a much coarser woman than Chaucer’s. In Act I, iii 

Cressida reveals that she loves Troilus, continuing: 

Yet hold I off. Women are angels, wooing; 
Things won are done, joy's soul lies in the doing. 
That she beloved knows naught that knows not this: 
Men prize the thing ungained more than it is: 
That she was never yet, that ever knew 
Love got so sweet as when desire did sue. 
Therefore this maxim out of love I teach: 
Achievement is command; ungained, beseech. 
Then, though my heart's content firm love doth bear, 
Nothinn of that shall from mine eyes appear. (I,ii 293-302) 

Here is Cressida, the hardened sexual game player, or something along 

that line, compared to Chaucer's Criseyde who is, according to Thompson, 

30 an "innocent victim." However, Criseyde has her own "soliloquy" 

(Bk. II 701-804) from which I will give the highlights: 

I am myn owene womman, wel at ese — 
I thank it God — as after myn estât, 
Right yong, and stonde untyd in lustly lese, 
Withouten jalousye or swich debate. 
Shal non husbonde seyn to me "Chekmat." ... 
May I naught wel in other folk aspie 
Hire dredfull joye, hire constreynte, and hir peyne? 
Ther loveth noon, that she nath why to pleyne. 
For love is yet the mooste stormy lyf, 
Right to hymself, that evere was byqonne; 
For evere som mystrust or nyce stryf 
Ther is in love, som cloud is over that sonne 
Ther to we wrecched wommen ncthyng konne, 
What us is wo, but wene and sitte and thynke 
Our wreche is this, oure owen wo to drynke. 
Also these wikke tonges ben so prest 
To speke us harm; ek men ben so untrewe 
That rinht anon as sesed is hire lest, 
So cesseth love, and forth to love an newe. 
But harm idon is don, whoso it rewe; 
For though these men for love hem ferst to rende, 
Fui sharp bygynnyng breketh ofte at ende. 
How ofte tyme hath it yknowe be 
The treson that to wommen hath ben do. 
To what fyn is such love I kan nat se, 
Or wher bycometh. Lo, no wyght on it sporneth! 
That erst was nothynq, into nought it tourneth. (750-54, 775-96) 
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I quote Chaucer at such great length to show that Criseyde, like Cressida, 

considers love to be fraught with difficulties; indeed, she shares two 

of her primary worries with her Shakespearian counterpart, that men tend 

to want to have mastery and that they fall in and out of love quickly. 

Significantly, there is much in Chaucer which Shakespeare chooses not to 

use: Criseyde is extremely concerned about rumor. More importantly, dis¬ 

cussing the pros and cons of love objectively, she is perhaps inclining 

toward love. Cressida is already in love; she has relatively less control 

over her situation. Ending her internal debate with "He which that nothyng 

undertaketh,/ Nothyng n'acheveth, be hym loth or dere." (806-807), Criseyde 

is just as coldly rational as Cressida — or more so. 

And she is in a relatively less vulnerable position. Often surrounded 

by friends and servants, she also has Hector's promise that he will be her 

guardian at court. Cressida, normally alone, has only her uncle's dubious 

protection. Shakespeare's compression of the plot, the fact that Troilus 

has been pursuing Cressida before the play begins, also makes her more 

vulnerable. Pandarus has worn her down, yet his success, her love for 

Troilus, creates a further problem for Cressida. Her precarious situation 

in Troy heightens a natural uneasiness about trusting men, and she has 

given herself to Troilus, fallen in love with him, before she is sure she 

can trust him. Chaucer allows Criseyde far more opportunity to know Troilus, 

to see for herself that he is worthy of her love. 

C.S. Lewis is no doubt correct when he claims that "she was the 

ferfulleste wyght/ That myghte be" (Bk. II, 450-51) is crucial to 

understanding Criseyde. Shakespeare makes this description active. 

Immediately before the "... Yet hold I off" soliloquy, Cressida explains 

herself to her uncle: 
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Pandarus: You are such a woman a man knows not 
at what ward you He. 

CressIda: Upon my back to defend my belly; upon my 
wit, to defend my wiles; upon my secrecy to 
defend mine honesty; my mask, to defend my 
beauty; and you, to defend all these. And at all 
these wards I lie, at a thousand watches. (I,ii 265-71) 

She shifts swiftly from image to image so that her uncle will not catch 

her. Cresslda knows too well what Pandarus would have her do. Yet she 

wants to love on her own tehns, not as her uncle's "object". Painfully 

aware of her vulnerability, she defends herself with her tongue, and, 

in this light, we can understand her bawdiness. Joseph Papp writes: 

It is too simple an analysis to interpret Cressida's pre¬ 
occupation with sexual allusion as definite proof of sluttish¬ 
ness. Her banter and flirtatiousness appear to be defensive in 
nature rather than overt manifestations of raging desire. 32 

Proving she can play the game, she uses her wit to protect herself. While 

Cressida is close to Criseyde in temperment, inheriting both her sensi¬ 

tivity and her fears, Shakespeare places his character in a more difficult 

situation, intensifying her vulnerability on social, familial, and psycho¬ 

logical levels. 

If Shakespeare heightens the external pressure upon his Cressida, 

with his characterization of Troilus he also shifts Chaucer's emphasis; 

however, in the case of Troilus, Shakespeare changes internal rather 

than external motivating factors. Chaucer's Troilus is an idealistic young 

lover, dying for love but sublimating its sexual aspect. Frequently des¬ 

cribing Criseyde in other worldly terms, he wishes to be hers in more 

than just a sexual sense: 

And to the God of Love thus seyde he 
With pi tous vois, "0 lorde, now youres is 
My spirit, which that aughte youre be. 
Yow thank I, lord, that han me brought to this 
But whether goddesse or womman, iwys, 
She be, I not, which that ye do me serve; 
But as hire man I wol ay live and sterve: 
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Reverence fills his speech, defines his attitude. 

