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  Context


  Likely the most influential writer in all of English literature and certainly the most important playwright of the English Renaissance, William Shakespeare was born in 1564 in the town of Stratford-upon-Avon in Warwickshire, England. The son of a successful middle-class glove-maker, Shakespeare attended grammar school, but his formal education proceeded no further. In 1582, he married an older woman, Anne Hathaway, and had three children with her. Around 1590 he left his family behind and traveled to London to work as an actor and playwright. Public and critical success quickly followed, and Shakespeare eventually became the most popular playwright in England and part owner of the Globe Theater. His career bridged the reigns of Elizabeth I (ruled 1558-1603) and James I (ruled 1603-1625); he was a favorite of both monarchs. Indeed, James granted Shakespeare's company the greatest possible compliment by endowing them with the status of king's players. Wealthy and renowned, Shakespeare retired to Stratford, and died in 1616 at the age of fifty-two. At the time of Shakespeare's death, such luminaries as Ben Jonson hailed him as the apogee of Renaissance theatre.


  Shakespeare's works were collected and printed in various editions in the century following his death, and by the early eighteenth century his reputation as the greatest poet ever to write in English was well established. The unprecedented admiration garnered by his works led to a fierce curiosity about Shakespeare's life; but the paucity of surviving biographical information has left many details of Shakespeare's personal history shrouded in mystery. Some people have concluded from this fact that Shakespeare's plays in reality were written by someone else—Francis Bacon and the Earl of Oxford are the two most popular candidates—but the evidence for this claim is overwhelmingly circumstantial, and the theory is not taken seriously by many scholars.


  In the absence of definitive proof to the contrary, Shakespeare must be viewed as the author of the 37 plays and 154 sonnets that bear his name. The legacy of this body of work is immense. A number of Shakespeare's plays seem to have transcended even the category of brilliance, becoming so influential as to affect profoundly the course of Western literature and culture ever after.


  Troilus and Cressida is one of Shakespeare's later plays, written shortly after Hamlet (1600-01), but before the other great tragedies. Composed around 1602, it was probably performed in the winter of 1602-3, but no record of the performance survives, and the play itself was not published in a collection for six more years. For these reasons, a number of critics have suggested that it was performed only once, or not at all—possibly because some of the characters in the Greek and Trojan armies were thinly disguised caricatures of contemporaries, either of other playwrights or of members of King James's court.


  The genre classification of Troilus and Cressida has been in dispute from the beginning. Labeled a history play in an early folio, it bears superficial similarities to the tragedies, but lacks much of the typical tragic plot structure. Today, Troilus and Cressida is often grouped with the so-called "problem comedies"—with Measure for Measure and All's Well That Ends Well. All three share a dark, bitter wit and a pessimistic view of human relations that contrast sharply with earlier, sunnier comedies like Twelfth Night and As You Like It.


  Sources for the play include classical mythology and Homer's Iliad, which contains the Achilles-Hector story arc. The romance of Troilus and Cressida is derived from pseudo-Homeric medieval sources—and, of course, from Chaucer's great fourteenth-century epic, Troilus and Criseyde. (Shakespeare, true to form, used only the bare bones of these stories for his play, and emphasized the Elizabethan idea of Cressida's falseness over Chaucer's more sympathetic interpretation.) In reading Troilus and Cressida, it is important to remember the popularity of all these stories in Shakespeare's time. For the audience, the story of Troy was a well-known one and the events of the play, including the denouement, would have been expected from the beginning—Cressida's treachery and Hector's death would have been as predictable as the sinking of the Titanic is for moviegoers today.


  Summary


  In the seventh year of the Trojan War, a Trojan prince named Troilus falls in love with Cressida, the daughter of a Trojan priest who has defected to the Greek side. Troilus is assisted in his pursuit of her by Pandarus, Cressida's uncle. Meanwhile, in the Greek camp, the Greek general, Agamemnon, wonders why his commanders seem so downcast and pessimistic. The wise and crafty Ulysses informs him that the army's troubles spring from a lack of respect for authority, brought about by the behavior of Achilles, the greatest Greek warrior, who refuses to fight and instead spends his time sitting in his tent with his comrade (and lover) Patroclus, mocking his superiors. Shortly thereafter, a challenge to single combat arrives from Prince Hector, the greatest Trojan warrior, and Ulysses decides to have Ajax, a headstrong fool, fight Hector instead of Achilles, in the hopes that this snub will wound Achilles's pride and bring him back into the war.


  In Troy, the sons of King Priam debate whether it is worthwhile to continue the war—or whether they should return Helen to the Greeks and end the struggle. Hector argues for peace, but he is won over by the impassioned Troilus, who wants to continue the struggle. In the Greek camp, Thersites, Ajax's foul-mouthed slave, abuses everyone who crosses his path. His master, meanwhile, has been honored by the commanders over the sulking Achilles, and is to fight Hector the next day.


  That night, Pandarus brings Troilus and Cressida together, and after they pledge to be forever true to one another, he leads them to a bedchamber to consummate their love. Meanwhile, Cressida's father, the treacherous Trojan priest Calchas, asks the Greek commanders to exchange a Trojan prisoner for his daughter, so that he may be reunited with her. The commanders agree, and the next morning—to Troilus and Cressida's dismay—the trade is made, and a Greek lord named Diomedes leads Cressida away from Troy. That afternoon, Ajax and Hector fight to a draw, and after Hector and Achilles exchange insults, Hector and Troilus feast with the Greeks under a flag of truce. As the camp goes to bed, Ulysses leads Troilus to the tent of Calchas, where the Trojan prince watches from hiding as Cressida agrees to become Diomedes's lover.


  The next day, in spite of unhappy premonitions from his wife, sister, and his father, Hector takes the field, and a furious and heartbroken Troilus accompanies him. The Trojans drive the Greeks back, but Patroclus is killed, which brings a vengeful Achilles back into the war, finally. Achilles is unable to defeat Hector in single combat, but he later catches him unarmed and, together with a gang of Greek warriors, slaughters him. Achilles then drags Hector's body around the walls of Troy, and the play ends with the Trojan warriors retreating to the city to mourn their fallen hero.


  Characters


  
    Troilus - A prince of Troy. The younger brother of Hector and Paris, he is a valiant warrior and an honorable man. He is also desperately in love with Cressida.

