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INTRODUCTION

v

Why Troy Matters: A Dual Perspective

Francesca Rayner and Janice Valls-Russell

Fuimus Troes, fuit Ilium (Aen. ii. 324). Four words. ‘We were Trojans, Ilion was’ 
— once. No longer. Those are the words, borrowed from Apollo’s priest in Troy, 
that Aeneas uses to define himself and his bedraggled band of followers before 
the Carthaginian queen Dido and her court. Having f led burning Troy and 
the victorious Greeks, they bear with them the burden of memory, the duty of 
remembrance, the mission of relocation. Aeneas’s account of the fall of Troy after 
his discovery of its depiction on the walls of a temple (i. 441–93) draws attention 
to two levels of temporality in the way Virgil positions the Aeneid in relation to 
its foundational epic matter. The story of the city’s fate had rippled around the 
Mediterranean and entered the realm of myth and art even while the hero of 
the epic simultaneously gives his own version of the story from his immediate 
perspective as a survivor. Virgil thus overlaps an unknown artist’s interpretation 
of a collective myth and a first-person narrative which acknowledges personal and 
national loss. So doing, Virgil invites us to recall Homer’s Troy and its inhabitants, 
focusing on the tragic moment of destruction that intervenes between the Iliad and 
the Odyssey — rather in the same way as Andromache, whom Aeneas meets later 
in the epic (iii. 489–91), poignantly rediscovers her son’s features in those of his 
cousin Ascanius and, through her recollection of her boy’s tragic fate and her own 
bondage, taps into Euripides’ Trojan Women and Hecuba. Tania Demetriou reminds 
us that

The discovery of Homer was first a ‘rediscovery backwards’ of the Homer 
already known — referred to, quoted and imitated by other authors and 
completely ‘assimilated’ by Virgil [...] In discovering Homer it is the known 
that is first rediscovered.1

Simultaneously, Aeneas, who knows not who he is other than that he is no longer a 
Trojan, is the passeur of his city’s memory, the mediator of a literary tradition, even 
as he prepares to become the founder and builder of a new culture and empire. 
Glancing back while working for the future, he initiates the transfer of Troy to 
Rome, the translatio imperii, which will pursue its westward trajectory as medieval 

1	 Tania Demetriou, ‘ “Strange appearance”: The Reception of Homer in Renaissance England’ 
(unpublished doctoral dissertation, University of Cambridge, 2008), pp. 33–34.
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accounts of the fall of Troy provide material European rulers will turn to in search 
of genealogies intended to give their reigns and lineages mythological anchorage.2 
The transfer, though, is not without risk: Lucan’s account of Julius Caesar’s visit 
to the ruins of Troy, imitating in this Alexander the Great, and his oath to rebuild 
the city in Rome as the heir of Aeneas, is not without irony since he will be 
assassinated.3

Down the ages, reconnecting with Troy has been an ongoing process of 
‘rediscovery backwards’ of what is known, quoted, imitated and deconstructed, and 
this is especially true of the two periods this volume invites readers to explore, early 
modern Europe and present-day Europe. The popularity of the myth of the Trojan 
War was already fundamental to the fashioning of historiographical discourses 
in the Middle Ages — medieval chroniclers viewed the ‘gest de Troy’ and the 
Bible as jointly structuring the ladder of the world’s history.4 This principle of a 
universal chronicle, which included Biblical and mythological matter in the same 
chronology, was popularized by Ranulph Higden’s fourteenth-century Polychronicon 
and updated in Thomas Lanquet and Thomas Cooper’s Tudor Chronicle, which ran 
through several, updated, editions. These were still in use in the early seventeenth 
century, as appears in the full title of Thomas Heywood’s epic-historical poem, 
Troia Britanica: Or, Great Britaines Troy. A Poem Devided in XVII. severall Cantons, 
intermixed with many pleasant Poeticall Tales. Concluding with an Universall Chronicle 
from the Creation, untill the present Times. In The Relation of a Journey begun an. Dom. 
1610, George Sandys dates the fall of Troy ‘in the yeere of the World 2784 and 
second of Abdons government of Israel’.5 The resurgence and wider accessibility of 
classical texts through circulation in print, commentaries and translations, alongside 
a medieval tradition that provided the presses with readily available matter 
ensured that the myth of Troy not only retained its status in Europe but gained in 
f lamboyance between the 1450s and the 1650s. It continued to be used as a culturally 
attractive and politically opportune foundation myth for rulers, at a convenient 
distance from the religious and factious conf licts that threatened their legitimacy. 
Although the historical evidence of Trojan genealogies came to be increasingly 
questioned, Troy retained its enduring mythological appeal. Its glory, long war 