Although frequently critics see Shakespeare's Troilus as a naive 
33 idealist, his desires are far more concrete than those of Chaucer's 

character. In his first appearance onstage, he listens to Pandarus' 

cake description, almost licking his lips. Later in scene i, Troilus 

has a soliloquy which is just as revealing as Cressida's. He cynically 

questions whether Helen is worth all the fighting (I, i 93-96), then 

reviews his own situation: 

I cannot come to Cressid but by Pandar; 
And he's a tetchy to be wooed to woo 
As she is stubborn, chaste against all suit. 
Tell me Apollo, for thy Daphne's love, 
What Cressid is, what Pandar, and what we. 
Her bed is India; there she lies, a pearl. 
Between our Ilium and where she resides 
Lét it be called the wild wand'ring flood, 
Ourself the merchant, and this sailing Pandar 
Our doubtful hope, our convoy and our bark. (1,1 98-107) 

Some rather disturbing sentiments emerge from this beautiful poetry. 

First, Pandar is simply a thing to be used. And complaining against Cressi¬ 

da's "chasteness", Troilus transforms Chaucer's courtly love object of 

reverence into a sex object. Apollo's destructive love for Daphne further 

darkens Troilus* desire. Most importantly, no matter how pretty the poetry, 

Cressida as pearl and Troilus as merchant is not much better than Cressida 

as cake and Troilus as eater. 

And Troilus frequently uses consuming Imagery in reference to Cressi¬ 

da. Contemplating the sex act, he asks "... What will it be? When the 

wat'ry palates taste indeed/ Love's thrice-repured nectar?" (Ill,1i 18-20) 

Before he gives Cressida to Diomedes he tells her, "... We two, that with 

so many thousand sighs/ Did buy each other, must poorly sell ourselves/ 

With the rude brevity and discharge of one." (IV, iv 156-58) This imagery 

calls into question Troilus' understanding of love. In contrast to Chaucer's 
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character, Shakespeare's 1s preoccupied with giving and taking; he wants 

to take, own, consume, not give himself to h1s lady. 

Troilus, in Troll us and Cressida, 1s not Chaucer's Innocent young 

knight who is speechless in Crlseyde's presence, faints at her bedside, 

even needs to be pushed Into bed with her. While one can attribute Cressida's 

bawdiness to her defensive posture, it is much more difficult to find a 

reason for Shakespeare's Troilus'. He immerses himself in the sexual na¬ 

ture of his attraction, again in contrast to Chaucer's Troilus who can¬ 

not speak directly about sex. In a soliloquy before Pandarus brings 

Cressida to him, the context for one of the eating images just mentioned, 

Troilus anticipates sexual pleasure: 

... What will it be 
When the wat'ry palates taste indeed 
Love's thrice-repured nectar? Death, I fear me, 
Sounding destruction, or some joy too fine. 
Too subtle, potent, tuned too sharp in sweetness 
For the capacity of my ruder powers. 
I fear it much; and I do fear besides 
That I shall lose distinctions in my joys, 
As doth a battle, when they charge on heaps 
The enemy flying. (III,ii 18-27) 

Troilus makes no mention of Cressida, of her feelings; his own situation 

totally engrosses his thought. Perhaps his fears are under the surface in 

Chaucer's poem; however Shakespeare makes them explicit. Troilus' "... I 

shall lose distinction in my joys" is ugly. Love, death, war and sex melt 

together in his mind. 

Shakespeare uses gossip to further qualify our response to Troilus. 

Pandarus, relating court events to Cressida, praises Troilus' wit. Helen 

had teased Troilus about the few hairs on his chin: 

Pandarus: ... "Jupiter!" quoth she, "which of these 
hairs is Paris, my husband?" "The forked one," quoth he; 
"pluck't out, and give it to him." But there was such 
laughing and Helen so blushed, and Paris so chafed, 
and all the rest so laughed, that it passed, (1,11 168-72) 
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Here Troilus quickly responds with a sex joke, holds h1s own even with 

Helen and Paris. Perhaps this scene also provides an explanation for 

Cressida's hesitation. Her reply, "So let it (pass) now, for it has been 

a great while going by," (173-74) playfully mocks Pandarus' long-winded¬ 

ness, yet she says nothing about the content of his story. Probably she 

does not like to hear these sorts of things about Troilus. They confirm 

her fears. And Pandarus insensitively follows with: "Well, Cousin, I told 

you a thing yesterday*,/ think on't." (175-76), referring to his planned 

assignation, reminding her of the nature of Troilus' passion. Troilus 

is excited about experiencing sex for its own sake. Not that he cannot also 

love Cressida, but his attitude certainly does little to reduce her insecuri¬ 

ties. 

In Chaucer, Troilus tells no one but Pandarus of his love in order 

to protect Criseyde. Pandarus devises an elaborate scheme to first bring 

the lovers together (Bk. II, 1401-1757). Pretending to be ill, Troilus 

excuses himself from dinner, remaining in bed behind a dining room 1n 

which Deiphobus, Helen and others are assembled. Pandarus brings his 

niece before them on the pretext of a legal matter, then, through a good 

deal of plotting, arranges that she go alone before Troilus (because he is 

sick — he cannot have all of them in the room with him) in order to ask 

for his protection. Coming to court, Shakespeare's Pandarus asks Helen 

and Paris to excuse Troilus from a royal dinner. Paris quickly guesses 

the reason for Troilus' absence: "What exploit's in hand? Where sups he/ 

tonight? ... I'll lay my life, with my disposer Cressida." (81-82,88) 

(That Paris jestingly calls himself her disposer may come from Chaucer, 

Ector and Deiphobus both earnestly promise to be Criseyde's knights.) 