  


  
    Cressida - A beautiful young Trojan woman. The daughter of Calchas, a Trojan priest who defected to the Greek camp, she becomes Troilus's lover.

  


  
    Hector - A prince of Troy. The greatest warrior on the Trojan side—and matched in might only by Achilles himself—he is a hero to his entire city and is respected even by his enemies.

  


  
    Ulysses - One of the Greek commanders. A highly intelligent, even philosophical man, he is renowned for his cunning.

  


  
    Pandarus - Cressida's uncle. He serves as a go-between for Troilus and Cressida, acting as a kind of cheerful, bawdy pimp for his niece.

  


  
    Thersites - A deformed slave serving Ajax who has a vicious, abusive tongue.

  


  
    Achilles - The greatest of the Greek warriors, he is also an arrogant, vicious thug, who refuses to fight in the war whenever his pride is injured.

  


  
    Ajax - A Greek warrior, he is as proud as Achilles, but less intelligent and less skilled in battle.

  


  
    Agamemnon - The Greek general, and the elder brother of Menelaus.

  


  
    Diomedes - A Greek commander who seduces Cressida.

  


  
    Paris - A prince of Troy. His theft of Menelaus's wife, Helen, precipitated the Trojan War.

  


  
    Menelaus - A Greek commander, Agamemnon's brother, and the abandoned husband of Helen.

  


  
    Helen - Menelaus's wife. Her elopement with Paris led to the Trojan War.

  


  
    Calchas - A Trojan priest, and Cressida's father. He defected to the Greeks in the early days of the war.

  


  
    Aeneas - A Trojan commander.

  


  
    Nestor - The oldest of the Greek commanders.

  


  
    Cassandra - A Trojan princess and prophetess; she is considered mad.

  


  
    Patroclus - A Greek warrior. Achilles's best friend—and, it is suggested, his lover.

  


  
    Priam - The king of Troy, and the father of Hector, Paris, and Troilus, among others.

  


  
    Antenor - A Trojan commander, he is exchanged for Cressida after his capture by the Greeks.

  


  
    Helenus - A prince of Troy.

  


  
    Andromache - Hector's wife.

  


  


  Act I, Scenes i-ii


  Summary


  The play opens with the entrance of the Prologue, an actor dressed as a soldier, who gives us the background to the story, which takes place during the Trojan War. Immortalized in Greek mythology and Homer's Iliad, the war occurs because a Trojan prince, Paris, steals the beautiful Helen from her husband, King Menelaus of Sparta, and carries her home to Troy with him. In response, Menelaus gathers all of his fellow Greek kings, and together they sail to Troy, hoping to capture the city and reclaim Helen. The play's story, the Prologue informs us, begins in the middle of the conflict, after the siege of Troy has been ongoing for seven years.


  Within the walls of Troy, Prince Troilus complains to Pandarus that he is unable to fight because of heartache—he is desperately in love with Pandarus's niece, Cressida, and praises her beauty to the skies. (Cressida's father, a Trojan priest, has betrayed his city and gone over to the Greeks.) Pandarus complains that he has been doing his best to further Troilus's pursuit of his niece, and that he has received small thanks for his labors. After he departs, Troilus remarks that Pandarus has been growing irritable lately, but that in order to win Cressida, he must continue to work through her uncle. As he ponders, the Trojan commander Aeneas dashes in, bringing word from the battlefield that Paris has been wounded in combat with Menelaus. As the noise of battle comes in from offstage, Troilus agrees to join his Trojan comrades on the field.


  In another part of the city, Cressida converses with her servant, who recounts how a Greek warrior named Ajax, a valiant but stupid man, managed to overcome the great Trojan prince Hector the previous day, and that Hector is fighting furiously because of this defeat. (Ajax, despite being Greek, is Hector's nephew.) Cressida is joined by Pandarus, and they discuss the Trojan princes, with Pandarus taking the unlikely position that Troilus is a greater man than Hector. As they converse, several Trojan lords pass by them returning from battle, including Antenor, Aeneas, Hector, and Paris; Pandarus praises each one, but tells his niece that none of them can match Troilus. Finally, Troilus passes, and Pandarus crows that "had I a sister were a grace, or a daughter a goddess, he should take his choice. O admirable man!" (I.ii.244-46). He then leaves Cressida, promising to bring a token from Troilus. Alone, Cressida remarks that while she returns Troilus's feelings, she is holding him off; she is enjoying his pursuit of her.


  Commentary


  The appearance of the Prologue, with his brief account of how the Greek kings have sailed to Troy to sack the city and recapture the stolen Helen, is a reminder of the dependence of this play on classical mythology. Also, by its very brevity, it indicates the high degree of familiarity that Shakespeare's audience would have had with this mythology, since the Prologue does not bother to give more than a few background details before leaping into the play itself. Before the action begins, however, the audience is offered this thought: "Like or find fault; do as your pleasures are; / Now good or bad, 'tis but the chance of war" (Prologue, 30- 31). This idea—that "the chance of war" is stronger than "good or bad"—dominates a play in which heroism and nobility are consistently undermined by baser qualities, a play in which lust and brutality rule the day. Indeed, while the setting—the Trojan War—might lead the audience to expect a traditional heroic epic, the Prologue's admonition foreshadows the fact that, in Troilus and Cressida, Shakespeare has actually constructed a deliberately anti- heroic story.


  Troilus, in these opening scenes, is a fairly typical lovesick Shakespearean hero: his plaintive sighs and mopings call to mind figures like Romeo in Romeo and Juliet and Orsino in Twelfth Night. Troilus's first conversation with Pandarus is important primarily because it establishes two key aspects of the romance: Pandarus's role as go-between, and the problem of Cressida's father, who is mentioned only briefly here but will later be the cause of the two lovers' separation. The first scene ends with Troilus being called away from his moping by the battle, and this intrusion of the political realm into his romance sets up one of the play's broad themes—the collision between personal interests and the needs of the state—that will return with a vengeance later on.


