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The Universal Wolf:
Thersitess War

Warren Chernaik

I.

One peculiarity of Shakespeare’s Tioilus and Cressida is its radical instability, the way
it apparently contains incompatible, clashing elements. The odd, self-contradictory
publication history of Troilus and Cressida reflects a generic uncertainty, as though
no one seemed to know what to make of the play. The Quarto edition of 1609
exists in two states, Qa and Qb, identical except for the title page and prefatory
note in QDb, the second state. Qa on its title page identifies the play as The Historie
of Troylus and Cresseida. As it was acted by the Kings majesties servants at the Globe." Yet
Qb claims that the play was never acted and describes it on the title page in very
different terms: The Famous Historie of Troylus and Cresseid. Excellently expressing the
beginning of their loves, with the conceited Wooing of Pandarus Prince of Licea. A preface,
existing only in Qb, which identifies the play several times as ‘a Commedie’ or as
‘comicall’, tells the reader, aggressively: “You have heere a new play, never stal’d
with the Stage, never clapper-clawd with the palms of the vulgar, and yet passing
full of the palme comicall’. To compound the confusion, in the First Folio (1623)
the play bears the title The Tragedie of Troylus and Cressida. Its position among the
tragedies in the Folio is anomalous, and it seems to have been inserted late in the
publishing process, as indicated by the omission of this play from the ‘Catalogue of
Comedies, Histories, and Tragedies’ at the beginning of the volume.”

The element of disjunction, fragmentation, dissonance in Tioilus and Cressida, the
way it seemingly ‘strains against the rule of unity and the laws of non-contradiction
to which the language of logic aspires’, has made the play attractive to recent critics,
who see it as prophetic of a modern world without stable values, while at the same

1 A similar statement about the play’s being acted by Shakespeare’s company, except for the words
‘as yt is acted by my lo: Chamberlens Men’, appropriate for that date, appears in the Stationer’s
Register in February 1602/03. See the discussion of the text and its problems in Troilus and Cressida,
ed. by David Bevington (Arden Shakespeare, 2006), pp. 1-6, 398—426. All quotations of the play,
except as noted, are from this edition.

2 Troilus and Cressida, ed. by Bevington, pp. 2—3, 401—02.
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time creating problems in production.’ I have seen only one production that [ would
call successful, the 1985 Royal Shakespeare Company (RSC) production directed
by Howard Davies, with Juliet Stevenson as Cressida. The 2012 RSC production
with two separate companies, one English and one American, apparently presented
two different plays as well as two different casts on stage at the same time. The
two companies, one representing Greeks and the other Trojans (the latter dressed
as Native Americans), rehearsed separately, and seemed to have met for the first
time on opening night. This production painfully illustrated what is problematical
about the play, its uneasy mixture of elements potentially at war with one another.
The latest RSC production, directed by Gregory Doran in 2017, had some strong
points, but it succeeded mostly as spectacle, with at least half of the play unrealized.
The love plot on the whole worked well in this production, with an excellent
comic performance by Oliver Ford Davies as Pandarus and emotionally convincing
performances by the actors playing Troilus and Cressida. But there was a gaping
hole at the heart of the production, with very weak, confusing performances in the
key roles of Thersites and Ulysses. Far from being a satiric commentator at the heart
of the action, the Thersites in this production, Sheila Reid, frequently inaudible
and lacking in any bitterness, or indeed much characterization of any kind, was
a peripheral figure — small, insignificant, described (oddly) in the programme
as a ‘camp follower’. Ulysses, a key figure in the play’s presentation of war and
politics, was again blurred, so that we were left with no clear sense of what Ulysses
or Thersites is doing in the play, or how the love story and the scenes of warring
Greeks and Trojans were related to one another.

In this essay, I devote particular attention to the figure of Thersites and his key
role in a complex, difficult play, as ‘one of the major devices for tying together
the love-plot and the war-plot of the play’. Una Ellis-Fermor, one of the earliest
critics to emphasize the element of ‘disharmony’ in the play, ‘continual and jarring
contrast, with no attempt to resolve the contradictions’, sees Thersites’ role as
central, both thematically and structurally.* Love and war, the play demonstrates,
are presented, devastatingly, as alike, though the characters, other than Thersites
and a second clown, Pandarus, pretend they are not. Though the story of Troy was
in Shakespeare’s day a familiar one, capable of being approached in many differing
ways, as the other chapters in this volume show, in this play the Trojan War is
presented from a decentred perspective, primarily associated with the ‘deformed
and scurrilous’ figure of Thersites, for whom all ideals, all traditions, all principles
of heroism and loyalty are lies, attempts at disguising the diseased ‘botchy core’
underlying human pretensions.’

3 Elizabeth Freund, ‘ “Ariachne’s Broken Woof™”: The Rhetoric of Citation in Troilus and Cressida’,
in Shakespeare and the Question of Theory, ed. by Geoffrey H. Hartman and Patricia A. Parker
(Methuen, 1985), pp. 16—32 (pp. 20—21). On ‘disjunction’ and ‘the fragmentation of the divided self’
as persistent themes in recent criticism of the play, see Tioilus and Cressida, ed. by Bevington, pp.
76—81.

4 Hugh Grady, The Universal Wolf: Studies in Early Modern Reification (Clarendon Press, 1996), p.
70; Una Ellis-Fermor, The Frontiers of Drama (Methuen, 1948), pp. s6—76 (p. 59).