Feigning innocence, probably with a smile on his face, Pandarus needs no 

plot. Troilus' infatuation with Cressida is not secret and this is an 
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extremely important difference between Chaucer and Shakespeare. 

Troilus, not sexually innocent, not reverential toward his lady, 

also cares little about her honor. When Diomedes comes to take Cressida to 

the Greek camp, Paris sends Aeneas ahead to warn his brother to leave 

Cressida (IV,i). Hearing Aeneas' knock at the door, Cressida tries to 

hide Troilus (IV,ii): she is not aware that Paris, Aeneas and probably 

others know about her love affair. In some sense, then, Troilus has 

deceived her. I will discuss this scene in some detail shortly. It is 

important here to emphasize again that Shakespeare's Troilus is very 

far away from Chaucer's lover-hero, farther away than Cressida is from 

Criseyde. 

Shakespeare gives him a political as well as a love role. In the 

Trojan council scene (II,ii) he argues forcefully to keep Helen, following 

Caxton's Troilus who sides with Paris. The kind of imagery he uses to de¬ 

fend his position is all too familiar: 

We turn not back the silks upon the merchant 
When we have soiled them nor the remainder viands 
We do not throw away in unrespective sieve 
Because we now are full. (II,1i 69-72) 

Is she (Helen) worth keeping? Why, she is a pearl 
Whose price hath launched above a thousand ships 
And turned crowned kings to merchants. (II,ii 81-83) 

Helen is merchandise; Helen is food. Marlowe's face that launches a 

thousand ships becomes the price of a pearl and we have seen this 

pearl-merchant image before, in connection with Cressida. Again a 

woman is a thing with a certain value, to be used, eaten, or owned. 

These images define what Troilus means when he says "What's aught 

but as 'tis valued?" (II,ii 52) (just as Hector's chiding his wife/ 

striking his armorer and his challenge to the Greeks limit his idea of 

honor). The substance of Troilusr argument is this: "we have placed a 
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high value on Helen} identified her with the honor of Troy, thus we 

cannot return her." "What's aught but as 'tis valued?" also contains 

a more radical rejection of inherent worth, of absolute value. At this 

point, Troilus does not fully understand the implications of what he 

has said. His "value", Hector's honor and Helen as symbol simply blend 

together, shaping the attitude which keeps the Trojans in the war. 

Having discussed Cresslda and Troilus as characters, I will now 

focus upon two key scenes, IV,i1, IV,iv, based loosely on Chaucer 1n 

order to show more specifically what Shakespeare does to Troilus and 

Criseyde. In both accounts, Calchas asks for his daughter to be exhanged 

for Antenor, an agreement is made, Diomedes leaves to bring Cressida/ 

Criseyde back to the Greek camp, and the lovers are given some time to¬ 

gether alone before they are separated. Violently compressing Chaucer's 

plot, Shakespeare has Diomedes arrive at the door the morning after the 

consummation. Chaucer allows Troilus and Criseyde to develop their 

relationship. Not until they have been together months, maybe even years, 

do the Greeks ask for Criseyde. And Chaucer gives his lovers a whole night 

to discuss the exchange. Cressida and her Troilu? have only a few minutes. 

During their last night together, Troilus and Criseyde cry a great 

deal; she faints; he, thinking she is dead, decides to kill himself; she 

awakens just in time to pull the knife from his hands. That Book IV is here 

a source for Romeo and Juliet in the tomb proves Shakespeare knew this 

section of Chaucer's poem fairly well. After near catastrophe, a calmer 

Troilus and Criseyde try to formulate some course of action. Sure that 

she can work things out satisfactorily, Criseyde begins: 

Now that I shal wel bryngen it aboute 
To come ayen, soone after that I go, 
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Therof am I no manere thyng in doute. 
For dred eles, withinne a wowke or two 
I shal ben here; and that it may be so, 
By allé right and in a wordes fewe, 
I shal you wel an hep of weyes shewe. (Bk. IV, 1275-81) 

She proceeds to list a variety of reasons Troilus should not fear: Calchas, 

learning of her favored situation will gladly let her return to Troy, or 

the war will end soon and all will be normal again, or she will appeal to 

Calchas' greed, talking him into letting her come into Troy to gather all 

her possessions, or she will trick her father, using his own terms, telling 

him he has misinterpreted the gods (Bk. IV, 1382-1411). She concludes, 

"And but I make hym soone to converte,/ And do my red withinne a day or 

tweye,/ I wil to you oblige me to deye." (Bk. IV 1412-14) Criseyde, self- 

assured, at this point truly believes in her own power to manipulate 

both her father and circumstance. 

She does not convince Troilus. He responds: 

Youre sire is wys: and seyd is, out of drede, 
Men may the wyse at renne, but not at-rede. 
It is ful hard to halten unespied 
Byfore a crepul, for he kan the craft. 
Youre fader is in sleyght as Argus eyed; 
For al be that his moeble is hym beraft 
Ye shal nat blende hym for youre womanhede. 
Ne feyne aright, and that is all my drede. (Bk. IV, 1455-63) 

Next he counters each point of Criseyde's argument, finally offering 

another solution: 

So reweth on myn aspre peynes smerte, 
And doth somwhat as that I shal you seye, 
And lat us stele awey bytwext us tweye. 
And thenk that folye is, whan man may chese, 
For accident his substaunce ay to lose. 
I mene this, that syn we mowe er day 
Wel stele awey and ben togedere so, 
What nede were it to putten in assay, 
In cas ye sholde to youre fader go, 
If that ye myghte come ayen or no? 
Thus meme I, that it were aret folye 
To putte that sikernesse in jupartie. (Bk. IV, 1501-12) 
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He develops this plan further, only to meet Criseyde's firm resistance: 

they have their honors to consider. In the end, they exchange mutual 

vows of faithfulness, Troilus reluctantly resigning himself to her will. 