  Meanwhile, the conversation between Pandarus and Cressida illustrates the way heroic conventions are undermined in Troilus and Cressida. In a standard heroic romance, Troilus would indeed be everything that Pandarus claims he is—noble, brave, handsome, courteous, and so on. But Shakespeare, by having Pandarus sing Troilus's praises, immediately calls into question the truth of those praises—is Troilus really great, we wonder, or is it just that Pandarus is trying to "sell" him to his niece? Meanwhile, the difficulties of structure in Troilus and Cressida are also evident here. As he does throughout the play, Shakespeare deliberately undercuts what should be a climactic scene: Troilus's appearance onstage with the other Trojan princes after the battle. Pandarus's praises, and the long delay before Troilus's arrival, make it seem as though the play is building toward a key moment—except that we have already seen Troilus, and so has Cressida, so there is nothing important about the scene!


  Act I, Scene iii


  Summary


  Meanwhile, in the Greek camp, the great general and king Agamemnon is conversing with his lieutenants and fellow kings. He asks why they seem so glum and downcast—for although their seven-year siege of Troy has met with little success so far, they should welcome the adversity that the long war represents, since only in difficult times can greatness emerge. Nestor, the oldest of the Greek commanders, echoes Agamemnon's argument, citing examples of how heroism emerges from hardship. In response, Ulysses expresses his deep respect for what they have said, but points out that the Greek army is facing a crisis not because of the duration of the war, but because of a breakdown in authority within the Greek camp. Instead of being united, they are divided into factions—and at the root of this crisis is the greatest of the Greek warriors, Achilles, who refuses to fight and instead sits in his tent while his friend (and male lover) Patroclus makes fun of the Greek commanders. Others, like Ajax and his foul-mouthed slave, Thersites, follow this example, and so the entire army is corrupted.


  The others agree that this is a great problem, and as they discuss what is to be done, Aeneas appears under a flag of truce, bringing a challenge from Hector. The Trojan prince offers to fight any Greek lord in single combat, with the honor of their respective wives as the issue. The Greeks agree to find a champion and offer Aeneas hospitality. As Aeneas is led away, Ulysses tells Nestor that this challenge is truly directed at Achilles, since only Achilles could match the great Hector in battle. But to have Achilles fight Hector would be dangerous, because if Achilles lost, it would dishearten the entire army. Therefore, Ulysses suggests, they should have Ajax fight Hector instead; even if Ajax loses, they can still claim that Achilles would have won in his place. At the same time, by choosing Ajax as their champion, they will infuriate Achilles and perhaps goad him into rejoining the war, bringing with him all his soldiers. Nestor, impressed with Ulysses's intelligence, agrees to the plan.


  Commentary


  Having established the play's personal drama in the first scenes with Troilus and Cressida, Shakespeare now turns to the political drama, which is dominated by the figure of Ulysses. In classical Greek tradition, Ulysses (the King of Ithaca) is the hero of Homer's Odyssey; he is also credited with devising the Trojan Horse ruse that enabled the Greeks to finally take Troy. In every source, he is the wisest and most cunning of the Greeks, and Shakespeare follows this tradition, making his Ulysses a clever politician who easily manipulates the stubborn, foolish warriors around him—especially the play's two great thugs of warriors, Ajax and Achilles.


  Ulysses is also a political philosopher (indeed, Troilus and Cressida is notable for the large number of philosophical speeches from various characters), and in this scene he delivers one of the most famous political speeches in all of Shakespeare. Diagnosing the ills of the Greek army, he traces it all to a neglect of the importance of "degree," which, he declares, is the glue that holds society together. If people do not "observe degree, priority, and place" (I.iii.86), he insists:


  
    Then everything include itself in power, Power into will, will into appetite, And appetite, an universal wolf, So double seconded with will and power, Must make perforce a universal prey And last eat up himself. (I.iii.119-24)

  


  In other words, when the respect for authority disappears, anarchy results. The speech is a perfect encapsulation of conservative politics, and it also touches on themes that Shakespeare develops in tragedies like Macbeth and (especially) King Lear, in which the death or failure of a monarch results in the triumph of evil. Macbeth in MacBeth, and Goneril, Regan, and Edmund in King Lear, are perfect examples of the triumph of Ulysses's "universal wolf" in the human heart.


  The other Greek kings, including Agamemnon, are strictly second-rate compared with Ulysses, and so it is appropriate that in this scene, as throughout the play, they follow his lead. Achilles has not yet appeared, but the conversation between the kings serves to introduce him to us—"the great Achilles," Ulysses calls him—but the long account of how he and Patroclus sit around mocking the Greek commanders instead of fighting immediately undermines that description. In the Iliad, Homer gives Achilles a reason for sitting out of the fight—he is upset because Agamemnon has taken a slave girl from him. Perhaps Shakespeare assumed that his audience would know the story, and so does not bother repeating it, but in Troilus and Cressida Achilles is never given a real motive for his refusal to fight—and the absence of a motive makes him appear that much more ridiculous. He is Homer's hero, but in Shakespeare's play he becomes an unpleasant, even villainous, figure.


  Act II


  Summary


  In the Greek camp, Ajax summons his slave, Thersites, and orders him to find out the nature of the proclamation that has just been posted. Thersites, a foul-mouthed ruffian, refuses to obey and instead curses his master and the Greeks with equal vigor, provoking Ajax to beat him. Achilles and Patroclus come upon them, and Thersites includes the two newcomers in his curses. They send him away, and Achilles tells Ajax the news of Hector's challenge to any brave Greek warrior. The selection of the warrior has been put to a lottery—otherwise, Achilles says as he leaves, he would have been the only possible choice, a remark that produces a sneer from Ajax.


  In Troy, King Priam and his sons debate the wisdom of continuing the war, when they can end it by returning Helen to the Greeks. Hector, supported by his brother Helenus, argues eloquently that while the theft of Helen may have been a brave act, she cannot be worth the great and bloody price they are paying to keep her. When he is done speaking, his sister Cassandra, a prophetess who is considered mad, dashes in and cries that if they do not let Helen go, Troy will burn. When she is gone, Troilus dismisses her warning as ravings, and argues that they must keep Helen for the sake of their honor—and Paris supports him, declaring that his stolen woman is worth more than "the world's large spaces" (III.ii.162) and must be fought for. Hector retorts that this is why young men cannot be trusted to make moral decisions, since "the hot passion of distempered blood" (III.ii.169) overwhelms their reason, but when Troilus says that Helen is more than a woman, she is "a theme of honor and renown" (III.ii199), Hector yields and agrees to continue the war. He goes on to report the challenge that has been sent out to the Greeks, and how he hopes it will bring Achilles to the field.


