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Ruin Representations and the 
Trojan War in Troilus and Cressida

Vassiliki Markidou

William Shakespeare’s Troilus and Cressida dramatizes a plethora of representations 
of ruins associated with the Trojan War. These include the wreckage of medieval 
culture and most particularly of chivalry; the old and devastated (anti)heroes of 
the play; Ulysses’ and Achilles’ ruminations on the disastrous effects of the passage 
of time; Achilles’ desecration of Hector’s body and his heroic reputation; the 
destructively misleading love vows of the protagonists; the fallen as well as aff licted 
females of the play, Cressida and Helen; and the male characters who function 
prominently as both agents of and commentators on eradication and extinction, 
namely, Pandarus and Thersites. I shall attempt not only to shed light on these 
representations but also to demonstrate that Shakespeare’s highly enigmatic play 
exposes the pitfalls of early modern nationalist and gender ideologies, generates sites 
of resistance to them, and promotes alternative forms of (re)construction through 
the dramatization of blight and calamity, and the rich use of the trope of ruins and 
ruination.1

A witty appropriation of the Homeric narrative of the Trojan War and its classical, 
medieval, and early modern rewritings by literary figures such as Virgil, Ovid, 
William Caxton, John Lydgate, Geoffrey Chaucer, and George Chapman, Troilus 
and Cressida opens with the spectre of dissolution hovering over it. The Prologue 

1	 For an intersecting analysis of Troilus and Cressida’s demystification of early modern nationalist 
and gender ideology, see Vassiliki Markidou, ‘ “[B]its and greasy relics”: The Politics of Relics 
in Troilus and Cressida’, in Troilus and Cressida: A Critical Reader, ed. by Efterpi Mitsi, Arden Early 
Modern Drama Guides (New York and London: Bloomsbury, 2019), pp. 147–64. On the poetics 
of ruins in early modern literature, see Andrew Hui, The Poetics of Ruins in Renaissance Literature 
(Fordham University Press, 2017). Hui declares that ‘the Renaissance poetic response to ruins is 
not to strive for fixity or permanence but to create a work that absorbs the past and is in turn open 
to future appropriation and mutation. The Poetics of Ruins in Renaissance Literature imagines f luid 
multiplicity rather than fixed monumentalization as a survival strategy in the classical tradition’ (p. 
3). For a comprehensive historical and mythological account of the city of Troy and its inf luence 
on William Shakespeare’s works see Vassiliki Markidou’s entry ‘Troy’, in Shakespeare’s Classical 
Mythology: A Dictionary, ed. by Janice Valls-Russell and Katherine Heavey, Arden Shakespeare 
Dictionary Series (Bloomsbury, 2025), pp. 385–91.
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announces that ‘In Troy there lies the scene’, indicating that the play is ‘beginning 
in the middle’, and highlights the Greeks’ ‘vow’ ‘to ransack Troy’ (Prol. 1, 28, 
7, 8).2 Yet the late Elizabethan spectators familiar with the Trojan War narrative 
knew well that Troy had long been burnt, looted, and reduced to sad ruins. 
Moreover, the Prologue’s martial appearance on stage and his statement that he is 
‘armed’ and ‘suited | In like conditions as our argument’ (23, 24–25) are contrasted 
with as well as undermined by his statement that he is standing there ‘not in 
confidence | Of author’s pen or actor’s voice’ (23–24, emphasis mine). Instead, he 
summons the audience to ‘Like or find fault; do as your pleasures are’, and promises 
that whatever their verdict will be, ‘good or bad’, it will be taken as ‘the chance of 
war’ (30, 31). Immediately after this, Troilus ‘unarm[s] again’ as the ‘war without the 
walls of Troy’ has become of secondary importance to him compared to the ‘cruel 
battle here within’, namely being caught up in the throes of love (i. 1. 1, 2, 3). He 
thus voices the erosion of the ideal of heroic masculinity by sexual desire.

This resonant undermining of military values and codes gains more ground as 
the drama unfolds and we soon realize that heroic combat has turned into a spectral 
presence, a(n) (in)glorious ruin, a masculine ideal that despite its popularity cannot 
keep up with the demands of a new age.3 It is no coincidence that in Shakespeare’s 
play, ref lections on heroic masculinity outnumber martial action by far. The 
participants of the two council scenes (Greek in i. 3, Trojan in ii. 2) ponder the value 
of displaying heroic action and the discrepancy between ‘valour’s show and valour’s 
worth’ (i. 3. 46). Pandarus praises Troilus to Cressida as the heroic warrior par 
excellence, yet we watch him returning from the battlefield and will not see him in 
action until the last act. Aeneas visits the Greek camp to deliver Hector’s challenge 
to ‘one [...] | That holds his honour higher than his ease, | [...] And dare avow [his 
mistress’s] beauty and her worth | In other arms than hers’ (i. 3. 265–66, 271–72); 
so doing, he ironically reminds us that Troilus and Paris refrain from such a course 
of action. Ulysses and Achilles discuss the topic of heroic reputation yet neither 
of them displays his heroic masculinity on stage and the aged Nestor ruminates 
on the glorious valour of his earlier life. The play’s few dramatized martial events 
are either pre-empted (the single combat between the half-cousins Hector and 
Ajax) or heavily tarnished (the anti-heroic killing of Hector by Achilles’ soldiers).4 