2	 On ‘the [arduous] path that translatio imperii and its attendant cultural prestige took to reach 
Tudor and Stuart England’, see Heather James, Shakespeare’s Troy: Drama, Politics and the Translation of 
War (Cambridge University Press, 1997), pp. 7–13, 20–24 (the quotation is taken from page 21). On 
translatio imperii in Edmund Spenser’s The Faerie Queene, see David Galbraith, Architectonics of Imitation 
in Spenser, Daniel and Drayton (University of Toronto Press, 2000), Chapter 3.
3	 Lucan, Civil War (Pharsalia), trans. by J. D. Duff, Loeb Classical Library 220 (Harvard University 
Press, 1928), ix. 950–1005.
4	 Francis Ingledew quotes the dream reported by the fourteenth-century knight Sir Thomas Gray 
in his Scalacronica, in which a Sibyl ‘takes him to a ladder leaning against a high wall in an orchard’ 
and sets him the task of writing a history; at the foot of the ladder lie two books, ‘the Bible and the 
“gest de Troy” ’: ‘in providing an image of their historiographical equivalence, the Sibyl objectifies 
Troy’s importance in European historical discourse since the twelfth century’; ‘The Book of Troy 
and the Genealogical Construction of History: The Case of Geoffrey of Monmouth’s Historia Regum 
Britanniae’, Speculum, 69.3 (1994), pp. 665–704 (pp. 665, 666).
5	 George Sandys, The Relation of a Journey begun an. Dom. 1610 (W. Barrett, 1615).
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and final defeat provided rhetorical and humanist models; the city’s rise and fall, 
the gods’ interventions and the fates of its numerous characters inspired countless 
romances, plays, ballads and a whole range of responses, from epic and tragedy 
to satire; tapestries, paintings, ceramics and other visual arts singled out moments 
like the Judgement of Paris, the fight of Hector and Ajax, or the entrance of the 
Trojan Horse in the city; early travel accounts coloured by classical representations 
meditated on ruins that were believed to be those of Troy. The stories associated 
with or emanating from Troy radiated outwards, reaching widening circles of 
audiences. Strikingly, a similar fascination with Troy runs through the twentieth 
and twenty-first centuries. Archaeological expeditions have provided the thrill of 
recovery. Simultaneously the focus has shifted to the fragments of the Trojan mirror 
that can be held up, in plays, essays, novels, films, videogames, to issues of global 
conf lict, genocide, women and children as victims of war, exile.

In the late sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries, as in the twentieth and 
early twenty-first, poets, dramatists, philosophers and scholars have anatomized 
contemporary crises by looking back on the physical and cultural erasure of 
Troy. What both periods share is a view that the matter of Troy, with its tensions 
and contradictions, is relevant to national and/or world issues: Troy reached the 
early modern period through the fruitful interaction of competing classical texts, 
vernacular translations and medieval narratives. Twenty-first century engagements 
with Troy are fashioned by the twentieth century’s departure from a canonical 
reverence for classical antiquity that prevailed during the previous two centuries. 
The modernist self-consciousness and disillusion that f lourished in the shadow 
of World War I and the post-modern deconstruction that marked the aftermath 
of World War II are being requalified to embrace an affective turn in critical 
scholarship, which can be equally relevant whether looking at early modern or 
twenty-first-century engagements with Troy: where Erasmus’s translation into 
Latin of Euripides’ Hecuba and Iphigenia at Aulis helped to unlock access to the 
dramatization of the women of Troy’s fates in the sixteenth century, contemporary 
dramatists and directors are inviting rediscoveries of Euripides’ plays in adaptations 
and productions, as discussed later. Today, as in Shakespeare’s time, the paradigms 
of cultural production and consumption invite distanced, ironic reassessments of 
heroism alongside humanist or emotion-driven responses to individual fates trapped 
in collective upheavals that threaten to destabilize foundational landmarks and 
values.