If Shakespeare wanted a hard Cressida dominating Troilus, he could 

have easily transferred the content of this discussion directly into his 

play, slightly embellishing it to create the appropriate effect. Surely, 

Criseyde's reasoning better fits Cressida's betrayal, if Shakespeare in¬ 

tends for us to see Cressida as a whore as so many of the critics suggest. 

Yet, discovering she is to be exchanged, Cressida reacts very differently 

from Criseyde. Having no illusions about her probable influence in the 

Greek camp, she cries out to her uncle (Troilus has left the room): 

Pandarus: Thou must, (go) 
Cressida: I will not, uncle. I have forgot my father; 

I know no touch of consanguinity — 
No kin, no love, no blood, no soul so near me 
As the sweet Troilus. 0 you gods divine, 
Make Cressid's name the very crown of falsehood 
If ever she leaves Troilus! Time, force, death, 
Do to this body what extremes you can; 
But the strong base and building of my love 
Is at the very center of the earth, 
Drawing all things to it. I will go in and weep — ... 
Tear my bright hair, and scratch my praised cheeks, 
Crack my clear voice with sobs, and break my heart 
With sounding Troilus. I will not go from Troy. (IV,ii 

96-106, 108-10) 

If the issue of loyalty reminds us of Juliet's situation, the poetry here 

is something like Cleopatra's after she has lost Antony. Probably, Cressida 

falls somewhere along a continuum between these two. Most importantly, in 

contrast to Criseyde, she has no plan. She simply cannot accept that she 

must leave Troy. 

Troilus enters (IV,iv) and Cressida asks him a long series of 

questions including: "Have the gods envy?" (28), "And is it true that I 

must go from Troy?" (30), "What, and from Troilus too?" (31), "Is't possible?" 
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(32), "I must then, to the Grecians?" (55), "When shall we see again?" (57) 

— all looking for the answer, "I will not let you go from Troy." This is 

not Criseyde reassuring Troilus. Cressida is at her most vulnerable point. 

The morning which has begun with anxiety (she asks Troilus, "Are you aweary 

of me?" (IV,ii 7)) and self-recrimination: 

(to Troilus) Prithee, tarry; 
You men will never tarry. 
0 foolish Cressid! I might have still held off, 
And then you would have tarried. (IV,ii 15-18) 

ends with Aeneas knocking at the door, Troilus following him outside, and 

Pandarus telling her she must leave. When Troilus re-enters he provides her 

with no comfort, answering her questions far too briefly (for example: 

Cressida: "Is it true..." Troilus: "A hateful truth." (31), Cressida: 

"What, and from Troilus too?" Troilus: "From Troy and Troilus." (32), 

Cressida: "I must then, to the Greeks?" Troilus: "No remedy." (55)). 

Shattered, Cressida says little more. Joseph Papp notes: "Troilus's 

supoort is vital to her, but his words are devoid of hope: they turn 

Cressida to stone right before our eyes; and her silence is a silence 
34 bred of dead hopes and a dead future." Cressida's earlier fear that 

"Men prize the thing ungained more than it is." (1,11 292), that Troilus 

might fall out of love once he has had sex with her, is, from her perspec¬ 

tive, fulfilled. Her experience in the Greek camp sorely disillusions 

Chaucer's character who had believed she could control both her father and 

her circumstance. Fear re-emerges as her primary motivation. In Shake¬ 

speare, Troilus himself disillusions Cressida. Returning to her father, 

she again raises her defenses, a little more hardened for the wear. 

Shakespeare's Troilus gives us some indication that Cressida is read¬ 

ing her situation correctly. Discussing the tension between ideal and 

action in Troilus and Cressida, Papp writes; 
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It is this contradiction that compelled me in rehearsal to 
single out the sometime-hero of the play, Troilus, as the 
greatest offender against decency. My feelings were that he 
was a cad and Cressida, his victim. Try as I might I couldn't 
bring myself to feel any sympathy for Troilus's caterwauling 
and protestations of immaculate love. I felt he applied a 
double standard in honor, and to me this was immoral. 35 

This sort of double standard informs Troilus' response when he learns of 

the exchange: 

Aeneas: ... We must give up to Diomedes' hand 
The Lady Cressida. 

Troilus: Is it so concluded? 
Aeneas: By Priam and the general state of Troy. 

They are at hand and ready to effect it. 
Troilus:How my achievements mock me! 

I will go meet them. And, my Lord Aeneas, 
We met by chance; you did not find me here. (IV, ii 66-72) 

In order to realize the full significance of this scene, what it reveals 

about Troilus' character, it is useful to compare it to the scene most 

nearly its source in Troilus and Criseyde. 

Chaucer tells us: 

This Troylus was present in the place 
Whan axed was for Antenor Criseyde, 
For which ful soone chaungen gan his face 
As he that with tho wordes wel neygh deyde. 
But natheles he no word to it seyde, 
Lest men sholde his affeccioun espye. 
With mannes herte he gan his sorowes drye. 
And ful of angwyssh and of grysly drede 
Abod what lordes wolde unto it seye. 
And yf they wolde graunte -- as God forbede — 
Th'eschaunge of hire, than thoughte he thynges tweye, 
First how to save hire honour, and what weye 
He myghte best th'eschaunge of hire withstonde. 
Fui faste he cast how al this myghte stonde. 
Love hym made al prest to don hire byde, 
And rather dye than she sholde'go; 
But resoun seyde hym, on that other syde, 
"Withoute assente of hire ne do not so, 
Lest for thi werk she wolde be thi fo, 
And seyn that through tho medlyng is yblowe 
Yowre bothere love there it was erst unknowe." (Bk. IV, 147-68) 