2	 All quotations are from William Shakespeare, Troilus and Cressida, ed. by David Bevington, The 
Arden Shakespeare Third Series, rev. edition (Bloomsbury, 2015); hereafter cited parenthetically in 
the text.
3	 Nonetheless, as Janet Dickinson aptly notes, ‘the language and imagery of chivalry remained 
a central element of the political culture’ of Elizabethan England even in its twilight years. As 
John Adamson (on whom Dickinson builds) has demonstrated, this was (also) the case in Caroline 
England. See Janet Dickinson, Court Politics and the Earl of Essex, 1589–1601 (Routledge, 2012), p. 
5. On the connections between Troy and chivalric ideals, held up as a civic model in the fifteenth 
century, see Yves Peyré (Chapter 2) in this volume.
4	 On militancy and masculinity in Troilus and Cressida, see Susan Harlan, ‘Militant Prologues, 
Memory, and Models of Masculinity in Shakespeare’s Henry V and Troilus and Cressida’, in Violent 
Masculinities: Male Aggression in Early Modern Texts and Culture, ed. by Jennifer Feather and Catherine 
E. Thomas (Palgrave Macmillan, 2013), pp. 23–26; and Katherine Heavey, ‘ “Properer Men”: 
Myth, Manhood and the Trojan War in Greene, Shakespeare and Heywood’, Journal of the Northern 
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Structurally, Troilus and Cressida thus differs from the Iliad, with its vivid battle 
scenes and succession of deaths. Yet one should bear in mind that Shakespeare did 
not follow Homer, but chose intertexts such as episodes found in Latin works and 
Caxton, who in Book iii of his Recuyell of the Historyes of Troye (1473–74) presents 
battle scenes in swift succession, which he intersperses with moments of life off the 
battlefield.5

The central martial event of Troilus and Cressida, Hector’s slaughter by the 
bloodthirsty Myrmidons who are ordered by their commander to ‘Strike, fellows, 
strike!’ when the victim-to-be declares that he is ‘unarmed’ (v. 9. 10, v. 9. 9), 
constitutes the climax and quintessence of a play that consistently punctures the 
notion of heroism which constitutes the epic backbone of the western world’s 
most renowned war narrative. Once the Trojan prince is killed, Achilles exclaims 
triumphantly: ‘So, Ilium, fall thou! Now, Troy, sink down!’ (v. 9. 11). He thus 
conf lates Hector’s corpse with the proleptic image of a fallen Troy. To Achilles, the 
bane of Troy, the sight of Hector’s corpse — ‘thy heart, thy sinews and thy bone’ 
(v. 9. 12) — foretells the kingdom’s transformation to lamentable debris. Hence, the 
murdered prince becomes a trope for the destruction of Troy. Indeed, a tradition 
of closely linking the fates of Troy/Priam and Hector runs through the play. In 
his effort to persuade Achilles to return to the battlefield, Ulysses presents him 
with an image of the Greeks ‘clap[ping] the lubber Ajax on the shoulder, | As if 
his foot were on brave Hector’s breast | And great Troy shrinking’ (iii. 3. 140–42). 
Following his welcome to the Greek camp as a noble foe by Agamemnon, Ulysses 
also tells Hector: ‘I wonder now how yonder city stands | When we have here her 
base and pillar by us’ (iv. 5. 211–12) and warns him of Troy’s fall (iv. 5. 217–21). 
Cassandra associates the fates of Hector and Troy when she warns Priam that ‘He 
[Hector] is thy crutch. Now if thou loose thy stay, | Thou on him leaning, and all 
Troy on thee, | Fall all together’ (v. 3. 60–62). She also prophesies Hector’s death 
and Troy’s destruction: ‘Look how thy wounds do bleed at many vents! | Hark, 
how Troy roars, how Hecuba cries out’ (v. 3. 82–83). In 3 King Henry VI, when 
the messenger who brings the tragic news of the Duke of York’s death to Edward 
and Richard compares York to Hector (ii. 1. 50–53), Edward laments his father’s 
death with a discourse similar to Cassandra’s, later, in Troilus and Cressida when she 
warns Priam that if Hector dies, both he and Troy will be destroyed. In Edward’s 
words: ‘Sweet Duke of York, our prop to lean upon, | Now thou art gone, we have 
no staff, no stay.’ (ii. 1. 68–69). He also indicts the ‘boisterous Clifford’ for having 
‘slain | The f lower of Europe for his chivalry’ (ii. 1. 70–71) hence reinforcing the 
messenger’s representation of York as a second Hector.6

Renaissance, 7 (2015), pp. 2–18, <https://jnr2.hcommons.org/issues/issue-7–2015/> [accessed 6 
October 2024].
5	 See the introduction (Francesca Rayner and Janice Valls-Russell) and Chapter 2 (Yves Peyré) 
for a discussion of Raoul Le Fèvre’s Recueil des hystoires de Troyes (c. 1464) and its translation into 
English, Caxton’s Recuyell.
6	 All quotations from 3 King Henry VI are from The Arden Shakespeare Complete Works, ed. by 
Richard Proudfoot, Ann Thompson, David Scott Kastan and R. H. Woudhuysen (Bloomsbury, 
2021). On the myth of Troy in 2 and 3 Henry VI, see Janice Valls-Russell (Chapter 8) in this volume.
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In Troilus and Cressida the victor’s pride in the double catastrophe (of Hector 
and Troy) is hollow since ‘the best’ Trojan warrior who on the day of his death 
is ‘i’ th’vein of chivalry’ (v. 3. 32) and ‘stand[s] for [...] Troy’ (v. 3. 36) is slain by 
a gang. This is a far cry from the heroic battle between the two most renowned 
warriors of the Homeric epos which the late Elizabethan theatregoers familiar with 
the Trojan War literature would be aware of. By reducing Hector to a butchered 
corpse, Achilles crushes his — already dented — reputation irrevocably and utterly 
demystifies his heroic pose. One may of course argue that Shakespeare’s Achilles 
takes the (temporary) brutality that his Homeric counterpart displays to the 
extreme.7 Yet, while the Homeric Achilles engages in single combat with Hector, 
his Shakespearean namesake orders his gang to slay him.8

It is also far from accidental that the killing of Hector occurs after he removes 
his armour, the key signifier of his male heroic status. Hector’s anti-heroic death 
proves beyond a shred of a doubt that in Troilus and Cressida heroic masculinity 
cannot be performed in the present and ‘hang[s] | Quite out of fashion, like a rusty 
mail | In monumental mock’ry’ (iii. 3. 152–54). Hence, I argue, the play deploys 
the trope of ruin as a metaphor for early modernity that does violence to the ideal 
of military heroism even as it struggles — unsuccessfully — to perform it and, 
perhaps even more significantly, highlights its inherent instability, fragmentariness 
and fragmentation. The centrality of this trope in Troilus and Cressida also challenges 
early modern nationalist ideology, unsurprisingly so, at a critical moment in 
England’s history.