Departing from more usual synchronic, diachronic or theme-driven approaches, 
this volume offers instances of what one might term presentist inf lections of Troy 
across those two periods in four sections: re-envisioning Troy; reshaping identity 
through Troy; re-playing Troy; returning to Troy. Its twelve chapters are framed 
by this introduction, which offers necessarily incomplete and therefore personal 
samples of early modern and contemporary takes on Troy, and a coda.

Readers will discover a wide range of perspectives on the late medieval and early 
modern world. Introduced by Casey Dué’s comparatist survey of Homer and present 
reworkings (Chapter 1), contributions bring to light a humanist civic programme in 
the court of Burgundy (Yves Peyré in Chapter 2); praise civic Jacobean trade and 
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crafts in their fashioning of London as the new Troy (Charlotte Coffin in Chapter 
3); recall how the imminence of the city’s destruction runs through Troilus and 
Cressida (Vassiliki Markidou in Chapter 4); read in Britain’s appropriation of the 
myth the fashioning of a national and racial identity ( Joseph Bowling in Chapter 
5). Marion Wynne-Davies considers Jane Lumley’s translation of Iphigenia at Aulis 
as a site-responsive adaptation (Chapter 6). Alison Findlay’s exploration of early 
modern texts contemporaneous with Shakespeare focuses on Helen and draws 
topical connections (Chapter 7). Janice Valls-Russell looks at Shakespeare’s 1 & 2 
Henry VI, where the vision of Troy is both summoned and blurred in a context 
of civil war (Chapter 8). Warren Chernaik investigates the figure of Thersites 
(Chapter 9). Both Chernaik and Findlay offer crossovers between the early modern 
period and the twentieth and twenty-first centuries which saw an ongoing probing 
of the present through Troy which ranged from intellectual engagements in 
wartime (Simone Weil’s L’‘Iliade’ ou le poème de la force, discussed in Chapter 1, and 
Rachel Bespaloff ’s De l’‘Iliade’)6 to stagings of Shakespeare’s plays: the resonance 
of Hamlet’s ‘What is Hecuba to him, or he to Hecuba?’ when cultural freedom 
is increasingly under surveillance is discussed by Natália Pikli in Chapter 10. The 
issues of identity that began to emerge in the sixteenth century, as argued by Joseph 
Bowling in Chapter 5, find resonance in Chapter 11, where Myla Skeiker and Fadi 
Skeiker examine — and question — the use of Euripides’ The Trojan Women as a 
template for drama therapy with Syrian women. How the Trojan War affected the 
women trapped in the conf lict — discussed by Findlay from the perspective of early 
modern representations of Helen in Chapter 7 — drives the action in Marina Carr’s 
Hecuba, which is discussed by Francesca Rayner in Chapter 12. Ultimately, (re)
turning to Troy and the Trojan War means embracing, rather than shunning, one’s 
own rootedness in a particular geographical and cultural moment: late fifteenth-
century Burgundy, Elizabethan England, seventeenth-century Britain; war-racked 
twentieth-century Europe; twenty-first century Hungary, Ireland and Syria.

In his introduction to La Voix des mythes, Yves Peyré suggests that there are

architectures which [...] enable [humankind] to know itself and understand 
its universe, which help it to organize, clarify, formulate, transcend, perhaps 
survive, the anxieties and conf licts that tear it apart.7

Among those mental ‘architectures’, Troy exerts a singular power, which Simone 
Weil links to the city’s fate: ‘The entire Iliad is overclouded by the worst of human 
calamities — the destruction of a city’.8 Buried in the smoking ruins of desolate 
Troy (‘eversae [...] fumantia Troiae | excidia’, Aeneid, x. 45–46)9 are memories of 