Shakespeare's Troilus outwardly behaves as his predecessor did; however, 
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removing the issue of courtly love secrecy from his play, Shakespeare 

changes the meaning of the entire scene. Perhaps Troilus restrains him¬ 

self because he wishes to appear manly, but Shakespeare gives us little 

evidence that his character experiences Chaucer's Troilus' extreme 

emotions. R.A. Yoder explains his lack of feeling: "... there is, in this 

central incident of the play and moment of high passion, an obvious flatten¬ 

ing in the character supposedly most susceptible to feeling ... Shake¬ 

speare shows that Troilus is calmed, even relieved in returning to his 
36 public role — he belongs 'to the general state of Troy.'" While 

Troilus probably does not sell out as completely as Yoder suggests, with 

"We met by chance; you did not find me here," he transfers what was in 

Chaucer a concern for secrecy, for Criseyde's honor, into concern for his 

own reputation. And Chaucer's "Lest for thi werk she wolde be thi fo" 

may surface again in Shakespeare transformed to "How my achievements mock 

me!" In the one case, Troilus rejects acting without first talking to 

Criseyde because he is afraid she will misjudge his intention. In the 

other, Troilus discredits his achievement, getting Cressida into bed, be¬ 

cause she, his thing, is now to be taken from him. Shakespeare's Troilus 

does not consider the effect Aeneas' news will have upon Cressfda. He 

is self-involved, most concerned with protecting himself. 

And his parting scene with Cressida gives additional support to this 

interpretation of his character. Possibly echoing Chaucer's description, 

"A thousand sykes hottere than the glede/ Oute of his brest eche after 

other wente," (Bk. IV, 337-38), Shakespeare's Troilus lapses into the 

buying and selling imagery noted earlier: "We two, that with so many 

thousand sighs/ Did buy each other, must poorly sell ourselves ..." 

(IV,iv 39-40). A description of Troilus' sincere pain becomes, in Shake¬ 

speare, Troilus' ineffective attempt at comforting Cressida. His 
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emotional involvement is not equal to hers. As I have said, his one or 

two v/ord answers to her persistent questions destroy her. Rather than 

giving her strength, Troilus asks her to "be true"; he alienates Cressida 

from himself both by failing to provide the kind of support she needs and 

by questioning her faithfulness. 

Shakespeare inverts Chaucer. It is Cressida, not Troilus, who laments, 

feels victimized, does not trust in her own powers. And it is Troilus who 

comes up with a way to work around their situation (he suggests corrupting 

Greek sentinels so that he might "give her nightly visitation." (IV,iv 

72-72)). Further, Shakespeare intensifies his inversion. Troilus pushes 

at Cressida's most vulnerable spot. His preoccupation with her fidelity 

may, on a subconscious level, rise form his buying-selling, consuming 

obsession; that is, he may simply not want his "silks stained." Indeed, 

his council scene argument is the most damning piece of evidence against 

him: 

I take today a wife, and my election 
Is led on in the conduct of my will — 
My will enkindled by mine eyes and ears, 
Two traded pilots 'twixt the dangerous shores 
Of will and judgment. How may I avoid, 
Although my will distaste what it elected; 
The wife I chose? There can be no evasion 
To blench from this and stand firm by honor. (11,ii 61-68) 

We may pity Troilus because will and judgment are "dangerous shores"; 

however, sacrificing Cressida, and he uses sacrificial terms (lV.iii 

5-9), he does not stand firm by honor as he has defined it. Ironically, 

watching Diomedes replace him, he learns the full meaning of "What's 

aught but as 'tis valued?" He becomes the thing valued, and he is not 

"worth what it doth cost" to keep him. 

When Cressida enters the Greek camp she is again in an insecure 

position. Caxton may be behind her Greek reception: 
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The comynge of Breseyda pleased muche to all the Grekes 
and they cam thether and feasted her and demaunded of her 
tidynges of Troy and of the kynge Priant, and of them that 
were with in, & she said unto hem as much as she knew curtoysly. 
Than al the greatest that were ther: promysed her to keepe her 
and hoi de her as dere as her doughter, and than eche man went 
into hys owne Tente, and there was none of hem but that gave 
to her a jewel! at the departynge, and than it pleased her 
wel to abide and dwell wyth the Grekes. and forgat anon the 
noble ci tie of Troy, and the love of the noble Troyllus. 

(Bk. Ill, Fol. xxii) 

Shakespeare corrupts Caxton's Greeks. Once Agamemnon has "saluted Cressida 

with a kiss," Ulysses proclaims "Yet is the kindness but particular;/ 

'Twere better she were kissed in general." (IV,v 20-21) Analyzing this scene, 

Thompson writes^ "her witty ... replies to the Greeks are in total con¬ 

trast to her stunned silence in Chaucer and show Shakespeare taking the 

worst possible view of the medieval character, forshortening events to 

"37 make her seem even more fickle and heartless. ‘ Yet, Cressida says 

nothing until after Agamemnon, Nestor, Achilles, Patroclus and Menelaus 

have kissed her. I am not sure to what "stunned silence" Thompson refers; 

in Chaucer, Diomed brings Criseyde to Calchas. She greets her father po¬ 

litely (Bk. V, 190-95). But certainly the Greek welcome "stuns" Cressida. 

Shakespeare, placing his character at the mercy of the chief Greeks, in¬ 

creases her vulnerability tremendously. When she does regain her tongue, 

her "witty replies" prevent Menelaus from kissing her a second time and 

Ulysses from kissing her at all; when she speaks she is not kissed. Cressi¬ 

da falls back upon her wit as a defense, not because she is "fickle and 

heartless." 