5 Tioilus and Cressida, 11. 1. 6. The phrase ‘a deformed and scurrilous Greek’ comes from the
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Troilus and Cressida is an especially ingenious example of the Shakespearean
double plot, in which the two plot lines, generally kept separate, are linked
thematically and by overlapping (with one or more characters having a role in both
plots), in a ‘mutual comparison that illuminates both parties’.’ Troilus, who is both a
warrior and a lover (though more the second than the first in both Shakespeare’s and
Chaucer’s version of the story), says to Hector in the debate over returning Helen,
‘“What’s aught but as ’tis valued’, and the debate on value and opinion reverberates
throughout the play, as applied to Achilles and Ajax, as well as to Helen and to
Troilus’s anguished “This is and is not Cressid’ (11. 2. 52; V. 2. 153). Tioilus and Cressida
is doubled in its structure in yet another sense, in that there is, especially in the key
figures of Thersites and Pandarus, a comic critique of the grand heroic pretensions
of the characters and actions of the serious plot, a world of prose set against the
world of poetry, with its high-flown sentiments and tragic potential. More than in
such plays as 1 Henry IV, with its elegantly balanced structure, situating Prince Hal
in the middle between Falstaff and Hotspur, between the two fathers, Falstaff and
the King, in Troilus and Cressida the two parts of the comparison seem to inhabit
different universes, and one of the problems of productions is how to fit them
together in a single play.

Some critics (one instance is Norman Rabkin, in Shakespeare and the Common
Understanding) treat the play as largely consisting of two complementary scenes of
debate, the council scene in Troy (11. 2) and the scene at the beginning of the play
(1. 3) where the Greek generals consider what to do about Achilles, and Ulysses
delivers his speech about what happens ‘when degree is shaked’ (1. 3. 101). Rabkin
bases himself on these scenes to provide a context for the doomed relationship of
the lovers Troilus and Cressida. To Rabkin, who praises the play for its ‘moral
seriousness’, the scenes involving Thersites are dismissed as ‘another depressing
interlude in which Achilles, Ajax, Thersites, and company revile each other’” There
is of course a long tradition of critics who, unlike Rabkin, dislike the play and find
either the figures of Thersites and Pandarus or the characterization of Cressida, so
different from Chaucer’s Criseyde, distasteful. A number of recent critics, including
Heather James in her excellent Shakespeare’s Tioy, take an approach that is basically
deconstructive, finding fault-lines in the play and in its characters, whose actions
contradict their speeches.” But in a production, I think it is necessary to make

dramatis personae added to the play in Nicholas Rowe’s edition (1709).

6 On the double plot in Troilus and Cressida, see William Empson, Some Versions of Pastoral (New
Directions, 1960), pp. 32—41.

7 Norman Rabkin, Shakespeare and the Common Understanding (The Free Press, 1967), pp. 30—57. L.
C. Knights similarly sees Troilus and Cressida as coming ‘nearer than any other of the plays to being
a philosophical debate’, in an essay which does not mention Thersites: Some Shakespearean Themes
(Chatto and Windus, 1964). For a similar view of the play, see G. Wilson Knight, ‘The Philosophy
of Troilus and Cressida’, in The Wheel of Fire (Methuen, 1949), pp. 47—72; and Rolf Soellner, ‘Prudence
and the Price of Helen: The Debate of the Trojans in Troilus and Cressida’, Shakespeare Quarterly, 20
(1969), pp. 255—63.

8  Heather James, Shakespeare’s Troy (Cambridge University Press, 1997), pp. 8s—118. There are two
essays on Troilus and Cressida in Shakespeare and the Question of Theory, ed. by Hartman and Parker;
and two essays on the play in Shakespeare and Deconstruction, ed. by G. Douglas Atkins and David
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overall sense of a play, find a way of giving it coherence (as was the case in the 1985
production, and, from reports — since I did not see it — in Sam Mendes’ 1990
RSC production, with Simon Russell Beale as Thersites). My account is partly
dependent on Janet Adelman’s Suffocating Mothers, in arguing that Ulysses’ lines on
degree (famously cited by Tillyard, out of context, as encapsulating the Elizabethan
World Picture) and Thersites’ persistent negativity directed at love and war, as well
as toward reputation or value (‘if the son of a whore fight for a whore’, v. 8. 13;
‘Nothing but lechery’, v. 1. 95), are twinned, central to the play’s complex double
plot.?

Thersites is the play’s clown role — or one of two clowns, along with Pandarus.
The part of Thersites, like Touchstone, Feste, and the Fool in Lear, was written
for Robert Armin."® Thersites shares some of the standard motifs of Armin’s roles:
addressing his employer or interlocutor (Olivia or King Lear) as to who is the greater
fool, the danger of the Fool in overstepping his mark and being whipped. But, as
Bart van Es points out, there is a certain element of sadism, inflicting or receiving
pain, that is especially characteristic of Thersites, probably the most unpleasant of
the Fools in Shakespeare, with none of the courtliness of Touchstone or the pathos
of the Fool in Lear. He may be the least funny of Shakespeare’s Fools, though his
remarks are as pertinent as those of Lear’s Fool, Touchstone, or Feste in puncturing
pretences or providing an alternative perspective.'' At one point, like Edmund (v.
8), he makes much of being a bastard, and in some respects his attitude toward the
ideals other people live by is closer to Edmund or Iago than to other Shakespearean
clowns. Troilus and Cressida, like Coriolanus, is full of animal imagery and disease
imagery, much of which is associated with the two clowns of the play, Thersites
and Pandarus. Again like Coriolanus, which subjects Roman ideals of courage and
masculinity to withering scrutiny, it presents a world of predatory males competing
for dominance over one another, and pretending to virtues they may not actually
possess.'> An exchange between Thersites and Ajax commenting on Agamemnon,
with a pun on ‘general’, the general of the Grecian troops and the general state, the
generality of men, is representative of Thersites” view of mankind:

M. Bergeron (Peter Lang, 1988). Essays taking this approach, quoting Troilus’s “This is, and is not,
Cressid’, tend to argue that the concept of unity is an artificial construct, to be subjected to a process
of deconstruction, which ‘puts into question the notions of the mind and of the self and sees them as
linguistic fictions’ (J. Hillis Miller, ‘Ariachne’s Broken Woof”, Georgia Review, 31 (1977), pp. 44—60).
Critics who see the play as ‘a grim prevision of life under late capitalism at its most predatory’ also
stress its discontinuities: see Jan Kott, Shakespeare our Contemporary, trans. by Boleslaw Taborski
(Methuen, 1964); and Kiernan Ryan, ‘Troilus and Cressida: The Perils of Presentism’, in Presentist
Shakespeares, ed. by Hugh Grady and Terence Hawkes (Routledge, 2007), pp. 164—83, p. 174.