  Alone, Thersites sneers at the pretensions of both Ajax and Achilles. When Patroclus and Achilles appear, he calls them fools; Patroclus moves to strike him, but Achilles holds him off. They see the Greek commanders—Agamemnon, Ulysses, Nestor, and Diomedes—approaching, accompanied by Ajax, and Achilles quickly retires to his tent. When Agamemnon asks to see him Patroclus tells the general that Achilles is ill. Agamemnon grows angry, but Achilles refuses to emerge, and tells Ulysses, who goes in to see him, that he still refuses to fight the Trojans. Agamemnon suggests that Ajax go in and plead with Achilles, but Ulysses declares that doing so would be insulting to Ajax, and then he, with the other Greek commanders, praises Ajax profusely, saying that he is the best of their warriors. They agree to leave Achilles in his tent, and decide that Ajax will be their champion against Hector the next day.


  Commentary


  These scenes mark the first appearances of Thersites in the play. With his constant cursing and abusive behavior, he is an unpleasant character to watch or read—but not necessarily an unsympathetic one. Although deformed, dirty, and vulgar, he is not meant to be seen as villainous or even bad—rather, he is a kind of lower-class scold, a moralist whose outbursts are occasioned by his disgust with the behavior of those around him. Most of his scenes are with Ajax and Achilles, both of whom certainly deserve his curses, and his cynicism toward the entire business of the war mirrors Shakespeare's own. All the characters in the play are desperately self-conscious—too aware, in a sense, of their role as "heroes," and not aware that their unpleasant behavior stains their heroic feats. But Thersites is aware, and his rhetoric exposes everyone else's pretensions.


  "Agamemnon is a fool to offer to command Achilles," Thersites declares, "Achilles is a fool to be commanded by Agamemnon, Thersites is a fool to serve such a fool, and this Patroclus is a fool positive" (II.iii.64-67). These are all (save for Thersites himself) great heroes in Greek myth, but in this play they are reduced to foolishness. No fool is greater than Ajax, though (even Achilles seems to possess a kind of animal cunning). The scene in which the Greek leaders flatter Ajax is essentially an exercise in making Ajax look ridiculous, since everything he says is followed by a snide aside from either Ulysses or Nestor. "[If] all men were of my mind"—he begins, and Ulysses finishes by saying, "Wit would be out of fashion" (II.iii.217-18), a sentiment that fits the hapless Ajax perfectly.


  Meanwhile, the conversation in Troy between Priam's sons offers another chance for philosophical and political debate—between Hector and Troilus, over the issue of whether a thing (or a woman, in this case) has only its intrinsic value, as Hector insists, or whether the only value is what we give to it, as Troilus contends. If the former is true, then they should give up Helen, since she clearly lacks enough intrinsic value to be worth so much death. But if she can be given value, as the symbol of their quest for glory, then she is worth fighting for. Hector argues eloquently against the war: he is the most heroic figure in this anti-heroic play, and so it makes sense that he is the least tainted by the blood-lust that afflicts everyone. But his capitulation at the end of the debate is stale and unconvincing; it feels as though Shakespeare wanted to develop Hector as the voice of reason, but was constrained by the details of the legendary Hector, and so had to make his character go along with the war. This is one of the difficulties with the play: because the story of Troy is so well known, the playwright is constrained by the audience's expectations.


  Act III


  Summary


  In Troy, Pandarus converses with a servant while he waits to speak with Paris and Helen. When they come in, he compliments Helen profusely, and asks her to excuse Troilus if Priam asks about him at dinner that night. Paris and Helen ask where Troilus will be dining, and Pandarus refuses to tell him—but they both guess that he will be in pursuit of Cressida, and they make bawdy jokes about it as they depart to greet the returning warriors.


  Pandarus finds Troilus pacing about impatiently in an orchard, and assures him that his desire for Cressida will soon be satisfied. He goes out, leaving Troilus giddy with expectation, and brings in Cressida; after urging them to embrace, Pandarus departs. Left alone, they profess their love for one another, and each pledges to be faithful to the other. Pandarus returns, and Cressida worries about what she is doing and considers leaving, but Troilus reassures her and again pledges to be faithful, declaring that thereafter history will say of all lovers that they were as "true as Troilus." Cressida declares that if she ever strays from him, she hopes that people will say of false lovers that they were as "false as Cressidas." Pandarus observes the compact, and then leads them off to a secluded bedchamber to consummate their passion.


  Meanwhile, in the Greek encampment, Cressida's father, Calchas, who has betrayed Troy in order to join the Greeks, asks the Greek general to grant him a favor. He asks that they exchange the Trojan commander Antenor, whom they have recently captured, for his daughter, so that he might be reunited with her. Agamemnon agrees, and orders Diomedes to supervise the exchange. On Ulysses's advice, the Greek commanders then file past Achilles's tent, and scorn the proud warrior, ignoring his greetings and making him uneasy. He goes to Ulysses and asks him why he is being scorned, and Ulysses tells him that he is no longer a hero—that Ajax is the man of the hour, and that because Achilles's own heroic exploits are past, he will be forgotten quickly. That, says Ulysses, is the way the world works: good deeds are quickly forgotten, and only the present is remembered. He then informs Achilles that he knows a secret, namely, that Achilles is in love with a Trojan princess, and suggests that Achilles could restore his fame and honor if he stopped dallying with enemy women and took the field.


  When Ulysses is gone, Patroclus tells Achilles to follow Ulysses's advice; seeing that his "reputation is at stake" (III.iii.227), and Achilles agrees. Thersites comes in and reports that Ajax is now striding about the camp, completely puffed up with his own importance. Patroclus persuades the foul-tongued slave to talk Ajax into bringing Hector, safely conducted by Agamemnon, to Achilles's tent after their fight the next day, so that Achilles may speak with Hector.


  Commentary


  After a long hiatus amid the Greek camp and the political counsels of the Trojans, the action finally returns to the romance of the play's title. (It is, indeed, one of the weaknesses in the story that the romance and the political action are not integrated until late in the play.) These scenes mark the culmination of Troilus and Cressida's romance—one cannot exactly call it courtship, since it seems pointed toward consummation of their passion, not marriage. Their professions of love are poetic and contain a number of memorable phrases, including Troilus's comment that "this is the monstrosity in love, lady, that the will is infinite and the execution confined; that the desire is boundless and the act a slave to limit" (III.ii.75-77). This idea is appropriate to the play, in which the lovers are "confined" and "slaves to limit"—the limits imposed by the political situation in which they find themselves. Cressida's pledge to remain true to Troilus carries a poignant sense of foreshadowing, since the audience knows that she will not remain true—and that "false as Cressida" will actually become a common expression.