Her actual betrayal is one of the longest, most complex scenes of 

the play. Thersites watches Ulysses and Troilus watch Diomedes and Cressi¬ 

da. Cressida hesitates, accuses herself. Three times Diomedes begins to 

leave and she asks him to return. It is significant that Cressida calls 
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him back with "Guardian" (V,ii 46): she feels unprotected, needs a de¬ 

fender. Finally, Cressida yields to Diomedes. Rollins suggests that 

Cresseid's fate in Henryson's "Testament" lies behind Cressida's "Do 
OO 

come — I shall be plagued." Similarly, her Troilus farewell. One 

eye yet looks on thee,/ But with my heart the other eye doth see." 

(V,ii 104-05) may recall Henryson's description of the inconstant 

Venus: "Thus variant scho was, quha list tak keep:/ With ane eye lauch, 
og 

and with the uther weip. However, Shakespeare seems to have made 

littie substantial use of "Testament of Cresseid." This fact troubles 

Rollins: 

For it is almost incredible that, with his knowledge of 
Henryson, his preconceived ideas of the character of Cresseid 
and the reward of her treachery, and his respect for what the 
public wanted, Shakespeare should have ended his play without 
at least punishing Cresseid. 40 

And he concludes, "... we could feel surer that Shakespeare was responsi¬ 

ble for all of the play if he had punished Cressida, — if in portraying 

her he had unmistakably shown bitterness and hatred."Shakespeare does 

something far more interesting. Rather than having Cressida return leprous 
42 on stage as Dekker and Chettle had, he follows Chaucer who does not men¬ 

tion Criseyde after she betrays Troilus, Shakespeare's Cressida is a vic¬ 

tim, not a whore. Her world is dark; her life, a struggle, and her final 

appearance reminds us that she has already been punished, far too much. 

However, that Cressida is able to exchange Troilus for Diomedes re¬ 

flects both that she is not inherently constant and that she places a 

higher value upon Diomedes and the protection he offers than she does 

upon Troilus. Perhaps, this is reasonable. Yet, reasonableness is not 

necessarily a virtue. More importantly, if "What's aught but as *tis 

valued?" lies behind Cressida's betrayal, Troilus watches himself be¬ 

come the thing valued with Ulysses, the Greek who applies "What's aught 
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cries out: 
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Troilus: Let it not be believ'd for womanhood! 
Think we had mothers; do not give advantage 
To stubborn critics, apt without a theme, 
For depravation, to square the general sex 
By Cressid's rule: rather think this not Cressid. 

Ulysses: What hath she done, prince, that can soil our mothers? 
Troilus: Nothing at all, unless that this were she. (V,ii 125-31} 

Although, in the Trojan council, he asserts that things have meaning only 

as they are given meaning, here Troilus tries to move from a particular 

to a universal because he desperately wants Cressida to be inherently 

constant. Ulysses expects such constancy from no one. "What hath she 

done, prince, that can soil our mothers?" counters Troilus' generalization 

with the insistence that Cressida's betrayal has only a particular mean¬ 

ing, that Troilus cannot make the connections he wants to make. Answer¬ 

ing Ulysses, Troilus stubbornly holds onto his ideal image of Cressida 

as long as possible. But she has forsaken him. He must learn to live in 

Ulysses' world. 

Troilus has never understood his own philosophy. That he, like 

Ulysses, has applied "What's aught but as 'tis valued?" to people, to 

Helen and Cressida, prevents him from experiencing a full love relation¬ 

ship- one cannot be satisfactorily loved by an object. Watching 

Cressida with Diomedes, he genuinely suffers, perhaps for the first time. 

Yet he cannot recover her for she has been hardened. Troilus' inability 

to accept Cressida's betrayal adds a dimension of emotional vulnerability 

to his character which Shakespeare has not stressed earlier: 

... this is, and is not Cressid. 
Within my soul there doth continue a fight 
Of this strange nature that a thing inseparate 
Divides more wider than the sky and earth; 
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And yet the spacious breadth of this division 
Admits no orifice for a point as subtle 
As Ariachne's broken woof to enter. 
Instance, 0 instance! strong as Pluto's gates; 
Cressid is mine, tied with the bonds of heaven: 
Instance, 0 instance! strong as heaven itself; 
The bonds of heaven are slipp'd, dissolv'd and loos'd. (IV,ii 

142-52) 

Arachne had spun a cloth so "subtle", so fine that Minerva could not see 

how it was made. Jealous, the goddess broke the woof and changed Arachne 

into a spider. Arachne's broken woof suggests that the gods themselves 

will not allow mortals to create perfect systems, to resist a disconnected 

existence. And, if Troilus is culpable because he has misused Cressida, he 

is also a victim, perhaps of his own blindness, but more disturbingly, 

of the kind of world he has failed to see. Because Ulysses' is nothing 

more than a manipulator, he thrives in a situation where the "bonds of 

heaven" are continually tied and loosed. Cressida and Troilus must simply 

find a way to survive under such conditions. Ulysses, trying to agitate 

Troilus, unintentionally reveals the nature of the play's world to him. 