9  Janet Adelman, Suffocating Mothers (Routledge, 1992), pp. 42—62. Hugh Grady similarly sees
links between Thersites’ choric role and Ulysses’ vision of ‘universal discord and destruction’ The
Universal Wolf, pp. 70—72.

10 Bart van Es, Shakespeare in Company (Oxford University Press, 2013), p. 178; David Wiles,
Shakespeare’s Clown (Cambridge University Press, 1987), pp. 145—48.

11 van Es, Shakespeare in Company, pp. 178—84.

12 On the critique of idealized masculine values of honour and heroic conduct in Coriolanus, see
Warren Chernaik, The Myth of Rome in Shakespeare and his Contemporaries (Cambridge University
Press, 2011), pp. 165—69, 192—95.
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THERSITES ~ Agamemnon — how if he had boils, full, all over, generally?
AJAX Thersites!
THERSITES  And those boils did run (say so) did not the general run, then?
‘Were not that a botchy core?
AJAX Dog!
THERSITES  Then there would come some matter from him. I see none now.
(1. 1. 2—9)

The world of Thersites is a reductive world of ‘matter’, like that of lago, who is
equally the enemy of any form of idealization, as when lago characterizes what
‘you call love’ in an exchange with Roderigo as ‘merely a lust of the blood and
a permission of the will’ (Othello, 1. 3. 332—36)."% Janet Adelman sees Ulysses’
speech on order and degree, with its nightmare vision of a world where nothing
exists beyond the devouring will to power, as nostalgic in its longing for a lost
universe where things have discernible meaning."* The lines could not be spoken
by Thersites or Edmund, but they reflect or comment on the way these characters
see the world, though Thersites, unlike Edmund, is not ruled by ambition (and, of
course, speaks consistently in prose, rather than blank verse):

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. (1.3.119—24)

This deeply sceptical and potentially tragic view of appetite and will as ultimately
self-destructive, after gobbling up everything in their path, is at the heart of the
treatment of the twin themes of love and war in Tioilus and Cressida. A similar
longing for a lost, irrecoverable wholeness underlies Troilus’s despairing lines when
he is presented with visual proof of Cressida’s betrayal. He wants to divide her into
halves, a bad Cressida supplanting the good Cressida with whom he has exchanged
vows: ‘If there be rule in unity itself, | This is not she’. All that is left is scraps of
food, the offal of appetite, now ‘o’ereaten’ and spewed out, to be chewed over by
scavenging animals:

The bonds of heaven are slipped, dissolved, and loosed,
And with another knot, five-finger-tied,
The fractions of her faith, orts of her love,
The fragments, scraps, the bits and greasy relics
Of her o’ereaten faith, are bound to Diomed.
(V. 2. 148—49, 163—67)

The staging of this scene (similar in some ways to Othello, prompted by Iago,
watching Cassio’s dialogue with Bianca) involves multiple watchers of the main
action — except that here what is revealed, dispelling apparent illusion, is not

13 Othello, ed. by E. A. J. Honigman, with a new introduction by Ayanna Thompson, Arden
Shakespeare Third Series (Bloomsbury, 1997, 2016).
14 Adelman, Suffocating Mothers, pp. 42—45.
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manufactured for effect but the painful truth.” In Tioilus and Cressida, v. 2, the
interaction between Cressida and Diomedes is overseen by Ulysses and Troilus,
who in turn are overseen by Thersites, with the various groupings of characters,
observed and observing, unseen by the others. The stage direction in the Arden
edition reads ‘Enter Troilus and Ulysses [at a distance, and separate from them,
Thersites]”.'® Such a staging, in several modern productions, disturbs the boundary
between actors and audience, inviting the spectators into the war from these
multiple overlapping perspectives.

Thersites’ role in the wars is to be an observer, not a participant. As such,
occupying what Robert Weimann calls the ‘plafea’, an area intermediate between
the action and the audience, he can address remarks to the public in the playhouse,
commenting on the action."”” In the Trojan War, every character in the play is a
participant, committed to one side or another, and forced to fight or to react to
circumstances, sometimes against their inclinations, with the exception of Thersites,
the uncommitted looker-on.

Alarums; excursions. Enter THERSITES.

THERSITES Now are they clapper-clawing one another. I'll go look on [..]
O’ th’ tother side, the policy of those crafty swearing rascals — that stale old
mouse-ecaten dry cheese, Nestor, and that same dog-fox Ulysses — is proved
not worth a blackberry. They set me up, in policy, that mongrel cur, Ajax,
against that dog of as bad a kind, Achilles. (v. 4. 1—2, 8—13)

To Thersites, equally dismissive of ‘policy’ and masculine ideals of heroism (‘too
much blood and too little brain’ [5.1.47]), men are no better than animals, and
apparent opposites are alike, fools, knaves, or both at once. That view of war, and
of human pretensions that lead to war, is central to Shakespeare’s Tioilus and Cressida,
and, I would argue, has no significant precedent in earlier treatments of the Trojan
War."®

Thersites’ relentless negativity, so central to the play, is one of the things that has

15 See Chapter 4 (Vassiliki Markidou) in this volume for a discussion of Cressida’s role in the play
in conjunction with the fate of the city.

16 On ways in which this scene has been staged in various productions, see Shakespeare in
Production: Troilus and Cressida, ed. by Frances A. Shirley (Cambridge University Press, 2005), p. 218;
and, with special reference to Howard Davies’ 1985 production, Barbara Hodgdon, ‘He Do Cressida
in Different Voices’, English Literary Renaissance, 20 (1990), pp. 272—84. Productions at Shakespeare’s
Globe in London can take advantage of one or both of the pillars onstage, suitable for hiding behind
and being unseen.