  However, the scene is not nearly as poignant as it might be, since the eager Pandarus—who seems to derive an almost voyeuristic pleasure from his role as go-between—is constantly popping in, interjecting a sordid note into the proceedings. The contrast with, say, Romeo and Juliet, is striking: in that play, too, there is a go-between (Friar Laurence) who brings the lovers together, but their love is consummated after marriage, whereas Troilus and Cressida never even mention matrimony. For them, despite the pretty poetry, lust is the driving emotion, and so Pandarus's parting comment is entirely appropriate: "and Cupid grant all tongue-tied maidens here / Bed, chamber, Pandar to provide this gear" (III.ii.212-13).


  In the Greek camp, Ulysses's cunning is on display in the way he manipulates Achilles. His lengthy discourse on time and reputation, which is his second great philosophical speech, convinces Achilles that his reputation is on the wane: "Time hath, my lord, a wallet at his back, / Wherein he puts alms for oblivion. / A great-sized monster of ingratitudes. / These scraps are good deeds past, which are devoured / As fast as they are made, forgot as soon / As done" (III.ii.145-150). Even more effective, though, is the blackmail that follows, as Ulysses reveals that he knows all about Achilles's affair with a Trojan princess. Here, his earlier speech about the importance of a strong state takes on a sinister cast:


  
    There is a mystery—with whom relation Durst never meddle—in the soul of state, Which hath an operation more divine Than breath or pen can give expressure to. All the commerce you have had with Troy As perfectly is ours as yours, my lord.
(III.iii.201-206)
  


  It is Ulysses's role as spymaster—perhaps meant to resemble the sinister spymasters of Queen Elizabeth in Shakespeare's England—that has led some critics to suggest that he, and not the brutish Achilles, is the true villain of the piece.


  Act IV, Scenes i-iv


  Summary


  Diomedes comes to Troy to make the exchange of Antenor for Cressida, and he is greeted heartily by Aeneas and Paris. Aeneas goes to fetch Cressida, remarking that this exchange will deal a heavy blow to Troilus; Paris concurs, but says regretfully that they have no choice: "the bitter disposition of the time / will have it so" (IV.i.48-49). After Aeneas is gone, Diomedes is asked who he thinks deserves Helen more—Paris or Menelaus? With great bitterness, the Greek replies that both deserve her, since both are fools, willing to pay a great price in blood for a "whore."


  Meanwhile, as morning breaks, Troilus takes a regretful leave of Cressida while she pleas with him to stay a little longer. Pandarus comes in and makes several bawdy jokes about their recent lovemaking; suddenly, there is a knock at the door, and Cressida hides Troilus in her bedroom. Aeneas enters, and demands that Pandarus bring out Troilus. When the young prince emerges, Aeneas gives him the heavy news that Cressida must be sent to her father in the Greek camp. Troilus is distraught, and goes with Aeneas to see his father, Priam, while Pandarus breaks the news to Cressida, who begins to weep.


  Troilus brings Diomedes, together with the great lords of Troy, to Cressida's house, and begs leave to say goodbye to his lady. When they are alone, he pledges to be faithful, and Cressida promises that even in the Greek camp, she will remain true to him. Then Diomedes is brought in, and Troilus demands that he "use her well...for, by the dreadful Pluto, if thou dost not, / Though the great bulk Achilles be thy guard, / I'll cut thy throat" (IV.iv.124-9). Diomedes retorts that he will make no promises—he will treat Cressida as she deserves, but not because any Trojan prince orders him to. At that moment, a trumpet sounds, calling them all to the Greek camp for the duel between Hector and Ajax.


  Commentary


  The theme of lust, not romantic love, as the true motivation at Troy is emphasized in these scenes. First, we have Diomedes debunking Helen, whose great beauty provided the occasion for the war. In the debate with his brothers, Troilus called her "a theme of honor and renown / A spur to valiant and magnanimous deeds" (II.ii.199- 200). But in the context of the play, Diomedes's analysis of the conflict seems more appropriate:


  
    He merits well enough to have her that doth seek her, Not making any scruple of her soilure... He, like a puling cuckold, would drink up The lees and dregs of a flat tamed piece, You, like a lecher, out of whorish loins Are pleased to breed out your inheritors. Both merits poised, each weighs nor less nor more; But he as he, the heavier for a whore. (IV.i.55-66)

  


  In the context of the epic tradition, this is Shakespeare's ultimate act of debunking the epic stories of classical Greece. Not only are the heroes to be unheroic, violent, lustful fools, but Helen, the great beauty, is described by Diomedes as a "whore" being fought over by a "cuckold" and a "lecher."


  With Helen thus described as a Spartan whore, it is easy enough to see Cressida as her Trojan counterpart. Troilus and Cressida's morning parting scene reminds one, again, of Romeo and Juliet—save that the couple is again interrupted by the cheery voyeur Pandarus, who comes prancing in saying "How now, how now! How go maidenheads?" (IV.ii.23) and then, "Hast not slept tonight? Would he not, a naughty man, let it sleep?" (IV.ii.31-32). Any profound resonance contained in their parting—which will soon become permanent, because the affairs of state are about to intervene in their romance—leaks out with the arrival of the bawdy uncle, whose language reduces Troilus and Cressida to a pair of highly sexed adolescents.


  The scene that follows between Diomedes and Troilus is almost all foreshadowing: we have Troilus making a futile plea to the Greek to "use her well," which carries a heavy as yet unrealized double meaning, and then Diomedes's retort that "I'll answer to my lust" (IV.iv.132), which in Shakespearean English means "I'll do as I please," but which also carries another obvious implication. That implication, as the audience well knows, will soon be realized.


  Act IV, Scene v - Act V, Scene i


  Summary


  In the Greek camp, the newly arrived Cressida is greeted by all the Greek commanders. Ulysses insists that she be kissed by everyone, only then refusing to kiss her himself—and when she is gone, he declares that she is a loose, unvirtuous woman. Then the Trojan lords arrive, and the conditions of the duel are set by Aeneas, who remarks that since Ajax and Hector are related, Hector's whole heart will not be in this fight. As the two combatants prepare, Agamemnon asks Ulysses "what Trojan is that same that looks so heavy?" (IV.v.94-95). Ulysses tells his general that the downcast Trojan is Troilus, and then goes on to praise him profusely, saying that Troilus may even be a greater man than Hector.