In the early modern era, military heroism was a key concept employed in 
the emergent discourse of English nationhood as evident in its proto-nationalist 
literature. Anti-theatrical texts served this agenda as well. Critics have argued that 
anti-theatrical polemics was highly inf luential in Shakespeare’s penning of Troilus 
and Cressida.9 The two most widely known early modern texts representative of this 
genre were Stephen Gosson’s The School of Abuse (1579) and Philip Stubbes’s Anatomy 
of Abuses (1583).10 The latter describes the English as follows:

[A] strong kind of people, most audacious, bolde, puissant, and heroicall, and 
of great magnaminitie, valiance, and prowes, and of incomparable feature of body, 

7	 In the Iliad, when Achilles wounds Hector fatally, he taunts him by telling him that his body 
will be mutilated by dogs and birds. He then fastens Hector’s corpse to his chariot and drags it in 
the dust, the sight of which turns Priam, Hecuba and Andromache into living ruins. Nevertheless, 
when Priam visits Achilles secretly and begs for his son’s body in order to bury it properly, he allows 
him to recover it.
8	 Shakespeare is following Caxton, as Bevington notes. See Troilus and Cressida, p. 369, n. 5.7.2, 
and p. 411.
9	 See Darryl Chalk, ‘Contagious Emulation: Antitheatricality and Theatre as Plague in “Troilus 
and Cressida” ’, in ‘This Earthly Stage’: World and Stage in Late Medieval and Early Modern England, ed. 
by Brett D. Hirsch and Christopher Wortham (Brepols Publishers, 2010), pp. 75–101; and Efterpi 
Mitsi, ‘Greece “digested in a play”: Consuming Greek Heroism in The School of Abuse and Troilus 
and Cressida’, in Shakespeare and Greece, ed. by Alison Findlay and Vassiliki Markidou (Bloomsbury, 
2017), pp. 93–114.
10	 For an analysis of Troilus and Cressida as a parody of Gosson’s anti-theatrical text, see Mitsi, 
‘Greece “digested in a play” ’.



Ruin and the Trojan War in Troilus and Cressida     81

of an excellent complexion, and in all humanitie, inferiour to none under the 
Sunne (emphasis mine).11

Stubbes presents the heroic paradigm as the crucible in which a national community 
is both fused and consolidated. At the close of the sixteenth century and the 
beginning of the seventeenth, however, such idealizations clashed with a highly 
complex reality. England was fraught with political contingencies such as the state’s 
penury, increasing royal authoritarianism, great uncertainty about royal succession 
given Elizabeth’s lack of heir, and heightened factionalism which, combined with 
Essex’s political frustration, led to his abortive coup d’état.

In 1587, Robert Devereux, second Earl of Essex, was appointed Master of the 
Horse and from there on his career f lourished rapidly. From the Queen’s favourite, 
he turned into ‘one of her leading counsellors as well as the predominant military 
leader of the period’.12 His military career commenced in 1586 in the Netherlands, 
under the command of his stepfather, Robert Dudley, first Earl of Leicester, who 
knighted him for his prowess after the Battle of Zutphen at which Sir Philip Sidney 
was fatally wounded — Essex inherited one of his swords. Essex was shaped by 
‘martial ideals, and his career [was] defined by war’.13 In the 1590s, at the apex of his 
fame and power, he was repeatedly praised as a new Achilles. Hugh Platt referred 
to him as Achilles in The Jewell House of Art and Nature (1594); Vincentio Saviolo 
called him ‘the English Achilles’ in Saviolo his Practice (1595); and George Chapman 
eulogized him as ‘the most honoured now living instance of the Achillean virtues 
eternized by divine Homere’ in his dedication to the Earl of Seven Books of the Iliads 
(1598). All three tapped into the popularity of Essex as the f lower of chivalry and 
his great ‘interest in the historical paradigms afforded by classical scholarship and 
history’.14 Essex endorsed this iconography and in 1600, convinced that Elizabeth’s 
closest counsellors were conspiring to wreck his reputation and honour, he bitterly 
lamented those forces that struggled to ‘suppress all noble, virtuous, and heroical 
spirits’. As such, his fall from grace in 1601 undercut dramatically the ideal of heroic 
masculinity he seemed to embody and brought into sharp relief the harsh realities 
of late Elizabethan politics.15

Drawing on, as well as responding to, those historical and political exigencies, 
Troilus and Cressida dramatizes, as mentioned previously, the unheroic slaughter of 
Hector by Achilles’ Myrmidons. As noted by Charlotte Coffin, in her survey of 
the status of Achilles in Shakespeare and his contemporaries, ‘the killing of Hector 
definitively shatters his heroic status’.16 Shakespeare’s play fissures, as Matthew 

11	 Philip Stubbes, Anatomy of Abuses, ed. by Margaret Jane Kidnie (Renaissance English Text 
Society, 2002), pp. 59–60.
12	 Dickinson, Court Politics and the Earl of Essex, p. 2.
13	 Alexandra Gajda, The Earl of Essex and Late Elizabethan Politics (Oxford University Press, 2012), 
p. 4.
14	 Gajda, The Earl of Essex, p. 23.
15	 See Bevington, Troilus and Cressida, p. 12. For the specific letter written by Essex to James VI on 
25 December 1600, see Calendar of State Papers relating to Scotland and Mary, Queen of Scots, 1547–1603, 
vol. xiii, pt. 2 (H.M.S.O., 1969), p. 755.
16	 Charlotte Coffin, ‘Achilles’, in Shakespeare’s Classical Mythology, ed. by Valls-Russell and 
Heavey, pp. 16–19.
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Greenfield has contended, the fantasy of a heroic ‘band of brothers’ that plays a 
crucial role in the symbolic forging of a national community.17 At the same time, 
it underscores, I would add, the need for the late Elizabethans to seek alternative 
means of achieving this goal in the twilight years of their monarch’s reign and 
the dawn of a new century that reduced chivalric codes to dated simulacra of an 
idealized past. At the apex of the Elizabethan era, seeking to establish early modern 
England as a warlike, powerful nation and overturn the queen’s unwillingness to 
support their aggressively militant aspirations, distinguished noblemen belonging to 
the Elizabethan war faction repeatedly alluded to this fiction. Sir Walter Raleigh 
warned his compatriots that

we must not suffer it [the sword] to rust, or stick so fast that we shall not be 
able to draw it readily when need requires. We may be assured, that if those 
powerful means whereby we reduced our enemies to the courtesy of seeking 
peace with us were neglected, so as we could not again, upon occasion, readily 
assume the use and benefit of them as we have done; those proud mastering 
spirits, finding us at such advantage, would be more willing to shake us by the 
ears as enemies than to take us by the hands as friends.18