17 Robert Weimann, Author’s Pen and Actor’s Voice (Cambridge University Press, 2000), pp. 67—68.
18  There is an anti-Homeric ‘ephemera’ tradition descending from Dares Phrygius (6" century)
and Dictys Cretensis (4th century), one denigrating the Greeks and praising the Trojans, and
the other painting unflattering pictures of Trojans as against brave and honourable Greeks. See
Nathaniel Griffin, ‘Un-Homeric Elements in the Medieval Story of Troy’, JEGP, 7 (1908), pp. 32—52;
and Robert Kimbrough, Shakespeare’s ‘Troilus and Cressida’ and its Setting (Harvard University Press,
1964), pp. 31-34. The tradition of broadly comic burlesque, aimed at a popular audience, is very
different in tone from the bitter satire of Troilus and Cressida: ‘“This Troy was a village of some twenty
houses; and Priam, as silly a fellow as I am [...] These two had a bout or two for a broken pate’ (quoted
in Douglas Bruster, Drama and the Market in the Age of Shakespeare (Cambridge University Press, 1992),
pp. 100—0I).
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given Tioilus and Cressida such an equivocal reputation. Even critics who admire the
play tend to be ambivalent, speaking of Thersites’ fiercely reductive view of human
nature as ‘deceptively authoritative’. Almost against our will, according to Una
Ellis-Fermor, we are led to ‘fall more and more into agreement with Thersites |[...|
who is ever at hand to point the futility’ of all comforting illusions."” The response
of an audience is likely to be in some degree mediated by awareness of other, more
familiar versions of the characters and world presented on stage. The play thus, as
Lars Engle puts it, may present an unwelcome assault upon the audience and its
preconceptions:

The audience’s evaluation of the matter of Troy — the noble stories of Homer
and Chaucer — can be supposed to approach in intensity Troilus’s commitment
to the permanent value of Cressida. This is and is not the Iliad; this is and is
not Thoilus and Criseyde. For many years literary critics responded more or less
as Troilus does — as much as I the Iliad and Tioilus and Criseyde love, so much
[..] T hate Shakespeare’s degraded version of them.*’

G. Wilson Knight’s account, bristling with disapproval, idealizes Troy as doomed
beauty, contrasting an irrecoverable past with a debased modernity:

The Trojan party stands for human beauty and worth, the Greek party for the
bestial and stupid elements of man, the barren stagnancy of intellect divorced
from action, and the criticism which exposes these things with jeers.*'

Engle, writing half a century later, presents a view of the play in which Thersites’
perspective is unchallenged, a dramatic world in which nothing is allowed to exist
other than ‘market forces’ in ‘an unrelieved economism with almost no residue
of inherited [...] conviction to work upon’ his assumption, like that of several
‘presentist’ or Marxist critics, is that this world is the one we live in, cast adrift with
nowhere to turn for relief.*?

19 Graham Bradshaw, Shakespeare’s Scepticism (Cornell University Press, 1987), p. 142; Ellis-
Fermor, The Frontiers of Drama, p. 59.

20 Lars Engle, Shakespearean Pragmatism: Market of his Time (University of Chicago Press, 1993), p.
163. An audience whose members are unaware of the reputation of Achilles, Hector, and the rest
might well react differently to the play. The Maori production at the Globe in 2012 reinterpreted
the play by providing an entirely different cultural context of tribal warfare, with tattooed warriors
given new names.

21 Wilson Knight, The Wheel of Fire, p. 47. Some productions have differentiated Greeks and
Trojans in costume and in other ways, as forward-looking (or debased) or wedded to antiquated
ideals: see Shirley, Shakespeare in Production, pp. 20, 28—34, 39—42. Alison Findlay (Chapter 7) and
Janice Valls-Russell (Chapter 8) touch on the issue of early modern differentiation between Greeks
and Trojans in this volume.

22 Engle, Shakespearean Pragmatism, pp. 148—s0. The debate on value for Engle is rendered
nugatory, since the two opponents use the same ‘mercantile language’. Hugh Grady sees the play as a
critique of ‘commodification’, interlocking ‘systems of power, desire, market-value, and instrumental
reason’ (The Universal Wolf, pp. s8—60, 70—73).
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II.

In Chapman’s Homer, Thersites is a minor character, appearing once in the 1598
Seaven Bookes of Homers Iliads, the text Shakespeare is likely to have read before
writing the play: in general, Shakespeare read Greek texts in translation (as with
Thomas North’s Plutarch),”® Latin texts like Ovid and Virgil in the original as
well as in English translation. In the Iliad, Thersites is not a satiric commentator,
but simply an example of cowardice, unheroic behaviour to contrast with the way
epic heroes act (like Unferth in Beowulf, Mime in Wagner’s Ring). In presenting
Thersites as a deformed railer, ‘the filthiest Greeke that came to Troy’, with ‘a
goggle eye’ and ‘crookt withall’, condemned and beaten by ‘wise Ulysses” for his
‘barbarous-taunts’ against Agamemnon, Chapman’s Homer may have provided
Shakespeare with initial hints toward the more fully developed character in Troilus
and Cressida.** In Homer, Troilus plays a minor role among the Trojan princes (a
lesser role than Paris or Aeneas, for example), and there is no mention of his love
for Briseida (the closest equivalent to Criseyde, and an even more minor character).
Calchas, the renegade Trojan who has defected to the Greeks, plays a somewhat
larger role, but he is not the father of Briseida/Criseyde. In the Greek/Trojan plot
line of Shakespeare’s play, the action in Acts 1111 generally follows Chapman’s seven
books (Books 1—11, vii—xT of Homer): no incident from Books 111—v1 of the Iliad, not
included in the 1598 translation, appears in Tioilus and Cressida. For the later action,
especially that in Act v, in which Achilles, roused from inaction by the death of
Patroclus, confronts and kills Hector, Shakespeare relied on accounts other than
Chapman’s Homer.>