  Ajax and Hector fight for a time and then break off, agreeing to call the duel a draw and embrace as kinsmen. Then Hector is invited to come unarmed to the Greek tents, since Achilles desires to see him; Hector agrees to come, accompanied by Troilus. He meets the Greek commanders, and greets them one by one, exchanging compliments down the line until he reaches Achilles, with whom he trades insults. Achilles promises to meet him on the field of battle the following day, and kill him; Hector retorts that he looks forward to their meeting. On that note, the Greek lords lead their guests to the feast. As they go, Troilus asks Ulysses where Calchas's tent lies, planning to find Cressida there later that night. Ulysses promises to lead him there, but also notes that Diomedes has been looking at Cressida lustfully.


  After the feast, Achilles boasts to Patroclus of how he will kill Hector the next day. The two encounter Thersites, who delivers a letter to Achilles, and then unloads his usual torrent of abuse on them and on the entire campaign. The letter is from the Trojan princess whom Achilles loves, and it begs him not to fight the next day; he tells Patroclus sadly that he must obey her wishes. They go out, and Thersites remains; he watches from the shadows as the feast breaks up. Most of the lords go to bed, but Diomedes slips off to see Cressida, and Ulysses and Troilus follow him. Noting that Diomedes is an untrustworthy, lustful rogue, Thersites follows him as well.


  Commentary


  When we last saw Cressida, she was in tears over being separated from Troilus, and promising to be true to him forever. Her transformation, however, proceeds quickly—she is cheerful and even coquettish upon her arrival in the Greek camp, adapting to her new situation with ease and bantering with her captors. Ulysses, ever wise, sees her for what she is—he suggests that everyone kiss her, and when she accepts their kisses without complaint, he declares that "her wanton spirits look out / At every joint and motive of her body" (IV.v.56-57). The reader may protest that he is somewhat unfair to Cressida, since the entire kissing routine was Ulysses's idea in the first place—but at this point, Shakespeare ceases to be fair. Cressida has been treated with sympathy up till now—or at least, she is given as much sympathy as anyone in the play receives—but now she must be degraded into the wanton woman that the audiences of Shakespeare's time expected from the already-known Greek story.


  Meanwhile, the play's habit of anticlimax continues in the duel between Ajax and Hector, toward which all the action seemed to be leading, which falls flat. The two fight for a moment, grow weary, and then call a truce; clearly, neither one meant to kill the other. We are meant to be more concerned with the things going on around this supposedly central event, especially the exchange of insults between Hector and Achilles (foreshadowing the final duel—although that will also be an anticlimax) and the keen observations of Ulysses. Achilles sinks even lower in our estimation, since he cannot even manage to be courteous to a guest and is absurdly boastful to Patroclus (his "masculine whore," in Thersites's words) about how he will kill Hector the next day. Meanwhile, Ulysses's skills as a spymaster are again on display, since he picks out Diomedes's intent to pursue Cressida immediately and leads Troilus to her tent to watch—although whether Ulysses is actually doing Troilus a favor by showing him his beloved's infidelity is open to debate.


  The last words before Troilus's illusions about his beloved are dashed belong, appropriately, to Thersites: "Nothing but lechery!" he cries. "All incontinent varlets," and one feels that his disgust is justified.


  Act V, Scenes ii-x


  Summary


  At Calchas's tent, Diomedes calls to Cressida. Her father fetches her, while Troilus and Ulysses watch from one hiding place and Thersites from another. With Thersites's profanity and Troilus's shock providing a counterpoint, Diomedes woos Cressida, who behaves reluctantly but coyly toward his advances, fending him off for a time but never allowing him to leave. Eventually, she gives him a sleeve that Troilus presented to her as a love-token—then she takes it back, and says that she never wants to see Diomedes again—then she softens, gives it to him once more, and promises to wait for him later, when he will come to sleep with her. When she is gone, and Diomedes too, Troilus is in agony, first denying the evidence seen with his own eyes, and then pledging to find Diomedes on the field of battle and kill him. Finally, as morning nears, Aeneas arrives to lead him back to Troy.


  In the city, Hector girds for battle, while the women—his wife Andromache and sister Cassandra—plead with him not to go. Both have had dreams that prophesy his death, but he dismisses their warnings. Troilus comes in., and says that he will be fighting too; indeed, he chides Hector for having been too merciful to his enemies in the past, saying that today Troilus plans to slay as many men as he can. Cassandra leads Priam in, and the old king pleads with his son not to fight, saying that he too feels foreboding about this day, but Hector refuses to listen and goes out to the battlefield. Pandarus brings Troilus a letter from Cressida; Troilus tears it up and follows Hector out to the field.


  As the battle rages, Thersites wanders the field, escaping death by brazen cowardice. The Greeks are being driven back, and Patroclus is killed; Agamemnon orders his body brought to Achilles, who is roused to fury and joins the battle. He duels with Hector briefly, but tires and retreats; Hector continues slaying, while Achilles finds the Myrmidons, his men, and sets out to find Hector again. Eventually, as the battle nears its close, Achilles and his men find Hector, who has finished fighting and taken off his helmet. Surrounding the unarmed Trojan, they stab him to death and then tie his body to a chariot and drag it around the walls of Troy. The Trojan soldiers are grief-stricken, and Troilus leads them into the city to bring the heavy news. On the way, he encounters Pandarus, and curses him. Left alone on the stage, the unhappy Pandarus wonders why he should be so abused, when his services were so eagerly desired only a little while before.


  Commentary


  Cressida's "fall" to Diomedes bears a marked resemblance to her earlier "fall" to Troilus. In each case, there is a (pretended?) reluctance to go along with the wooer, and in each case she eventually yields. If one considers Troilus and Cressida a tragedy (an arguable notion) then this is the tragic climax: when Troilus finally realizes that his beloved is not all that he thought she was, and cries in despair,


  
    This she? No, this is Diomedes' Cressida.