Inevitably, this fiction of male valour clashed with reality. Raleigh was second-in-
command to the Earl of Essex in the Island Voyage expedition to the Azores in 
1597, which turned out to be a failure.19 Essex defied the queen’s orders and pursued 
the Spanish treasure f leet without first defeating the battle f leet, which projected 
an extremely unf lattering image of him. He also fell out with Raleigh and even 
demanded that the latter be court-martialled for insubordination, while Raleigh 
turned from being a friend and ally of Essex to his rival and contributed to his 
downfall. Two years before his infamous trial and execution, Essex experienced the 
greatest failure of his heroic pursuits as the military expedition that he led in Ireland 
to quell the rebellion of the Earl of Tyrone turned into a dismal disaster. It was from 
that time on that he lost the queen’s favour, which he never won back, while his 
image as a military leader and a chivalric model received a fatal blow.

Penned within this historical and political context, Troilus and Cressida offers 
an ironic view of debased and f lawed warriors that projects ‘a sense of national 
barbarism, with a recognition of the self as the despised “other” ’.20 In other words, 
through the dramatization of a wide array of morally corrupt and anti-heroic 
characters, both Greek and Trojan, the play stages English barbarity to urge its 
reform. Troilus and Cressida can be received as suggesting that to forge itself as a 

17	 See Matthew Greenfield, ‘Fragments of Nationalism in Troilus and Cressida’, in Shakespeare’s 
Problem Plays: ‘All’s Well That Ends Well’, ‘Measure for Measure’, ‘Troilus and Cressida’, ed. by Simon 
Barker (Palgrave Macmillan, 2005), pp. 199–222. Cited in Vassiliki Markidou, ‘ “[B]its and greasy 
relics” ’, p. 161.
18	 Patrick Fraser Tytler, Esq., Life of Sir Walter Raleigh (Edinburgh: Oliver & Boyd, 1832), p. 276.
19	 This contrasted strikingly with the great victory Essex had won at Cádiz only a year earlier, 
when he led a glorious attack against the Spanish with the Lord Admiral, Charles Howard. See 
Gajda, The Earl of Essex and Late Elizabethan Politics, p. 6.
20	 Richard Helgerson, Forms of Nationhood: The Elizabethan Writing of England (University of 
Chicago Press, 1992), p. 22.



Ruin and the Trojan War in Troilus and Cressida     83

nation, early modern England needed to think long and hard about its f laws and 
failures as well as build upon a less idealized self-image. In short, a new reality 
could be constructed only through deconstruction of the glorified past. At a critical 
crossroads of English history, when the future seemed to offer little beyond further 
decline, Troilus and Cressida explored implosion as possibly, and paradoxically, the 
best strategy for nation-building.

Within this radical framework, it is hardly surprising that Achilles’ inglorious 
stature in Troilus and Cressida reaches a nadir with Hector’s death, when his 
reputation is irredeemably ruined. Shakespeare’s Achilles bears affinities with the 
notorious image of Essex painted by his critics. While the Earl was agonizing over 
his exile from the court before his abortive uprising, he was suspected by them of 
being ‘a dangerous, destabilizing malcontent, who might aspire to more than the 
role of a subject, and who enjoyed a highly dangerous degree of public sympathy’.21 
In Troilus and Cressida, Achilles, incensed with Agamemnon, clearly undermines 
his authority and status as the commander of the Greek army, assumes the attitude 
of a malcontent, and abstains from his martial duties. As Ulysses notes, instead of 
fighting on the battlefield, Achilles ‘breaks scurril jests’ and holds ‘pageants’ in 
his tent together with his ‘male varlet’ Patroclus (i. 3. 148, 151, v. 1. 15). While 
the latter stages unruly and ‘fusty stuff ’ (i. 3. 161), the former relishes watching it. 
Achilles radically undermines his stock role as a model of heroic masculinity by 
displaying idleness and extreme pride as well as deep disrespect for authority and 
old age. He has no qualms about turning Agamemnon’s ‘topless deputation’ (i. 3. 
152) into a hilarious spectacle and takes hearty pleasure in watching his cousin and 
bedfellow ridicule old Nestor. In contrast to the greatest Trojan warrior, Hector, 
who respectfully calls Nestor a ‘good old chronicle’ (iv. 5. 203) and Ulysses who 
acknowledges him as ‘most reverend for [his] stretched-out-life’ (i. 3. 61), Achilles, 
with Patroclus, laughs at his physical decline. The two cruelly expose how the 
once formidable warrior, worn out by the ‘defects of age’, has become a shadow of 
his former heroic self, and unashamedly mock him: they present him ‘with a palsy 
fumbling on his gorget’ and ‘shak[ing] in and out the rivet’ (i. 3. 172; i. 3. 174–75). 
This irreverence is part of the play’s overall tone; as noted by Tania Demetriou, ‘In 
this ruthlessly de-mythifying play, which puts all exemplarity in crisis, Shakespeare 
cruelly refused to read Nestor in that light’.22

Ulysses’ exposition of Achilles’ destructive follies ensures that we are neither 
shocked nor annoyed when he becomes in turn the object of ridicule of the most 
debased characters of the play: the Trojan patron-to-be of panders and the Greek 
scoundrel. Pandarus calls him ‘a drayman, a porter, a very camel’ (i. 2. 240), while 
Thersites labels him an ‘idol of idiot-worshippers’ (v. 1. 7).23 This iconoclastic 
double blow, though it cannot be taken at face value since it is delivered by the 
aforementioned characters, is followed and reinforced by Hector’s treacherous 

21	 Gajda, The Earl of Essex and Late Elizabethan Politics, p. 9.
22	 Tania Demetriou, ‘Nestor’, in Shakespeare’s Classical Mythology, ed. by Valls-Russell and Heavey, 
pp. 275–77 (p. 276).
23	 Thersites is further discussed in this chapter; see also Warren Chernaik (Chapter 9) in this 
volume.
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death at the hands of the Myrmidons. Achilles’ downfall is thus complete and 
paradoxically makes recollections of his past greatness collapse even more heavily 
over him as well as over the play.