The most striking difference between the treatment of the principal Greek
and Trojan figures in Chapman’s Homer (as well as in the Homeric original) and
in Shakespeare’s play is the consistent demystification of characters traditionally
considered instances of heroic conduct. We are encouraged to see Achilles, Ajax,
Agamemnon, and the others through Thersites’ eyes. Achilles and his great
antagonist Hector are the two main figures in the Iliad, in which “Achilles baneful
wrath’ and the ‘worlds of woe’ that resulted from it, a war in which ‘the glorie-
seeking soules | Of great Heroes’ were ‘left food for beasts’, is the epic poem’s
central subject. In Chapman, Achilles is ‘Thetis Godlike sonn’, ‘divine Achilles’,
consistently praised for his swiftness of foot and his prowess in battle, by reputation
the most formidable of the Grecian warriors. In Troilus and Cressida, Ulysses, deeply
critical of Achilles’ conduct in remaining in his tent, alienated from his fellow

Grecians, describes ‘the great Achilles’ as ‘the sinew and the forehand of our host.’

23 Plutarch, The Lives of the noble Grecians and Romanes, trans. by Thomas North (Thomas
Vautroullier and John Wight, 1579).

24 The Seaven Bookes of the Iliades of Homere, translated by George Chapman (John Windet, 1598),
reprinted in Geoffrey Bullough, Narrative and Dramatic Sources of Shakespeare, vol. vi (Routledge and
Kegan Paul, 1966), pp. 11238 (Book 11, pp. 120—21).

25 One significant source was Book 111 of William Caxton’s Recuyell of the Historyes of Troy (1473—
74), as discussed later.

26 Chapman, Seaven Bookes, Book 1, in Bullough, Narrative and Dramatic Sources, pp. 113—14; Troilus
and Cressida, 1. 3. 142—43.
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In Achilles’ quarrel with Agamemnon, which begins the Iliad and is central to the
action of Troilus and Cressida, the two men are shown to be equally at fault. Here and
elsewhere, the action of the Iliad shows Achilles to be a flawed hero, whose actions
cause tragic consequences: Lattimore, in the introduction to his twentieth-century
translation, describes him as ‘a great man who through a fault in an otherwise noble
character [...] brings disaster upon himself” and upon others, prolonging the war and
bringing death to his fellow warriors.”” The Achilles of Troilus and Cressida has little
of grandeur about him: he is easily manipulated by the wily Ulysses, is jealous of
the foolish braggart Ajax, and feasts on praise, sulking when it is not forthcoming:

ACHILLES [fo PATROCLUS] What mean these fellows? Know they not Achilles?
PATROCLUS  They pass by strangely. They were used to bend,
To send their smiles before them to Achilles

ACHILLES What, am I poor of late?
"Tis certain, greatness, once fall’n out with fortune,
Must fall out with men too. (111. 3. 70—76)

Shakespeare’s Ajax is an oaf. In Homer, Ajax is by reputation a warrior second
only to Achilles, and shows courage in leading the Grecian forces during Achilles’
absence, undefeated at a time when the Trojans generally are triumphant.
‘Soldierlike brave Ajax’ presents a territying picture to the Trojans ‘when all his
warre attire was on’ and, ‘with terrible aspect’, he ‘marcht like the hugely figured
Mars’. In Book 11 of Chapman’s Seaven Bookes, the battle between Hector and Ajax
is described in detail, presenting them as worthy combatants, equally strong and
skilful. Shakespeare follows the Iliad in having Hector gallantly call a truce in the
single combat, adding a detail (from William Caxton and other medieval versions
of the Troy story) that the two were related as cousins, making Ajax partly Trojan
(tv. 5. 120—39).>" The theme of consanguinity, here and elsewhere, is part of a
network of divided allegiance and crossovers, with Cressida’s father Calchas having
‘abandoned Troy’ (1. 3. s) and Achilles, in some versions, in love with Priam’s
daughter Polyxena. This is the one episode in Tioilus and Cressida in which Ajax
behaves courteously: ‘I thank thee, Hector. | Thou art too gentle and too free a
man. | I came to kill thee, cousin’ (1v. 5. 139—41). At all other times in the play, Ajax
is a miles gloriosus, a buffoon, viewed with contempt by his fellow Grecians: Ulysses
calls him ‘blockish Ajax’, ‘dull brainless Ajax’ (1. 3. 376, 382), and in scene after
scene he comes across as a comic figure, a braggart with an absurdly high opinion
of himself. Every performance of the play I have ever seen treats him as a fool, a
slapstick caricature of masculinity.*

27 The Iliad of Homer, translated by Richmond Lattimore (University of Chicago Press, 19671),
p. 17.

28 Chapman, Seaven Bookes, in Bullough, Narrative and Dramatic Sources, pp. 126—27, 136 (the
passages quoted are from Books vir and 1x of the Iliad). The detail of consanguinity of Greek and
Trojan warriors can also be found in Thomas Heywood’s Trojan War drama, The Iron Age (1613).
29 There is some precedent for treating Ajax as a comic figure. See, for example, Sir John
Harington’s satire The Metamorphosis of Ajax (1596): ‘GREAT CAPTAIN AJAX [...] was a warrier of
Graecia, strong, heddy, rash, boysterous, and a terrible fighting fellow, but neither wise, learned,
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Hector is the only character in Tioilus and Cressida who behaves in more or less
the same way as in Chapman’s Homer and in medieval versions of the Troy story:
at times inconsistent in his behaviour, he nevertheless is ruled by ideals of honour
and courage in facing adversity, and, in the council scene in which the Trojans
debate whether to send Helen back or continue the war, he is the voice of reason
and moderation.