Then Ulysses leaves him and Troilus is alone. He must remain in Shake- 

soeare's dark world; he, like Cressida, receives excessive punishment. 
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O.J. Campbell, commenting on Troilus and Cressida's effect, writes: 

... the unusual ending of Troilus and Cressida serves to dis¬ 
miss the derided characters in a way that was conventional to 
satire and leaves the audience in the mocking attitude toward 
them that is demanded by the type. 43 

Like so many others, Campbell is more interested in classifying a "prob¬ 

lem play" than responding to a work which fits neatly into almost no 

category. I have stressed counter-currents to more traditional character 

analysis because they are generally ignored. Yet, hopefully Shakespeare's 

audience will oity both Troilus and Cressida. A huge critical debate over 

attitude and theme related to the problem of character interpretation 

surrounds the play. Muir represents a good example of a middle position: 

The most remarkable thing about the play is perhaps the way the 
poet managed to fuse thought and feeling, to unify an extra¬ 
ordinary mass of materials, and to counter the sense of chaos and 
disruption, not so much by the sense of order implicit in the 
artistic form, as by the establishment of the values denied 
or corrupted in the action, 44 

Muir does not explain how Shakespeare "establishes value" in the play and 

his conclusion "although Troilus and Cressida is a kind of pice noire, 

we should never be in danger of thinking that it gives Shakespeare's ver- 

diet on life."' , results from a kind of tautology: we are not to take the 

play too seriously because it is tremendously ugly; Shakespeare must be 

affirming "values" in his play because that is what he does. Tatlock and 
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Rollins, expressing the same sort of feeling, decide that Shakespeare could 

not have written the ending. However, denying the play's dark and terrible 

vision is not satisfactory, for Troilus and Cressida 1s a tightly con¬ 

structed artistic whole. No doubt Shakespeare read source material for 

theme and attitude as well as for plot and characters, and what Shakespeare 

does to his sources, especially to Chaucer whose poem has a definite 

moral goal, is to question them at every level, counter their worlds with 

his own. Thus he does give us one "verdict on life". Confusion and 

disease envelop all three stories. Shakespeare's characters are victims 

of themselves, victims of one another, but they are also victims in general, 

wandering about the battlefield, lost in chaos. 

Mi skimin writes: "the defection of Criseyde and the death of Hector 
47 are unspeakable ... -- they are the defeat of the imagination's ideals." 

While this is an interesting gloss on the play, it does not go far enough. 

In Troilus and Cressida, Shakespeare rejects the possibility that the 

"imagination's ideal" can ever be achieved. What does one do in a world 

where "the will is infinite and the execution limited?" One stumbles on. 

Troilus, in the final scene of the play, announces Hector's death then 

continues: 

Frown on, you heavens, effect your rage with speed; 
Sit, gods, upon your thrones, and smile at Troy. 
I say at once let your brief plagues be mercy, 
And linger not our sure destructions on. 

Aeneas: My lord, you do discomfort all the host. 
Troilus: You understand me not that tell me so 

I do not speak of flight, of fear, of death, 
But dare all imminence that gods and men 
Address their dangers in. Hector is gone. ... (V,x 6-14) 

Crying out against the gods, against Troy's destiny, Troilus will not go 

gentle into that good night. Perhaps, Shakespeare is here responding to 

Homer. In the Iliad, Athena helps Achilles murder Hector. More generally, 



59. 

gods and goddesses play with men; they fight among themselves over the 

war, their petty quarrels determining its outcome. The problem which 

Homer fails to address Shakespeare raises: What is it like to live in 

mythic Troy? Smith writes: 

Shakespeare shows us in this ... least satisfying of his tragedies 
the modern, ironic, nihilistic spectacle of man diminished, not 
exaiilted. ... What is so modern about this play is its existential 
insistence upon the complete inability of man to transcend his 
fate. 48 

That so many characters are self-deluded about their worth, about thèir 

ideals, about themselves heightens the terrible irony that their lives, 

the love affair, the war have already been decided: their struggles are 

pathetic. With "My lord, you do discomfort all the host," Aeneas reproaches 

Troilus for not playing the game. Troilus is beyond Aeneas. If his "I do 

not speak of flights, of fears, of death ..." is an existential state¬ 

ment, it represents the darkest side of existentialism, despair. Troilus 

chooses to act perhaps in spite of the gods, if he believes in them, but 

certainly knowing his actions can have little meaning given Troy's posi¬ 

tion. 

Jan Kott comes closer than any other critic in assigning Troilus and 

Cressida to a genre category: 

In tragedy the protagonists die, but the moral order is pre¬ 
served. ... In this amazing play Troilus neither dies, nor does 
he kill the unfaithful Cressida. There is no catharsis. Even the 
death of Hector is not fully tragic. Hero that he is, he pays 
for a noble gesture and dies surrounded by Myrmidons, stabbed' 
by a boastful coward. There is irony in his death, too. 

Grotesque is more cruel than tragedy. Thersites is right. 
But what of it? Thersites is vile himself. 49 

That Troilus does not die at the play's end is Shakespeare's most crucial 

divergence from all of his major sources. When we juxtapose Chaucer's 

Troilus with Shakespeare's, Kott's notion of grotesque becomes even more 



tenable. Chaucer's hero has h1s vision from the heavens: 

And whan that he was slayn yn this manere, 
His lighte gost ful blysfully is went 
Up to the holughnesse of the eighte spere. 
In convers lettynge everich element: 
And ther he saugh with ful avysement 
The erratyk sterres, herkenynge armonye 
With sownes ful of hevensyssh melodye. 
And doun from thenes faste he gan avyse 
This 1itel spot of erthe, that with the se 
Embraced is, and fully gan despise 
This wrecched world, and held al vanité 
To respect of the pleyn félicité 
That is yn hevene above; and at the Taste, 
Ther he was slayn his lokyng down he caste. 
And yn hymself he lough right at the wo 
Of hem that wepten for his deth so faste, 
and dampned al oure werk that foloweth so 
The blynde lust, the which that may not laste, 
And shulden al oure herte on heven caste. (Bk. V, 1807-25) 

Recognizing and rejecting the vanity of the world, Troilus has a sure 

knowledge of higher harmony: he is moving toward something incomparably 

better than the place he left. Further, if Chaucer fails to convince us 

entirely with Troilus' transcendence, it is in part because he has, in 

Book III, made earthly love so sweet. Again Shakespeare inverts Chaucer. 