Prior to this state however, and ironically so, it is the discursively wronged 
Nestor who together with Ulysses concocts a plan to crop ‘rank Achilles’ (i. 3. 318), 
that is, to break his excessive pride. Part of this scheme demands that Ulysses discuss 
the effects of time and oblivion with Achilles. In this introspection, the wily King 
of Ithaca methodically dismisses all past certainties and calls upon Achilles, whom 
he addresses as ‘great and complete man’ not to ‘entomb thyself alive | And case 
thy reputation in thy tent’ (iii. 3. 182, iii. 3. 187–88) in order to regain the esteem 
of his comrades-in-arms. He thus presents Achilles as a malingerer who undermines 
the frail memory of past heroic deeds given the passage of time, the inevitability of 
decay, and the transience of human existence. The aim is to persuade Achilles to 
resume ‘heroical’ action and he will indeed return to the battlefield, albeit not in 
a heroic mode.

Within the context of such a politically disenchanted world, Agamemnon 
articulates the paradoxical concurrence of self-negation and self-assertion. In his 
warm welcome of his chief enemy, Hector, as ‘worthy of arms’, the Greek general 
also points out that ‘what’s past and what’s to come is strewed with husks | And 
formless ruin of oblivion’ (iv. 5. 164; iv. 5. 167–68).24 Agamemnon voices the will 
to actualize one’s heroic potentiality while acknowledging the gap between heroic 
aspiration and its materialization, which is dramatically highlighted by the obliterated 
remainders and reminders of such a struggle. Hence, the proleptic wreckage of Troy 
and the phantasmatic remains of the Trojan War heroes’ reputations constitute the 
canvas on which Troilus and Cressida paints both the harsh scepticism of glorified 
military violence and the sinister anticipation of human ruination.

The trope of the ruin, connected with the instability of reputation, is a pivotal 
component not only of the war plot of the play but of its main love plot as well. 
Following sexual consummation with Troilus and before her enforced transfer 
to the Greek camp, Cressida imagines herself as a degenerate future version of 
her present self. In her vision of anticipated decline, she projects herself as the 
prospective model of fallen, adulterous womanhood. She swears:

If I be false, or swerve a hair from truth, 
When time is old and hath forgot itself, 
When waterdrops have worn the stones of Troy, 
And blind oblivion swallowed cities up, 
And mighty states characterless are grated 
To dusty nothing, yet let memory, 
From false to false, among false maids in love, 
Upbraid my falsehood! 

24	 As the editors of Ruins in the Anglo-American Literary and Cultural Imagination point out in their 
introduction, ‘It is in the nature of the ruin to always oscillate between the before and after, standing, 
both temporally and spatially, at a liminal point of in-between-ness’. See Efterpi Mitsi, Anna 
Despotopoulou, Stamatina Dimakopoulou and Emmanouil Aretoulakis, Ruins in the Anglo-American 
Literary and Cultural Imagination (Palgrave Macmillan, 2019), p. 6.
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[...] 
Yea, let them say, to stick the heart of falsehood, 
‘As false as Cressid’. (iii. 2. 179–86, 190–91)

Although she argues — and seeks to persuade herself — that she will be steadfast 
in her feelings for Troilus, Cressida proleptically posits her unfaithfulness as the 
single thing that will be remembered about her amid all-sweeping ‘oblivion’ which 
is ‘blind’ to personal and collective fates alike, reducing to ‘dusty nothing’ an 
individual’s redeeming features and the past glory and walls of cities and states. She 
thus associates the fallen and shattered woman she will be remembered as with the 
destruction of Troy, while projecting what has already been fixed as her identity, 
namely that of the archetypal unfaithful female.

Cressida’s speech combines the prophetic dread of Cassandra’s visions and the 
trope of the ravished female body as a conquered city that loomed large in the 
early modern English imagination. On the stage, a play that graphically viewed the 
destruction of a city as rape was the anonymous A Larum for London, which was 
probably performed by the Lord Chamberlain’s Men in 1599 and printed in 1602.25 
A Larum for London dramatizes the sack of the Dutch city of Antwerp by Spanish 
troops in 1576, which ‘caught and held the English imagination as no other foreign 
disaster was able to do’.26 The play employs the trope of the besieged and sacked 
city as the ravaged body of a female, fusing military and sexual violence in an 
imagery of ruins. Antwerp is caught up in a ‘bloud be-sprinckled warre, | Who... 
with his Gamballes overthrowes huge buildings, | Mingle their totter’d ruynes, 
with the limmes | And clotted bloud of many thousand soules’ (sig. D4v). At the 
same time, the city is painted as a lascivious female by the Tarquin-like besieger, 
as if to legitimate the assault: ‘Oh she is amorous as the wanton ayre, [...] | She 
must be Courted, mary her selfe inuites, | And beckons us unto her sportfull bed’ 
(sig. A3r). ‘Forc’t | To strip her of her pouches, and on the backes | Of Spanish 
soldiers, hang her costliest roabes’ (sig. A2r) in a powerful depiction of sordid military 
violence: ‘Down some backe way, and ever as we need | Be this our meeting place, 
till Antwerp bleed’ (sig. A4r). While A Larum appealed to anti-Spanish sentiment, it 
called upon early modern Londoners to bear in mind that the sack of Antwerp ‘may 
be a meane all Cities to affright | How they in sinne and pleasure take delight’ so 
as to avoid experiencing a ‘like misery’ (sig. G2r).