HECTOR Brother, she is not worth what she doth cost
The holding.

TROILUS What'’s aught but as ’tis valued?

HECTOR But value dwells not in particular will;

It holds his estimate and dignity

As well wherein ’tis precious of itself

As in the prizer. *Tis mad idolatry

To make the service greater than the god. (Ir. 2. s1—57)

It is surprising that, after advancing such clear arguments against continuing a
pointless and destructive war, Hector ends this scene by agreeing to ‘keep Helen
still’, on the grounds that it is ‘a cause that hath no mean dependence | Upon our
joint and several dignities’, directly contradicting his assertion, a moment earlier,
that ‘to persist | In doing wrong extenuates not wrong’. Hector shares with his
brother Troilus a belief in ‘honour’ as a guiding principle outweighing all others.
This warrior’s ideal of honour is not entirely distinguishable from reputation, the
way one appears in the eyes of others: Troilus in this scene speaks of Helen and the
war in terms of ‘glory’, a ‘theme of honour and renown’ (11. 2. 186—87, 19193, 195,
199).3° In a later scene, in which Shakespeare draws on one of the medieval versions
of the story rather than the Iliad, Hector rejects the pleas of his wife Andromache,
Cassandra, and Priam, who warn him ‘Unarm, unarm, and do not fight today’,
foreseeing both his own death and the fall of Troy. While recognizing that ‘the day
is ominous’, Hector insists that honour, the fact that he has given his word and ‘must
not break [his| faith’, must determine his behaviour.

Mine honour keeps the weather of my fate.

Life every man holds dear, but the dear man

Holds honour far more precious-dear than life.
(v. 3. 66, 71, 26—238)

At one point in this scene, Hector speaks of himself as being ‘i’th’vein of chivalry’,
and when Troilus criticizes his brother for having ‘the vice of mercy’, sparing
Grecian opponents he has overcome in battle, Hector answers “Tis fair play’ (v. 3.

stayd, nor Politicke’ (The Metamorphosis of Ajax, ed. by Elizabeth Story Donno (Routledge and
Kegan Paul, 1962), p. 67). In Ovid’s Metamorphoses, Book x111, Ulysses, contending with Ajax for
Achilles’ arms, characterizes his opponent as a braggart, strong without intelligence. See also Tania
Demetriou, ‘Ajax’, in Shakespeare’s Classical Mythology: A Dictionary, ed. by Janice Valls-Russell and
Katherine Heavey (Bloomsbury, 2025), pp. 32—37.

30 For a more critical view of Hector as flawed, failing to live up to ‘his professed ideals’, see
Bradshaw, Shakespeare’s Scepticism, pp. 129—40; and Stephen J. Lynch, ‘Hector and the Theme of
Honor in Troilus and Cressida’, The Upstart Crow, 7 (1987), pp. 68—79.
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32, 37, 40—43): here Hector is idealized medieval knight as well as Grecian warrior.'

In presenting the death of Hector, Shakespeare intensifies the contrast between
Hector’s courtesy, recognizing the rules of war (‘I am unarmed. Forgo this vantage,
Greek’, v. 9. 9) and Achilles’ savagery, his blatant violation of ‘fair play’ or absence
of any limits on the universal wolf, appetite. In previous versions, including Homer,
Caxton, and John Lydgate, Achilles kills Hector in single combat, but here, in an
act showing cowardice rather than valour, he stands by and orders his Myrmidons
to slaughter the unarmed man.

In their versions, Caxton and Lydgate include the story of Troilus and Cressida
as an episode, treated briefly, in a narrative of the Trojan War, mentioning that
their ‘mayster Chaucer’ has treated the ill-fated lovers more tfully. Both treat Troilus
primarily as a warrior and give relatively little space in their narrative to Criseyde,
though the rivalry between Troilus and Diomedes, meeting one another in battle
again and again, is treated at some length. This is equally the case in Thomas
Heywood’s play The Iron Age (1613), which seems to have been directly influenced
by Shakespeare’s play, while, in the manner of the medieval versions, telling a
much wider story of ‘the Rape of Hellen; The siege of Troy; The Combate between
Hector and Ajax; Hector and Troilus slain by Achilles; Achilles slain by Paris...&c.’ 3
Heywood’s treatment of war and warriors is not anti-heroic: Ajax, whose part is
probably the largest in the play, is presented as one of the most respected of the
Greek heroes, along with Achilles and ‘kingly Diomed’, who ‘stand upon the
honour of their strength’. In scenes with Hector the two heroes treat one another
courteously as equals when they meet in battle:

AJAX Cousen th’art honourable,
I now must both intreate and conjure thee,
For my old Uncle Priams sake...
This day leave thine advantage, spare our Fleete...
Stay thy Victorious hand, tis Ajax pleades.’

The main resemblance with Troilus and Cressida is in the significant role played by

31 As Bevington points out, Shakespeare in this scene draws on one of the medieval versions
available to him, either John Lydgate’s verse Troy Book or Caxton’s Recuyell of the Historyes of Troy,
both of which narrate the entire course of the Trojan War, from beginning to end, rather than
concentrating on the figures of Achilles and Hector: see Troilus and Cressida, ed. by Bevington, pp.
391—-92; and Bullough, Narrative and Dramatic Sources, V1, pp. 175—77.

32 Thomas Heywood, The Iron Age, in The Dramatic Works of Thomas Heywood, 6 vols (John
Pearson, 1874), 11, pp. 57 (title page). On the date of Heywood’s play, see Martin Wiggins and
Catherine Richardson, British Drama, 1533—1642. A Catalogue, vol. vi (Oxford University Press, 2015),
pp. 297—302. For discussions of The Iron Age from different perspectives, including the influence of
Caxton, see Charlotte Coftin, ‘The Not-so Classical Tradition in 1 Iron Age’; and Chloe Kathleen
Preedy, ‘A Theatre for the Iron Age: Theorising Practice in Thomas Heywood’s Ages Plays’,
in Thomas Heywood and the Classical Tradition, ed. by Tania Demetriou and Janice Valls-Russell
(Manchester University Press, 2021), pp. 139—061, 244—05.