6	 The two essays are published jointly in War and the Iliad, ed. by Christopher Benfey, trans. by 
Mary McCarthy (New York Review Books, 2005 [2003]). Weil’s essay was first published in 1940, 
under the pseudonym Émile Novis, an anagram of her name, and Bespaloff ’s in 1943. References to 
Weil are to James P. Holoka’s bilingual edition: Holoka (ed. and trans.), Simone Weil’s The ‘Iliad’ or 
the Poem of Force: A Critical Edition (Peter Lang, 2005 [2003]).
7	 Yves Peyré, La Voix des mythes dans la tragédie élisabéthaine (CNRS Éditions, 1996), p. 7.
8	 Weil (ed. by Holoka), The ‘Iliad’ or the Poem of Force, §76, p. 65. ‘Toute l’Iliade est sous l’ombre 
du malheur le plus grand qui soit parmi les hommes, la destruction d’une cité’, §76, p. 39.
9	 Virgil, Eclogues. Georgics. Aeneid, trans. by H. Rushton Fairclough, rev. by G. P. Goold, 2 vols, 
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treachery, stories of friendship and love, f leeting evocations of domesticity, the pain 
of loss, all of which allow a multiplicity of entry points and variants. As acknowledged 
by Charles and Michelle Martindale, ‘The story of Troy, first set forth in Homer 
and subsequently the subject of innumerable reworkings, is perhaps the greatest 
secular story of the Western World’.10 Understanding this radiating inf luence and 
appreciating the choices underlying reworkings implies understanding the historical 
and cultural contexts in which they f lourished. Archaeological expeditions may 
have identified the Bronze Age site of Troy, yet Troy is continually remodelled by 
those who remember it and endlessly replay its glory and destruction. Why and how 
Troy mattered in late medieval and early modern Europe differs from why and how 
Troy matters today: it is from a knowledge of those differences that crossovers may 
be discerned and further explored by readers beyond the covers of this volume, as 
invited by Evgeniia Ganberg in the coda.

Why Troy Mattered in Late Medieval and Early Modern Europe

Writing about Thomas Heywood’s Apology for Actors, which was published in 
1612, Tanya Pollard notes that his ‘imagined models, Hector, Troilus, and Priam, 
return to the original birthplace of both epic and drama, the Trojan War’.11 They 
reached Britain, like the rest of Europe, through two traditions, the classical and the 
medieval. The circulation of medieval readings throughout Europe gained impetus 
with Guido delle Colonne’s Historia destructionis Troiae (1287), of which an important 
number of manuscripts circulated and were copied and translated until the work found 
its way into print as early as 1474 in Augsburg, from the press of Johann Bämler.12 
Guido claimed that his Historia was reliably based on the late antique accounts of 
Dares the Phrygian (De Excidiso Troiae Historia, fifth or sixth century ce) and Dictys 
the Cretan (Ephemeris Belli Troiani, fourth century ce), pseudo-eyewitnesses of the 
war who supposedly wrote respectively from the Trojan and Greek perspectives.13 
Guido accessed those texts principally through Benoît de Sainte-Maure’s Roman 
de Troie (c. 1160), a much-expanded version in verse of Dares and Dictys, which 
includes the erotic story (among others) that inf luenced Boccaccio’s Il Filostrato 

Loeb Classical Library 63 and 64 (Harvard University Press, 1999–2000 [1916–18]).
10	 Charles and Michelle Martindale, Shakespeare and the Uses of Antiquity: An Introductory Essay 
(Routledge, 1994 [1990]), p. 93. For a richly documented and illustrated survey of Troy in the arts, 
see Margaret R. Scherer, The Legends of Troy in Art and Literature (Phaidon, 1963).
11	 Tanya Pollard, ‘Acting Like Greeks’, in Thomas Heywood and the Classical Tradition, ed. by Tania 
Demetriou and Janice Valls-Russell (Manchester University Press, 2021), pp. 229–43 (p. 236).
12	 The Incunabula Short Title Catalogue lists thirty-two print-runs across Europe between 1474 
and 1510–15, <https://data.cerl.org/istc/>. As Charlotte Coffin notes in Chapter 3, Mary Elizabeth 
Meek estimates that there may have been one hundred and fifty manuscripts in circulation: Guido 
delle Colonne, Historia Destructionis Troiae, trans. and ed. by Mary Elizabeth Meek (Indiana University 
Press, 1974), p. xi. On differences between manuscripts of Historia, see Yves Peyré (Chapter 2) in this 
volume.
13	 On Dares and the inf luence of his text in the Middle Ages and in Trojan genealogies, see 
Frederic Clark, The First Pagan Historian: The Fortunes of a Fraud from Antiquity to the Enlightenment 
(Oxford University Press, 2020).
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and, from there, Geoffrey Chaucer’s Troilus and Criseyde and William Shakespeare’s 
Troilus and Cressida. Guido’s Latin version in prose, which provided John Lydgate 
with material for his Troy Book (1420),14 circulated throughout Europe alongside 
Dares and Dictys.15 It inspired a work that largely superseded his Historia in Britain 
in terms of inf luence, Raoul Le Fèvre’s Recueil des hystoires de Troye (c. 1464), which 
Margaret R. Scherer describes as ‘an expanded Guido with a wealth of incident 
which made it widely popular in the courtly circles of northern Europe’.16 This 
was the book William Caxton translated as The Recuyell of the Historyes of Troye 
(1473–74), before publishing it, almost immediately, in French. Significantly the 
Trojan War thus became the matter of the first book printed in English and the first 
two books printed by Caxton, almost simultaneously with the appearance in print 
of Colonne’s Historia. Recuyell was reprinted several times throughout the sixteenth 
century, providing Shakespeare and Heywood with material — alongside other 
sources such as Ovid, Virgil and Chapman’s translation of a selection of seven books 
from Homer’s Iliad, published in 1598, pending the publication of the complete epic 
in 161117 — for Troilus and Cressida and Troia Britanica respectively, both of which 
were published in 1609. One significant contribution of the medieval tradition was 
that it inscribed the Trojan War in a longer, cyclical history of the city, expanding 
incidents brief ly touched upon in classical sources:18 it tells how King Laomedon 
refused to pay Neptune and Apollo back after they helped him build the walls of 
Troy. Neptune sent a sea monster to claim the king’s daughter Hesione, sister of 
Priam. Hercules later rescued her and destroyed the city after Laomedon refused 
to give him the steeds he had promised. Hercules gave Hesione to Telamon, the 
father of Ajax who was therefore Hector’s cousin, as recalled in Troilus and Cressida. 
The razing of Troy by the Greeks after the abduction of Helen (in retaliation for 
the abduction of Hesione) thus became the second destruction of Troy. Following 
Guido, Le Fèvre continues the narrative beyond the fall of the city and relates 
the fates of the Greeks, principally Helen’s return with Menelaus, the murder of 
Agamemnon by Clytemnestra and Aegisthus, and Orestes’ revenge. Gods tend to 