Love is ugly, war is ugly, but most importantly, Troilus is given no 

respite, no transcendent eighth sphere perspective. He is left in a world 

which is hell. Chaucer reaffirms values. Shakespeare destroys them. 

Finally, Chaucer leaves us with Christ: 

Thow oon and two and thre eterne on lyve, 
That regnest ay yn thre and two and oon, 
Uncircumscript and al mayst circumscryve, 
Us from visible and invysi.ble foon 
Defende, and to thy mercy everychon 
So make us, Jesus, for thi mercy digne, 
For love of mayde and moder thyn benigne. 

Amen. (Bk. V, 1863-69) 

In what is perhaps a last rebuttal of Troilus and Criseÿde, Shakespeare 

leaves us with Pandarus. Pandarus leaves us with: 



61. 

... Brethren and sisters of the hold-door trade, 
Some two months hence my will shall here be made. 
It should be now, but that my fear is this, 
Some galled goose of Winchester would hiss. 
Till then I'll sweat and seek about for eases, 
And at that time bequeath you my diseases. (V,x 50-55) 

We do not escape the play's chaos and disease. Extending Theristes' 

curses, Pandarus wishes the dry serpigo on us all. Not a very comforting 

legacy to be sure. 
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Appendix 

I. List of possible minor sources: 

Heywood's Iron Age, parts I and II 

Green's "Euphues and his Censure to Philautus" 

Golding's translation of Metamorphoses 

Chettle and Dekker's lost Troyeles and Créasse daye 

II, Discussion 

John Tatlock was the first to suggest that Heywood's Iron Age may have 

been a source for Troilus and Cressida. Noting parallel plot structures, he 

concludes that Iron Age was most likely performed earlier,* even though 

Heywood's play was not published until 1632. More recently, Kenneth Muir, 

admitting that Iron Age may have been part of Tatlock's "especial vogue 
2 

of the Troy-Troilus story" in the drama around 1598-1602, claims that 

Shakespeare's play came before Heywood's. Currently, the general criti¬ 

cal consensus is that Heywood and Shakespeare may have had a common source 

in a third lost play. 

Green's "Euphues and his Censure to Philautus" (1587) and Golding's 

translation of Metamorphoses (1567) have more substantial claim to be 

'considered source material; however; each had, if any, only a limited 

influence upon Troilus and Cressida. Green’s poem describes itself as: 

... a philosophicall combat betweene Hector and Achylles, dis- 

couvering in foure discourses, interlaced with diverse delight- 



full Tragedies, the vertues necessary to be incident in every gentle¬ 
man: had in question at the siege of Troy betwext sondry Grecian and 
Troian Lords: especially debated to discouer the perfection of a 
souldier. 4 

Ignoring Shakespeare's heavy reliance upon Caxton, Virgil Whitaker identi- 

fies this moral debate as a source for the Trojan council in II,ii. The 

Recuyell offers more specific parallels with this scene however, and Shake 

speare's use of Caxton masks any use he makes of Green. Whitaker also sees 

the Greek entertainment of Trojans (IV,v - V,ii) as being derived from 

Green,^ but Shakespeare's version of this event is so much more complex 

that it seems hardly possible "Euphues and his Censure to Philautus1' 

affected it to any large degree. Ovid's Metamorphoses, Bk. XIII, provides 

a description of a boasting, foolish Ajax and an Ajax-Ulysses brawn vs. 

brain argument (over the dead Achilles' armor). Geoffrey Bullough consi¬ 

ders it a probable source for Troilus and Cressida,^ yet material from the 

Iliad, Recuyell and Troy Book overlaps with that from Metamorphoses, and 

again, it is difficult to separate out its effect from that of the major 

sources. 

Further complicating any source study of Troilus and Cressida is a 

fragment of the prompter's outline of a Trojan play performed by the Ad¬ 

miral's Men probably sometime during the late 1590's. Extant are two 

columns, part of a single sheet of paper, marking thirteen scenes, naming 

entrances, exits, props, characters, and some actors. Tatlock connects thi 

fragment with the Dekker and Chettle play Henslowe records in his diary 
t 

O 

as "Troyeles A Créasse daye, paid for April 1599." Confirming Tatlock's 

hypothesis, Bullough believes this play was written before Troilus and 
Q 

Cressida; it may be the lost connection between Heywood and Shakespeare. 

Reconstructing a plot from this fragment, Bullough writes: 



Like Shakespeare's play the Admiral's piece combined themes of 
war and love, the Hector-Ajax, Hector-Achilles motifs and the 
Troilus-Cressida, Trollus-Diomed themes. ... If the foregoing 
summary is correct it must have been a very episodic play, and 
not satiric. 10 

Dekker and Chettle's may have provided Shakespeare with a structural model 

for his play. Theirs appears to have been a rather moralistic piece: at one 

point, Cressid enters with bell and clapper, punished with leprosy for her 

betrayal. Possibly Shakespeare responded directly to Troyeles and Créasse 

daye, his play being one part of a war between the theatres. Developing 

this idea, Ann Thompson suggests: "perhaps Shakespeare was aiming at an 

audience who agreed that the sentimental version of the Troilus story 

put on by the Admiral's Men was naive.Yet any such conclusions are 

extremely tentative at best. The Admiral's play probably glorified its 

heroes and denigrated conventional traitors — Cressid being merely a 

type of an inconstant lover. If this is an accurate representation of 

Chettle and Dekker's work, Shakespeare transforms their plot structure, 

which moves from battlefield to Troy cataloguing events, into a more sub¬ 

jective multiple plotted play; switching from Greeks to Trojans, he pro¬ 

vides his audience with a variety of perspectives, more than one truth, 

forcing it to question any single point of view. 
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