33  Heywood, The Iron Age, Dramatic Works, 111, p. 296 (Act 11), p. 314 (Act 111). When Ajax and
Hector meet in single combat, they praise one another, as in Hector’s ‘And Cuz, by Jove thou hast
a brave aspect, | It cheeres my blood to looke on such a foe’ (p. 299). There is no enmity between
Ajax and Achilles, though Ajax is critical of Achilles’ absenting himself from battle.
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Thersites, though Heywood’s Thersites is a very different figure from Shakespeare’s.
While being critical of the motives behind the war and characterized as a ‘railer’,
Thersites 1s a more dignified and respected figure than in Shakespeare, generally
speaking in blank verse rather than in prose as he offers advice to Menelaus and the
other Greek leaders:

DIOMED Thersites is a rayler.

THERSITES No I disclaim’t, I am a Counsellor.
I have knowne a fellowe matcht to a faire wife,
That hath had ne’re a Kingdome. (Act 1, p. 274)

Like Shakespeare’s Thersites, he stands aloof from the battle, commenting satirically
on the action. ‘Discretion’ and the dictates of ‘reason’, he says, direct his actions,
‘Still suiting my conditions with my shape™

Brave time, rare change, from fighting now to feasting:

So many heavy blades to flye in peeces

For such a peece of light flesh. What’s the reason?...

See here’s the picture of a polliticke state,

They all imbrace and hugge, yet deadly hate.

(Act 111, pp. 301—02)**

In Chaucer’s Tioilus and Criseyde, the Trojan War remains in the background,
with Hector, Paris, Helen, Ulysses and others making brief appearances, and is
central to the action only in the enforced exchange of Criseyde for Antenor and,
as consequence, in Books 1v and v, the fears of the lovers that, once surrounded
by ‘many a lusty Knyght | Among the Greekis, ful of worthynesse’, Criseyde will
not remain faithful ¥ Chaucer’s Criseyde and Pandarus are more complex figures
than in Shakespeare, and, like Chaucer’s Troilus, are treated with sympathy as well
as with comic distance. In Tioilus and Cressida, the idealization of love is deflated
as thoroughly as conceptions of heroic conduct, partly through the actions of the
lovers, belying their professions, and partly through the words of the observer
Thersites: ‘How the devil Luxury, with his fat rump and potato finger, tickles these
together! Fry, lechery, fry’ (v. 2. §7—59). And yet, what may create problems in
production is that in the received tradition, the characters of Troilus, Cressida, and
Pandarus have already been reduced to stereotypes. In the scene in which the lovers
pledge eternal faithfulness, with a string of impressive comparisons, reminiscent of
the rhetoric of Shakespeare’s sonnets (“When waterdrops have worn the stones of
Troy, | And blind oblivion swallowed cities up’), the three characters imagine how
future generations will view them, not as true lovers and their loyal friend but as
exemplars of folly, weakness, and the exploitation of such failings:

PANDARUS If ever you prove false one to another, since I have taken such pains
to bring you together, let all pitiful goers-between be called to the world’s end

34 In The Second Part of the Iron Age, published in 1632 as ‘long since Writ’, Thersites is even less
like Shakespeare’s Thersites, being paired with the blood-thirsty, villainous Sinon, whom he sees as
a kindred spirit.

35 Troilus and Criseyde, 1v. 1485—86, in The Poetical Works of Chaucer, ed. by F. N. Robinson
(Houghton Mifflin, 1933). For further parallels with Chaucer, see Tioilus and Cressida, ed. by
Bevington, pp. 382—86.
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after my name: call them all panders. Let all constant men be Troiluses, all false
women Cressids, and all brokers-between panders! (m11. 2. 181-82, 193,—99)36

One of the key scenes of the play, where the two strands of plot overlap and
interact, is 1v. s, in which, in the first part of the scene, Cressida is welcomed into
the Greek camp and then, with most of the same characters remaining on stage,
her fellow Trojan Hector exchanges compliments and insults with his Grecian
adversaries. In another scene with Trojans in the Greek camp, v. 2, discussed
earlier — a scene with no equivalent in Chaucer or in any of the other versions to
which Shakespeare might have had access — Troilus, accompanied by Ulysses, spies
on Cressida and Diomedes, with Thersites observing all the others. In Chaucer,
the evidence for Criseyde’s infidelity is indirect, since Criseyde fails to keep her
promise to return to the Trojan camp within ten days. As with the earlier scene
in the play, where Cressida is ‘kissed in general’ by Agamemnon, Nestor, Achilles,
Patroclus, and Ulysses, thus apparently meriting Ulysses’” dismissive comment that
her actions are those of a whore, ‘daughters of the game’, the action is speeded up
from the Chaucerian narrative. Cressida’s behaviour in this scene appears to justify
the stereotype: men are constant, women are false, betraying the naive, trusting
innocents who fail to recognize their wickedness (1v. 5. 22, 55—64).