    If beauty have a soul, this is not she;

    If souls guide vows, if vows be sanctimonies,

    If sanctimony be the gods delight,

    If there be rule in unity itself,

    This was not she.
(V.ii.134-139)
  


  His grief is genuine, even if one might point out that he should have known better, and his own good qualities are ruined as a result—in the final battle, he chides Hector for having "a vice of mercy" (V.iii.37), and abandons his old fealty to the idea of honor, giving in to bloodlust and the quest for revenge.


  If Cressida's infidelity is the climax of the romantic plot, then the duel between Hector and Achilles should be the climax of the political narrative. We have the foreboding prophecies of Andromache, Cassandra, and Priam, and Hector's tragic refusal to listen to them, followed by the death of Patroclus, which finally rouses Achilles to action. The action all seems to be moving toward a great showdown. But as is true throughout the play, their confrontation is a letdown—instead of a climactic battle, we have a brief swordfight from which Achilles flees, and then the brutal murder of an unarmed Hector a few scenes later. This is a departure from the Iliad, in which Hector dies in a fair fight, but it is entirely true to Achilles's dishonorable character in Troilus and Cressida, and it brings the play to an end with an appropriate anticlimax—there is no revenge for Troilus and no justice for Hector, only sadness in Troy and the final speech by Pandarus the pimp.


  Just before he is killed by Achilles, Hector fights a nameless Greek in armor. After he kills him, he remarks, "most putrefied core, so fair without, / thy goodly armor thus hath cost thy life." Since we are given no knowledge of the dead Greek's identity, it is an obscure passage, but the image of a beautiful veneer hiding corruption seems to speak for the entire play, in which noble warriors turn out to be brutes, and beautiful women are revealed as shallow and disloyal. It is, in the end, a profoundly pessimistic story—as Thersites says, "war and lechery confound all!" (II.iii.76-77).


  Analysis and Themes


  Troilus and Cressida is one of Shakespeare's more difficult—and, some might say, unpleasant—plays to read or to watch. Derived (and diverging) from classical and medieval accounts of the siege of Troy—notably Homer's Iliad and Chaucer's fourteenth-century Troilus and Criseyde—the play offers a debased view of human nature in war-time and a stage peopled by generally unsympathetic characters. Like many of the great tragedies, the broad theme is the relationship of, and conflict between, personal life and the interests of the state—in this case, the conflict between the romance of the title characters and the war-time politics that send Cressida away from her lover into the Greek camp. But this theme coexists with a general pessimism unmatched even in the darkest tragedies, as classical heroes like Achilles and Ajax are presented as self-absorbed thugs, and the central romance of Troilus and Cressida is rhetorically reduced to lust, so that in the memorable phrase of the Greek slave Thersites, "all the argument is a whore and a cuckold" (II.iii.75).


  Structurally, the play presents difficulties as well. There is an uneasy division between the romance and the political action; the two plot lines are not fully integrated until the later stages of the play, giving the action a disjointed feel. At the same time, Shakespeare uses anti-climax throughout the play, so that scenes that we think will be critical turn out to be letdowns. This is especially true in the duel between Hector and Ajax in Act IV, which ends in a draw, and again in Act V's final battle, in which the events we expect do not transpire: Troilus is not avenged for the loss of his beloved, and Hector does not have a climactic duel with his great adversary, Achilles, who instead ambushes him unarmed and kills him. The events of the play, then, are almost defiantly unsatisfying.


  There are many redeeming qualities to Troilus and Cressida, however, including some of the finest philosophical speeches in all of Shakespeare—which, some critics have suggested, are more impressive outside the context of the play than within it. The argument between Hector and Troilus over the value of fighting to keep Helen in Troy is notable for its rhetoric and depth of insight, and so too are the speeches of Ulysses, one of the play's most interesting and intelligent characters, who discourses at length on the role of order in society (as displayed in the Greek camp) and on the relationship between time and reputation. Thersites, too, is an interesting and entertaining character—while his language tends to be abusive and coarse, he is the play's only moralist, and often seems to speak for the playwright as he provides bitter, scolding commentary on the crimes and lusts of his supposedly more heroic fellow characters.


  Study Questions


  
    
      
        Is Troilus and Cressida a tragedy? Defend your judgment.
      


      Clearly, this play contains strong tragic elements. It offers a bleak view of the world, in which the forces of love and justice are undone by circumstances and cruelty, and it ends with the death of a major heroic figure (Hector) and the betrayal of another (Troilus). But while these elements give the play strong tragic resonance, it does not fit the mold of classical tragedy followed by Shakespeare's later works, such as King Lear,Antony and Cleopatra, and others. First of all, there is no clear tragic hero—Hector's death resembles the murder of Julius Caesar, among others, but Hector himself is not the hero of the play. That honor seems like it should belong to the title character, Troilus, but Cressida, the woman who would have become his tragic heroine—Cleopatra to his Antony, or Juliet to his Romeo—elects not to die, or even to be faithful, choosing to betray him instead. His realization of this betrayal might be considered to constitute a tragic illumination, but this illumination is not followed by death, which would be the expected ending of such a tragedy. Indeed, the unsympathetic nature of the characters and the deliberately anticlimactic style that Shakespeare employs, make the play seem almost like a black comedy—or better, a tragicomedy.

    


    
      
        Discuss how Shakespeare undercuts the idea of heroism in Troilus and Cressida.
      


      The story of the siege of Troy is one of the foundational works of western civilization, and its figures—Achilles, Hector, Ulysses, Ajax, and others—are usually portrayed as larger than life. In this play, however, they are ruthlessly stripped of their heroic pretensions. While their rhetoric soars, their behavior reveals them to be a collection of brutes and braggarts. Hector manages to come through with most of his heroism intact, but Achilles—the greatest of the Greek warriors in Homeric legend—behaves like a cowardly thug, sulking in his tent and then killing Hector with a gang of comrades when Hector is unarmed. Ajax is portrayed as a less intelligent version of Achilles, Agamemnon is unable to keep order in his army, Diomedes is driven by lust—and the women fare even worse. Instead of being beautiful and virtuous, both Helen and Cressida are described or depicted as fickle and shallow, willing and eager to be unfaithful, far from any traditional feminine ideal. This overall degradation has as its narrator Thersites, the unpleasant slave who becomes a kind of moralist, since he is the only one to point out the gap between the words of these "heroes" and their behavior.

    


    
      
        Discuss the play's treatment of romance.
      