14	 On the inf luence of Guido delle Colonne’s Historia, see C. David Benson, The History of Troy 
in Middle English Literature: Guido delle Colonne’s ‘Historia Destructionis Troaie’ in Medieval England 
(Brewer, 1980).
15	 Jean-Luc Vix studies a volume published by Petrus Perna, Belli Troiani Scriptores praecipui (Basel, 
1573) which includes a Latin translation of Homer’s Iliad and other writings on Troy, including 
those of Dares and Dictys. ‘Les Héros de la Guerre de Troie comme exempla? Réf lexions autour 
d’une édition de 1573’, in La Légende de Troie de l’Antiquité tardive au Moyen-Âge. Variations, innovations, 
modifications et réécritures, ed. by Eugenio Amato, Élisabeth Gaucher-Rémond, Giampiero Scafoglio, 
Atlantide, 2 (2014), <http://atlantide.univ-nantes.fr> [accessed 6 October 2024]. La Légende de Troie 
includes several articles on the translations and inf luence of Guido, Dares and Dictys.
16	 Scherer, The Legends of Troy in Art and Literature, p. xiii.
17	 George Chapman, Seaven Bookes of the Iliades of Homere ( John Windet, 1598); The Iliads of Homer 
Prince of Poets (Nathaniell Butter, 1611). Chapman also published The Shield of Achilles in 1598 and a 
selection of twelve books in 1609.
18	 See for instance Homer, Iliad, trans. by A. T. Murray, rev. by William F. Wyatt, 2 vols, Loeb 
Classical Library 170 and 171 (Harvard University Press, 1999–2003 [1924–25]), xx. 144–48; Ovid, 
Metamorphoses, trans. by Frank Justus Miller, rev. by G. P. Goold, 2 vols, Loeb Classical Library 42 
and 43 (Harvard University Press, 1977–84 [1916]), xi. 199–217.
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be downscaled, in a euhemeristic perspective, and are distinctly medieval, as are 
the other characters, such as warriors, who are depicted as knights. Differences in 
events, stories, detail between medieval retellings and classical inf luences, which 
themselves consist of multiple overlapping strands and distinct genres, inf lect early 
modern rewritings of the myth in a variety of directions, as Demetriou traces in her 
analysis of the figure of Ajax,19 and inspire a rich diversity of takes on Troy: epic, 
drama, epyllia, court entertainments, which are equally wide-ranging in tone, from 
heroic to mock-heroic, exemplary or derogatory, in elevated or burlesque styles.