In Shakespeare’s poem, The Rape of Lucrece (1594), Lucrece is repeatedly conf lated 
with a besieged and conquered city. Resolved to rape her, Tarquin ‘marched on to 
make his stand | On her bare breast, the heart of all her land’ (438–39). He resembles 
a ‘rude ram’ about to ‘batter’ the ‘ivory wall’ of her ‘breast’ (463–64) in order ‘to 
make the breach and enter this sweet city’ (469).27 Following her ravishment, 

25	 A Larum for London or the Siege of Antwerp with the Ventrous Actes and Valorous Deeds of the Lame 
Soldier (William Ferbrand, 1602).
26	 Patricia A. Cahill, Unto the Breach: Martial Formations, Historical Trauma, and the Early Modern 
Stage (Oxford University Press, 2008), p. 166. See also William S. Maltby, The Black Legend in 
England: The Development of Anti-Spanish Sentiment, 1558–1660 (Duke University Press, 1971), p. 52.
27	 All references to Lucrece are to The Arden Shakespeare Complete Works, ed. by Richard Proudfoot, 
Ann Thompson and David Scott Kastan (Bloomsbury, 2011 [1998]); hereafter cited parenthetically in 
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Lucrece describes herself as having been ‘robbed and ransacked by injurious theft’ 
(838). Later on, contemplating a painting of Troy, she compares Sinon to Tarquin 
and herself to Priam: like him, ‘my Troy did perish’ (1547). The identification of her 
ravished body with the iconic ravaged city of the Trojan War is thus both complete 
and dramatically underlined. Moreover, before her rape takes place, Tarquin 
blackmails Lucrece to submit to his lust by threatening to murder both her and a 
servant, place him in her ‘dead arms’ and swear that he killed the Roman dame’s 
‘worthless slave’ when he saw her embracing him (517, 515). He highlights that this 
course of action would ruin Collatine’s reputation and that of their issue since they 
will be branded with ‘bastardy’. He also paints a bleak image of Lucrece’s posterity: 
‘And thou, the author of their [her issue’s] obloquy, | Shalt have thy trespass cited 
up in rhymes, | And sung by children in succeeding times.’ (522, 523–25). He thus 
projects the forging of a future oral tradition that will perpetuate as well as reinforce 
her wrecked reputation.

While A Larum for London makes no reference to Troy, its dramatization of 
the destruction of Antwerp and the destruction of Troy as recalled in Lucrece and 
insistently anticipated in Troilus and Cressida may well have invited parallels in 
readers and spectators, adding significance to Cressida’s words, when her vision of 
destruction widens out beyond Troy, with ‘blind oblivion swallow[ing] cities up, | 
And mighty states characterless are grated | To dusty nothing’. In parallel to this, 
Cressida envisions the bleakest possible future for herself if she does not live up to 
her oath of faithful love. This vision bears a striking affinity with that painted by 
Tarquin in Lucrece. The trope of (female) ruination and its reinforcement through a 
later oral tradition mark both Shakespearean texts; yet while in The Rape of Lucrece 
and A Larum for London this dovetailing is viewed from a male perspective (that of 
the aggressor/rapist), in Troilus and Cressida it is presented from a female perspective 
(a victim of patriarchy and subsequent victimizer through her, albeit limited, 
agency).

Following Cressida’s introspection, her uncle, Pandarus, pursues the elaboration 
of the stereotype, casting his niece as the symbol of female falsity, and presents 
it as part of an indissoluble triad of ruined reputations: ‘Let all constant men be 
Troiluses, all false women Cressids, and all brokers-between panders!’ (iii. 2. 
197–99). As David Bevington notes, ‘although Pandarus asks what will happen if 
the two lovers prove “false to one another” (194), implying an inconstant rather 
than a constant Troilus, he in fact supposes that it is the woman who will prove 
inconstant’.28 Indeed, Pandarus claims that if Cressida is to turn into the emblem 
of female infidelity, Troilus will become the icon of constant men whose hearts 
are broken by faithless lovers and he, Pandarus, will fall from the condition of 
Trojan nobleman to that of patron to abject panders. Troilus builds on this trope 
of dissolution by railing at ‘the fractions of [Cressida’s] faith, orts of her love, | 
The fragments, scraps, the bits and greasy relics | Of her o’ereaten faith, [which] 
are bound to Diomed’ once he sees her dallying with the Greek commander 

the text.
28	 Bevington, Troilus and Cressida, p. 265, n. 197.
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(v. 2. 165–67). The Trojan prince is unable to see that his former lover is struggling 
to carve out her position in the new environment in which she has been placed 
following her enforced dislocation, which has occurred with his own, albeit 
discreetly unwilling, consent. Instead, he reads what he sees as a clear indication 
of female infidelity as a rich skein of fragmentation, dissolution, and decay that 
hinders the knitting together of the affective and the carnal.29 This destruction is 
complete once Cressida gives Diomedes the sleeve that Troilus had offered her as a 
love token. In Troilus’s mind, by doing so, she transforms a relished memento into 
a lamentable relic of their love affair as well as a misleading object, a marker of false 
promises, since she has turned, in his view, from a cherished lover to an unfaithful 
female. The glove that Cressida had given Troilus as her love token in exchange 
for his, and which, as she tells Diomedes, the Trojan prince ‘takes [...], | And gives 
memorial dainty kisses to it — | As I kiss thee’, is relegated from a venerated object 
to yet another remainder of their broken relationship and a repulsively false token 
(v. 2. 85–87). Ruination here functions on two levels, namely as a metonymic and 
a mnemonic device.