In Howard Davies’ 1985 RSC production, Cressida, played by Juliet Stevenson,
was treated sympathetically. The actress, in interviews, said she ‘didn’t want to play
her as a whore — she’s not a whore, there’s no evidence for that’. In the scene in
the Greek camp, Cressida in this production was a victim, isolated, vulnerable, and
forced to defend herself, treated as ‘sexual pawn of the whole camp’, subjected to
‘brutally violent kisses that amounted to assault’’” Several later productions have
treated the scene in the Greek camp in a similar way, rejecting the stereotype of a
wanton, whorish Cressida and treating her as betrayed as well as betrayer. The two
strands of the double plot in 1v. 5, interwoven, show the Greeks and their Trojan
enemies behaving in parallel ways: ‘Enter Ajax, armed’ (1v. 5. OSD) and the other
Grecian warriors and politicians, awaiting the entrance of Hector; followed by the
entrance of Cressida (in one production, encircled by the predatory Greeks). After
this interlude with Cressida, then ‘Enter all of Troy’ (1v. 5. 65SD), shepherding their
champion Hector, followed by barbed exchanges between the courteous Hector
and the discourteous, smouldering Achilles. Where ‘gallant’ Greeks and Trojans
meet in embraces (with a degree of hypocrisy) as ‘warlike brothers’, exchanging
compliments and feasting in intervals of battle, Achilles is openly insolent, viewing
the Trojan warrior as his property, ‘as I would buy thee, view thee limb by limb™:

AcHILLES  Tell me, you heavens, in which part of his body
Shall I destroy him? Whether there, or there, or there?
(1v. 5. 184, 176, 200—03, 238, 242—43)

36 Cressida’s pledge, with its allusion to how ‘mighty states” are ground ‘to dusty nothing’ (111. 2.
183—84), inscribes her own death or ‘oblivion’ in the disappearance of Troy.

37 Hugh Hebert, ‘Love on a Battlefield’, interview with Juliet Stevenson, The Guardian, 24 June
1985; Roger Warren, Shakespeare Quarterly, 37 (1986), pp. 116—18; Jami Rogers, ‘Cressida in Twenty-
First Century Performances’, Shakespeare, 10 (2014), pp. 56—71.
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The Victorian setting of Davies’ production, in the remnants of empire at the
time of the Crimean War, brought out the theme of false values, hypocrisy. The
production had strong performances by Alun Armstrong as Thersites, an enlisted
man with a strong regional accent among the officer class, and Clive Merrison as
a second choral figure, Pandarus, who opened and closed the play, a representative
figure of a society in decay?® Most of the productions I have seen try to update the
play, finding more and more unlikely equivalents for Greece and Troy: Confederate
and Union soldiers in the American Civil War, black Trojans versus white Greeks,
and, the most arbitrary of all, Native Americans (or cinematic versions of Native
Americans, with the actors speaking through microphones and sneaking looks at
screens to undercut their monotonously intoned lines) and their white oppressors.
One problem with these directorial notions is that they often make no dramatic
sense, are imposed on the play seemingly at random: in two productions, Thersites
was played in drag (in one, also in a wheelchair), others had a tiny Hector, or a
Hector savagely slaughtering Greeks, or an Achilles preparing for battle in a dress,
or a Ulysses pawing Troilus as lecherous bisexual voyeur.

In Sam Mendes’ 1990 production, Thersites, played by Simon Russell Beale,
was the dominant figure, the ‘dark heart’ of the play. In this ‘bleakly comic’
interpretation, a diseased, deformed Thersites epitomized the sickness of his society,
whose values he simultaneously rejected and embodied: ‘embittered and poisoned’,
disgusted by what he sees, this choric figure, a looker-on rather than a participant,
is in some respects ‘the only person who sees the truth’. The keynote of this
production, as several reviewers noted, was multivocality, a ‘refusal to hierarchise
the competing tonalities one reviewer spoke of the play’s ‘many-sided’ quality, ‘a
structure based on internal contradictions’, another saw the production as ‘alert to
all its clashing dissonances’?

In an essay in Players of Shakespeare, Simon Russell Beale emphasized Thersites’
choric role — ‘it is in his gift to push the audience’s response in the direction
he chooses’. Especially in the battle scenes of Act v, Thersites is the ring-master,
observing and directing the events on stage: ‘It is as if his vision of the world has
finally come to light’. And yet, the actor cautions, his ‘challenging voice’ must not
be the only one we hear in a complex and demanding play.

It is the responsibility of the actor playing him to make sure that Thersites’
views do not imperceptibly come to appear as those of Shakespeare. [...] It is
important that, despite his theatrical power, Thersites is not necessarily to be
trusted. If he is trusted without question then the play becomes complacently
reductive.*

38 On the Victorian setting of Davies’ production and what it suggests about ‘the relation of
present-day Britons to a legendary Victorian past’, see Hodgdon, ‘He Do Cressida in Different
Voices’, pp. 270—72, 283—84; and Nicholas Shrimpton, ‘Shakespeare Performances in London and
Stratford-upon-Avon, 1984—8s’, Shakespeare Survey, 39 (1987), pp. 191—206 (pp. 203—05).

39 Peter Holland, English Shakespeares (Cambridge University Press, 1997), pp. 70, 73; reviews by
Irving Wardle, Independent on Sunday; Paul Taylor, Independent; Charles Spencer, Daily Telegraph;
Benedict Nightingale, The Times; Rod Dungate, Tribune, May 1990.

40 Simon Russell Beale, ‘Thersites in Tioilus and Cressida’, in Players of Shakespeare 3, ed. by Russell



THE UNIVERSAL WOLF 173

Thersites’ remorseless insistence that nothing exists beyond appetite, that there are
no consoling values in a world where ‘the negative principles of disjunction and
chaos’ reign unchecked, is balanced against the hope that there must be something
beyond this ‘terminal scepticism” though bitter experience may show, implacably,
that ‘there are, or may be, no objective values’, nevertheless, critics have argued,
‘the need to endow life with value and significance’ persists, and is virtually
ineradicable.*' A production or a critical interpretation of Troilus and Cressida must
comprehend both the stirring rhetoric of Ulysses” two great set pieces and the
comic deflation of Ulysses” manipulation of the oafish Ajax and the absurdly vain
Achilles. While presenting man’s capacity for self-delusion as boundless, the play
simultaneously pays tribute to the hope against hope of transcending time and its
inevitable betrayals and failures.

Jackson and Robert Smallwood (Cambridge University Press, 1993), pp. 160—73 (pp. 162—64,
170—72).
41 Bradshaw, Shakespeare’s Scepticism, pp. 161—63; Ellis-Fermor, Frontiers of Drama, pp. 67—73.