The medieval tradition remained a source of inspiration even as major European 
publishers were making increasingly available humanist editions of the classical 
versions of the story by Virgil, Ovid, Homer, and others, in Latin and/or Greek and 
vernacular translations, for which scholars provided commentaries and paratexts. 
Cartography invited another form of immersion in the classical world’s major epics 
with Abraham Ortelius’s mappings of Aeneas’s travels, ‘Aeneae Troiani navigatio’, 
which are based, the map indicates, on the first six books of the Aeneid (‘Ad Virgilii 
sex priores Aeneidos’), and of Ulysses’ wanderings, ‘Ulyssis Errores’ (‘ex Conatib. 
Geographicis Ab Ortelij’, from the geographical efforts of Ortelius). These maps, 
which were part of Ortelius’s expanding cartography of the classical and biblical 
world, were progressively added to successive editions of his atlas of the world, 
Theatrum Orbis Terrarum, which first appeared in 1570. They were also printed 
separately. Editions of Parergon published through the first half of the seventeenth 
century and translations of Theatrum Orbis Terrarum in French, German, Italian and 
English testify to the enduring appeal of classical and more specifically Troy-related 
material.20 This fascination coloured the accounts of travellers, whose imaginary 
or real visits to the Mediterranean ref lected the navigations of Aeneas and Ulysses 
but also drew on Plutarch’s and Lucan’s accounts of Alexander and Julius Caesar’s 
respective visits to Troy, a site of remembrance in a context of military campaign or 
civil strife. In Plutarch’s Lives, which became available in English in 1579 in Thomas 
North’s translation from Jacques Amyot’s French version,21 Alexander, whose most 
prized possession is his copy of the Iliad (‘Alexander’, 8, 26), crosses the Hellespont 
to visit the site of Troy (‘Alexander’, 15), where he pours libations in memory of 
the heroes, anoints Achilles’ gravestone with oil and runs a race to honour the 
Greek warrior’s memory. Lucullus similarly visits the site of Troy, pitches his tent 
in the precinct of Aphrodite’s sacred grounds and is visited by the goddess in a 
dream (‘Lucullus’, 12). In a more domestic context, Portia’s anxieties over the fate 
of Brutus are heightened by a painting of Andromache bidding farewell to Hector, 
which she views almost as obsessively as Lucrece does with the painting of Troy 

19	 See Tania Demetriou, ‘Ajax’, in Shakespeare’s Classical Mythology: A Dictionary, ed. by Janice 
Valls-Russell and Katherine Heavey (Bloomsbury, 2025), pp. 32–37.
20	 An English edition, which included an account of Ortelius’s life, was published in London in 
1608. Theatrum Orbis Terrarum. The Theatre of the Whole World: Set Forth by That Excellent Geographer 
Abraham Ortelius, trans. by W[illiam] B[edwell] ( John Norton [and John Bill], Printers to the Kings 
Most Excellent Majestie in Hebrew, Greeke, and Latine, 1606 [published 1608]).
21	 Plutarch, The Lives of the noble Grecians and Romanes, trans. by Thomas North (Thomas 
Vautroullier and John Wight, 1579). Amyot published his translation, Vie des hommes illustres, in 1559, 
with successive revised editions in 1565 and 1567.
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in Shakespeare’s poem (‘Brutus’, 23).22 The poignancy of this vignette would have 
resonated with the fates of the women caught up in the conf lict, as dramatized by 
Seneca in Troades and Euripides, whose Hecuba and Iphigenia at Aulis were translated 
by Erasmus, with further translations, into Latin and English, such as Jane Lumley’s 
version of Iphigenia at Aulis (which Marion Wynne-Davies discusses in Chapter 6), 
as well as the translations of other works by Euripides, Aeschylus and Sophocles. 
Access to Euripides’ tragedies significantly enriched responses to the affective 
dimension of the Trojan War, drawing attention to the fates of the war’s victims, 
mothers (Hecuba, Andromache), young virgins (Iphigenia, Cassandra, Polyxena), 
and children (Astyanax and Polydorus), and providing dramatists with figures, 
situations and a rhetoric which inspired their staging of women on the early modern 
stage in a widening circle of empathy, as Pollard shows in Greek Tragic Women on 
Shakespearean Stages.23