In Troilus’s mindscape, Cressida falls from a desired maiden and a worshipped 
beloved to a debauched female, a whore, while he suffers the sad state of a 
humiliated cuckold. Troilus and Cressida’s broken bond henceforth evokes 
forcefully that between Helen and Menelaus, which constitutes ‘the quarrel’ of the 
Trojan War (i. 1. 10). As the railer, Thersites, announces: ‘[a]ll the argument is a 
whore and a cuckold; a good quarrel to draw emulous factions and bleed to death 
upon’ (ii. 3. 69–71). However, while the comparison between Menelaus and Troilus 
is implied, the one between Helen and Cressida is explicit.30 When Cressida enters 
the Greek camp and Ulysses proposes that she should be welcomed by being kissed 
‘in general’, Menelaus makes a bitter remark that could easily have been delivered 
by Troilus following Cressida’s encounter with Diomedes: ‘I had good argument for 
kissing once’ (iv. 5. 22, 27). Such suggested parallels between Menelaus and Troilus 
contrast with the connections that are clearly traced between Helen and Cressida. 
Thersites labels Cressida a whore as well (in v. 2. 200). Troilus and Pandarus 
associate her with Helen (i. 1. 96, ii. 2. 81–83; and i. 1. 71–73 respectively); and 
in the conversation that Cressida’s uncle strikes up with a servant, the two female 
characters are rendered indistinguishable (iii. 1. 29–33).31 They also appear both 
as shattered objects and calamitous agents: Helen is castigated as a ‘contaminated 

29	 Fittingly, while witnessing Cressida’s dallying with Diomedes and her offer of his own sleeve 
to the Greek warrior, Troilus exclaims that ‘this is and is not Cressid’ and contends that ‘the spacious 
breadth of this division | Admits no orifex for a point as subtle | As Ariachne’s broken woof to enter’ 
(v. 2. 153, 157–59, emphasis mine). He thus conf lates Arachne and Ariadne, both associated with ‘the 
working of yarn though spinning and weaving, an essentially female task, which is usually confined 
in the intimate sphere of the home, but through which they challenge the established order, whether 
out of pride or love’ and moves on to relegate Cressida ‘to an arachnean “five-finger” instrument’. 
See Janice Valls-Russell’s entry, ‘Ariachne [Arachne]’, in Shakespeare’s Classical Mythology, ed. by 
Valls-Russell and Heavey, pp. 54–55 (pp. 54, 55).
30	 On the complex, multi-faceted representations of Helen in early modern culture, see Alison 
Findlay (Chapter 7) in this volume.
31	 This point is made in Vassiliki Markidou, ‘ “[B]its and greasy relics” ’, p. 246, n. 6.
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carrion’, a rotten and infectious corpse, for whom so many ‘Greeks and Trojans 
suffered death’, while Cressida is labelled a repellent prostitute, a ‘commodious 
drab’, who will be Troilus’s ‘bane’, or ruin (iv. 1. 73, 76; v. 2. 201; iv. 2. 94). Ulysses 
conf lates them in a single image of repulsive carnality by making the following 
request to his fellow Greeks: ‘Set them down | For sluttish spoils of opportunity | 
And daughters of the game’ (iv. 5. 62–64). Ironically, by accusing these two women 
of ‘wide unclasp[ing] the tables of their thoughts | To every tickling reader’ (iv. 5. 
61–62), he produces a fixed and highly biased reading of them in his patriarchally 
informed conduct book which he calls upon his comrades-in-arms to co-write 
with him in order to strengthen their homosocial ties. Ulysses’ undermining of the 
reputations of Helen and Cressida underscores the arbitrariness of gender norms, 
roles, and expectations.

Troilus and Cressida also invites the audience(s) to distance themselves from the 
misogynistic discourse by shifting their perspective. In other words, it generates 
diverse sites of resistance to gender norms and conventions through its focus on 
the — albeit limited and finally circumscribed — agency of its female characters. 
Through her witty dialogue with her uncle prior to the teichoscopia scene (i. 
2. 40–170), as they watch the warriors returning from the battlefield, Cressida 
consistently outdoes him and emerges as the winner of this linguistic joust. Within 
this process, she compartmentalizes Troilus discursively, turning tables on the 
stock Petrarchan dismemberment of the female body. In particular, she responds 
to Pandarus’s statement that Troilus ‘has not past three or four hairs on his chin’ 
by retorting that ‘a tapster’s arithmetic may soon bring his particulars therein 
to a total’ (i. 2. 108–10). Through this acerbic reply, Cressida debases the young 
Trojan aristocrat by linking him both to crude sexuality (as she also does with her 
comments on his ‘cloven chin’ and on his having turned to a ‘lifter’, for example, 
i. 2. 115, 113) and, as Bevington notes, ‘to the simplest kind of tavern reckoning’.32 
Also during the teichoscopia scene, Cressida articulates her full awareness and ironic 
undercutting of gender conventions. To Pandarus’s complaint that ‘One knows not 
at what ward you lie’ (i. 2. 249–50), she retorts:

Upon my back to defend my belly, upon my wit to defend my wiles, upon my 
secrecy to defend mine honesty, my mask to defend my beauty, and you to 
defend all these: and at all these wards I lie, at a thousand watches. (i. 2. 251–55)

Cressida’s response reveals both her wit and her awareness of the dangers of a ruined 
reputation and future if she lets down her guard regarding sexual politics. She also 
underscores her male protector’s superficiality and theatricality by exclaiming that 
‘But more in Troilus thousandfold I see | Than in the glass of Pandar’s praise may 
be’ (i. 2. 275–76). Assuming a role conventionally attributed to male characters, she 
offers a didactic message: ‘Therefore this maxim out of love I teach: | Achievement 
is command; ungained, beseech’ (i. 2. 283–84, emphasis mine). She thus exposes 
the constructed nature and fragility of gender stereotypes, even if she cannot erase 
them.

32	 Bevington, Troilus and Cressida, pp. 168–69, n. 109.
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Helen, closely linked, as already mentioned, to Cressida, also displays great wit 
in her linguistic exchange with Pandarus in the presence of Paris. In Act iii, Scene 
1, she repeats Cressida’s earlier discursive victory over Pandarus by hammering his 
successive attempts to f latter her with wordplay that leaves no room to question 
his falsity. Correspondingly, Paris reminds us of Troilus’s ‘unarm[ing]’ due to his 
love pangs for Cressida as he admits: ‘I would fain have armed today, but my Nell 
would not have it so’ (iii. 1. 130–31). Once more, heroic masculinity is warped and 
female agency foregrounded, even if it is finally curtailed when Hector demands 
of Andromache that she cease in her attempts, driven by her ominous dreams, to 
inf luence him against meeting Achilles’ challenge and finally orders, ‘Get you in’, 
before meeting his end (v. 3. 4).