      Judging from its title, Troilus and Cressida would seem to be a tragic romance, like Antony and Cleopatra or Romeo and Juliet. But Troilus and Cressida is really a story of infidelity: the unfaithfulness of Helen to Menelaus, which precipitates the Trojan war, and then the infidelity of Cressida to Troilus, which takes up the story's central narrative. And "romance" in the play is portrayed as being a pretentious kind of lust. The language of the play is thick with references to "whores" and "lechery," which seem to encompass all male-female relations. Cressida, the supposed romantic heroine, does not marry her beloved, as she would in a different kind of play—instead, she only sleeps with him, and their tryst is enabled by her uncle Pandarus, whose very name suggests "Pander," an Elizabethan term for a pimp. The central relationship is thus reduced to a prostitute, her procurer, and her eager lover—hardly the stuff of great traditional romance.

    

  


  
    
      Is Cressida a sympathetic character? Why or why not?
    


    
      Discuss the role of Thersites in the drama.
    


    
      Analyze the character of Ulysses. Is he a sympathetic figure?
    


    
      Discuss the portrayal of war in the play.
    


    
      Compare and contrast the characters of Hector and Achilles.
    


    
      Discuss the character and role of Pandarus.
    


    
      Analyze the argument that the Trojan princes have in Act II, Scene ii over whether to continue the war. Who is right, Troilus or Hector?
    

  


  Review & Resources


  
    Quiz


    
      1. Troilus and Cressida is set in:


      
        A. Sparta

        B. Venice

        C. Troy

        D. Athens

      

    


    
      2. The war is the result of:


      
        A. the murder of the king of Sparta by a Trojan

        B. the theft of Helen by Paris

        C. a duel between Hector and Achilles

        D. the marriage of Troilus and Cressida

      

    


    
      3. Pandarus is Cressida's:


      
        A. father

        B. brother

        C. uncle

        D. lover

      

    


    
      4. Cressida's father is:


      
        A. a Trojan prince who died in the war

        B. a Trojan priest who betrayed his city

        C. A Greek commander who married a Trojan

        D. Agamemnon

      

    


    
      5. The Greek general is:


      
        A. Ulysses

        B. Nestor

        C. Achilles

        D. Agamemnon

      

    


    
      6. The challenge to single combat is issued by:


      
        A. Hector

        B. Achilles

        C. Ulysses

        D. Cressida

      

    


    
      7. Ulysses blames the trouble in the Greek camp on:


      
        A. Calchas's desire to be reunited with his daughter

        B. Agamemnon's poor leadership

        C. Achilles's refusal to fight

        D. fear of the Trojans

      

    


    
      8. The sons of Priam have a long argument over:


      
        A. whether Troilus should be allowed to marry Cressida

        B. whether or not Helen should be returned to the Greeks

        C. which one of them will become king when Priam dies

        D. which one of them will meet Achilles in single combat

      

    


    
      9. Achilles's best friend and lover is:


      
        A. Ulysses

        B. Patroclus

        C. Troilus

        D. Diomedes

      

    


    
      10. Thersites is:


      
        A. a Trojan prince

        B. a Greek commander

        C. a god

        D. a Greek slave

      

    


    
      11. Which Greek is chosen to fight Hector?


      
        A. Diomedes

        B. Ajax

        C. Achilles

        D. Ulysses

      

    


    
      12. This choice is an insult to:


      
        A. Achilles

        B. Ajax

        C. Hector

        D. Troilus

      

    


    
      13. Thanks to the work of Pandarus, Troilus and Cressida are able to:


      
        A. get married

        B. escape from Troy

        C. have a child

        D. sleep together

      

    


    
      14. The Greeks and Trojans agree to exchange:


      
        A. Hector for Achilles

        B. Antenor for Troilus

        C. Antenor for Cressida

        D. Paris for Cressida

      

    


    
      15. Cressida is led to the Greek camp by:


      
        A. Ulysses

        B. Aeneas

        C. her father

        D. Diomedes

      

    


    
      16. When she arrives, the Greek commanders:


      
        A. kiss her in greeting

        B. throw her in prison

        C. kill her

        D. ignore her

      

    


    
      17. The duel between Hector and Ajax ends with:


      
        A. a draw

        B. Hector killing Ajax

        C. Ajax killing Hector

        D. Achilles stabbing Hector in the back

      

    


    
      18. After the duel, Troilus is led to Cressida's tent by:


      
        A. Thersites

        B. Ulysses

        C. Hector

        D. Pandarus

      

    


    
      19. At Cressida's tent, Troilus:


      
        A. goes in to sleep with her

        B. watches her cry

        C. sees her agree to become Diomedes's lover

        D. sees her agree to become Achilles's lover

      

    


    
      20. The next day, Achilles at first refuses to fight because:


      
        A. he is in love with a Trojan princess, and she asks him not to fight

        B. he is still angry at being passed over for Ajax

        C. he is warned not to fight by Thersites

        D. he is afraid of Hector

      

    


    
      21. In Troy, Hector is urged not to fight by:


      
        A. his wife, Andromache

        B. Troilus

        C. Helen

        D. the gods

      

    


    
      22. In response to these warnings, Hector:


      
        A. wears extra armor to the field of battle

        B. dismisses them and says that he will fight anyway

        C. stays in the city that day

        D. defects to the Greeks

      

    


    
      23. On the field of battle, at first:


      
        A. the Greeks drive the Trojans back to the city walls

        B. Troilus kills Diomedes

        C. Diomedes kills Troilus

        D. the Trojans drive the Greeks back toward their ships

      

    


    
      24. Achilles enters the battle when:


      
        A. he hears that Hector is fighting for the Trojans

        B. he is ordered to by Agamemnon

        C. Patroclus's dead body is brought to him

        D. Cressida begs him to

      

    


    
      25. When they meet in battle:


      
        A. Achilles kills Hector in single combat

        B. Achilles and his men kill an unarmed Hector

        C. Hector kills Achilles in single combat

        D. their duel ends in a draw

      

    


    
      Answer Key:


      1: C; 2: B; 3: C; 4: B; 5: D; 6: A; 7: C; 8: B; 9: B; 10: D; 11: B; 12: A; 13: D; 14: C; 15: D; 16: A; 17: A; 18: B; 19: C; 20: A; 21: A; 22: B; 23: D; 24: C; 25: B
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