While Arthur Hall translated the first ten books of Homer’s Iliad, working from 
Hughes Salel’s 1545 French translation, a major breakthrough in the widening 
availability of the Iliad and the Odyssey came with Chapman’s translations.24 The 
coexistence of a medieval approach, which claimed to be historical, alongside a 
widening access, directly or in translation, to the epics of Virgil, Homer and the 
tragedies of Euripides as well as Plutarch, not only enriched the range of material 
and the variations in genre and tone which poets and dramatists could draw on, 
it also invited ref lections on the articulation of myth and history. In his Defence of 
Poetry, Sir Philip Sidney discusses the relative merits of poetry and history, inviting 
his readers to consider as more inspiring ‘the feigned [poetically composed] Aeneas 
in Virgil, than the right [historically accurate] Aeneas in Dares Phrigius’; for 
‘Who readeth Aeneas carrying old Anchises on his back, that wishes not it were 
his fortune to perform so excellent an act?’25 — an act that, indeed, finds its way 
onto the stage, enacted by Orlando in Shakespeare’s As You Like It (ii. 7 68–69) 
and Young Clifford in 2 Henry VI, who explicitly likens himself bearing his dead 
father’s body to Aeneas carrying Anchises (v. 2. 36, 63–65).26 Unlike the historian 
or the philosopher, the poet, with his art, Sidney continues, ‘holdeth children from 
play, and old men from the chimney corner’ with ‘the tales of Hercules, Achilles, 
Cyrus, Aeneas’.27 The best poetry, in his view, is the ‘heroical’, that is, epic poetry, 

22	 See Judith Mossman, ‘Plutarch’s Troy: Three Approaches’, in Plutarch’s Cities, ed. by Lucia 
Athanassaki and Frances Titchener (Oxford University Press, 2022), pp. 219–32.
23	 Tanya Pollard, Greek Tragic Women on Shakespearean Stages (Oxford University Press, 2017). 
On the reception of Euripides, see Carla Suthren, ‘Shakespeare and the European Reception of 
Euripides’ (unpublished doctoral dissertation, University of York, 2018).
24	 Ten Books of Homers Iliades, Translated Out of French, by Arthur Hall Esquire (Ralph Newberie, 
1581); Homer’s Odysses. Translated According to ye Greeke by Geo. Chapman (Nathaniell Butter, 1615): 
Books i to xii appeared in 1614.
25	 Sir Philip Sidney, A Defence of Poetry, ed. by Jan Van Dorsten (Oxford University Press, 1982 
[1966]), p. 33.
26	 Conf licting representations of Aeneas in Shakespeare’s Henry VI plays are discussed by 
Janice Valls-Russell in Chapter 8 of this volume. References are to The Arden Shakespeare Third 
Series Complete Works, ed. by Richard Proudfoot, Ann Thompson, David Scott Kastan and H. R. 
Woudhuysen (Bloomsbury, 2021).
27	 Sidney, A Defence of Poetry, p. 40.
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and here again he turns to Virgil’s Aeneas, his departure from Troy and tribulations:

Only let Aeneas be worn in the tablet of your memory, how he governeth 
himself in the ruin of his country; in the preserving his old father, and carrying 
away his religious ceremonies; in obeying God’s commandment to leave Dido, 
though not only all passionate kindness, but even the human consideration of 
virtuous gratefulness, would have craved other of him; how in storms, how 
in sports, how in war, how in peace, how a fugitive, how victorious, how 
besieged, how besieging, how to strangers, how to allies, how to enemies, how 
to his own; lastly, how in his inward self, and how in his outward government 
— and I think, in a mind not prejudiced with a prejudicating humor, he will 
be found in excellency fruitful.28

Not everyone would have agreed with Sidney that Aeneas was in all points an 
exemplary figure. His epic stature is undercut, most famously, by his unheroic 
treatment of Dido, as stressed by Chaucer in his Legend of Good Women and staged 
by Christopher Marlowe in Dido, Queen of Carthage, but also by allegations of 
deceitfulness.29 In the final chapters of Book iii of Recuyell, Caxton, following Le 
Fèvre, attributes the downfall of Troy to the wiliness and determination of the 
Greeks and to the treachery of two Trojans, Antenor and Aeneas, who sought to 
persuade Priam to accept a simulacrum of peace.