Masculine virility, conventionally associated with heroic manhood, is also 
undercut by Cressida’s witty remark that the performance of masculinity in 
bed is always less than what is promised in the wooing (iii. 2. 81–85). Prior to 
consummation with Troilus, she thus foregrounds the male fear par excellence, which 
Pandarus had already referred to seconds earlier in his advice to Troilus: ‘Words pay 
no debts; give her deeds. But she’ll bereave you o’ the deeds too, if she call your 
activity in question’ (iii. 2. 54–56).

In the male-dominated world of the play, however, sooner or later female 
characters are silenced, as is the case with Andromache, or labelled as either mad, 
as happens to Cassandra when she graphically foretells Troy’s fall and defeat, or 
whorish as is repeatedly the case with both Helen and Cressida. In each of these 
cases, pressure threatens to reduce the female characters to animated wrecks, and 
the only way to survive such violence and ruination is to become a fragmentary, 
hence malleable figure. Thus, it is, I contend, within the framework of the sustained 
disjunctions of Troilus and Cressida and its effects that one can decode the seemingly 
senseless claim of Cressida that ‘I have a kind of self resides with you, | But an 
unkind self that itself will leave | To be another’s fool’ (iii. 2. 143–45). To cope with 
her enforced social and psychological breakdown, Cressida has to transform herself 
into a shifting signifier, a mélange of fragments.

In this crumbling psychic and collective landscape, only Thersites’ railing 
crescendos betraying his ‘pleasure of ruins’ can be heard.33 Faithful to his insatiable 
desire for destroying appearances, statuses, and fictions, the Greek, the ‘ruinous 
butt’ and ‘whoreson indistinguishable cur’ (v. 1. 27–28), as described by Patroclus, 
abuses discursively both the Greeks and the Trojans ad infinitum. His brazen gaze 
deconstructs nearly all the other characters of the play, while his scathing discourse 
weaves an entropic image of fragmentation and alienation. True to his role as an 
agent of destruction, Thersites refers to Achilles acrimoniously as ‘thou full dish of 
fool’; commodifies Patroclus as an ‘idle immaterial skein of sleave-silk’; claims that 
Agamemnon ‘has not so much brain as ear-wax’; and announces that he would ‘care 
not to be the louse of a lazar so I were not Menelaus’. He also stigmatizes Cressida 

33	 I am citing this phrase out of context as it constitutes the title of Rose Macaulay’s study 
of classical ruins and what they mean to western culture. See Rose Macaulay, Pleasure of Ruins 
(Weidenfeld and Nicolson, 1953).
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as a ‘concupy’ and dismisses Troilus as a ‘scurvy doting foolish young knave’ (v. 1. 8; 
v. 1. 29–30; v. 1. 51; v. 1. 63–64; v. 2. 184; v. 4. 3–4), while he fully demystifies the 
heroic allure of the Trojan War by exclaiming: ‘Now the dry serpigo on the subject, 
and war and lechery confound all!’ (ii. 3. 71–72). By turning the other characters 
of the play and the gravity of the Trojan War into a rubble of bygone and f loating 
signifiers, Thersites invites as well as demands different interpretations. Before a 
new reality is constructed, the (decrepit) past needs to be destroyed and no other 
character is more effective in doing so than Thersites.

True to its deconstruction of myths and conventions, Troilus and Cressida ends 
by shattering the spectators’ last presumptions. To do so, this highly acerbic play 
employs once again the trope of the ruin. Pandarus, who has served as a go-between 
to Troilus and Cressida, assumes here the role of the Epilogue. Although one of 
the stock functions of the Epilogue was to offer didactic messages, Pandarus 
eschews didactics. Rather than providing a moral lesson, he appears as a heavily ill, 
infectious pander, a residue of illicit sexuality and political corruption that ref lects 
a body politic sapped by ‘traitors and bawds’ (v. 11. 37). What is more, instead of 
abiding by the conventional request for applause, the debased, syphilitic Trojan 
mockingly proclaims the spectators ‘brethren and sisters of the hold-door trade’ 
(v. 11. 51). He goes on to expose what he views as their hypocritical morality (‘set 
this in your painted clothes’) and corruption (by addressing them as ‘good traders 
in the f lesh’ and calling upon them to lament their ‘aching bones’); and finally, in 
a witty conf lation of legal and medical discourse, he promises to ‘bequeath you 
my diseases’ (v. 11. 45, 50, 56). Pandarus’s uncanny premortem statement evokes 
the human concern with relinquishing control that death brings and pairs it with 
the loss of bodily and moral integrity. It also renounces the epilogue’s function of 
mediating the spectators’ leap out of the fictional world of drama into the ‘real’ 
world. Through its final note of physical and moral dissolution, Shakespeare’s 
drama disallows any kind of comfort, consolation, or easy escape from the grim 
realities of a world of extreme uncertainty. Troilus and Cressida, a palimpsest of 
literary remnants of diverse eras — classical, medieval, and early modern — 
showcases an impressive array of ruin representations as sites of resistance that both 
challenge and critique nationalist and gender ideology as a prerequisite to strategic 
reconstruction(s). Although devoid of the blasted heaths and crumbling castles that 
appear in other Shakespearean war-themed plays, Troilus and Cressida f launts a wide 
and complex annihilation that breaks up old certainties while it discloses effectively 
and comments critically upon the idealizations, inequities, and abuses related to the 
uncertainties of early modern reality.

I am grateful to The Special Account for Research Grants, National and 
Kapodistrian University of Athens, for enabling me to participate in the 2018 
International Shakespeare Conference (Shakespeare Institute, Stratford-upon-
Avon, 22–27 July 2018) and present an earlier version of this contribution at the 
‘Shakespeare and War’ Seminar.