Interwoven with the Aeneid’s powerful hold on Renaissance imaginations, the 
medieval stories of Troy contributed to the fashioning of dynastic claims to Trojan 
ancestry in European courts, which in turn inspired new narratives. The duchy 
of Burgundy played a significant role, as Yves Peyré shows in Chapter 2, since Le 
Fèvre wrote his Recueil and Caxton lived and worked there before returning to 
England. In France, Pierre de Ronsard wrote an epic, La Franciade, at the request 
of Charles IX, in which Francus, a son of Hector who survived Troy, sets sail to 
found the French monarchy with a band of loyal Trojans: the first four books of the 
Franciade, which Ronsard left unfinished, were published in 1572, two years before 
the King’s death. Robert Garnier mentions this Trojan lineage in his dedicatory 
epistle to the Reverend Regnaud de Beaune, Privy Counsellor to the King, which 
opens the 1579 edition of his Troade. Noting how ‘les malheurs lamentables des 
Princes, avec les saccagemens des peuples’ [the lamentable misfortunes of Princes, 
with the plunderings of the people], as dramatized in classical tragedy, has become 
‘si ordinaires’ [so ordinary], he nonetheless invites his readers to seek ‘consolation’ 
in such tragedies as his,

voyant nos ancestres Troyens avoir [...] souffert jadis toutes extremes calamitez: 
et que toutefois du reste de si miserables et dernieres ruines s’est peu bastir, apres 
le decez de l’orgueilleux Empire Romain, ceste tres-f lorissante Monarchie.30

28	 Sidney, A Defence of Poetry, pp. 47–48.
29	 Writing of Christopher Marlowe’s Aeneas in Dido, Queen of Carthage, and drawing on Jacques 
Derrida’s The Gift of Death, Matthew Martin suggests that ‘for Marlowe’s Aeneas, if not for Virgil’s, 
translatio imperii is the transmission of trauma’; ‘Pious Aeneas, False Aeneas: Marlowe’s Dido, Queen 
of Carthage and the Gift of Death’, Early Modern Literary Studies, 16.1 (2012), § 18, <http://purl.org/
emls/16_1/dido.htm> [accessed 6 October 2024].
30	 Robert Garnier, La Troade. Antigone, ed. by Raymond Lebègue (Les Belles Lettres, 1952), p. 9. 
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[seeing how our Trojan ancestors [...] suffered erstwhile all extreme calamities; 
and yet out of the remains of such miserable and final ruins could be built, 
after the death of the proud Roman Empire, this most-f lourishing monarchy.]

While Garnier served Henri III as loyally as he had done Charles IX, one cannot 
help reading wishful thinking in his description of France as ‘tres-f lorissante’.

Britain’s Trojan lineage was formalized by Geoffrey of Monmouth, whose 
twelfth-century Historia Regum Britanniae, building, among other sources, on the 
Historia Brittonum attributed to Nennius, provided British writers, historians and 
genealogists with a distinctive, national take on the Trojan story.31 From Geoffrey 
of Monmouth onwards, chroniclers, who included, in the sixteenth century, John 
Hardyng, John Stow and Raphael Holinshed, claimed that Brute (also known as 
Brut or Brutus), a descendant of Aeneas, reputedly reached the shores of England.32 
Monmouth tells how he arrived at Totnes, where a rock protruding from the 
pavement in the main street, Fore Street, is named the Brutus Stone. Local legend 
has it that Brute stood on the stone to found the town and this is where, to this day, 
successive mayors read royal proclamations.33 Brute, Geoffrey tells us, overcame 
the giants who peopled the island, named it after himself, and founded its long 
dynasty of rulers. London thus became Troynovant, the new Troy, where the entry 
of Mary and Philip II in 1554 was celebrated with a pageant which featured two 
giants, Corineus Britannus, Brute’s general, and Gogmagog Albionus, the leader 
of the giants defeated by the Trojans — a name Geoffrey of Monmouth found in 
the Bible.34 The pageant did not replay the wrestling match described in Geoffrey; 
it chose instead to feature the giants ‘no longer as antagonists’ but rather as allies, 
reminding Philip, as Victor I. Scherb suggests, of ‘Britain’s claim to an ancient 
and noble genealogy stretching back to Troy’.35 The presence of the giants, who 
featured in later pageants, reconciled encomiastic and popular celebrations of the 
Brutan legend, in what Andrew Gordon and Tracey Hill describe as a ‘rich play 
of association between history, locality and collective memory’ similar, one might 

Translations are ours.
31	 On Geoffrey’s sources, see Kim Gilchrist, Staging Britain’s Past: Pre-Roman Britain in Early 
Modern Drama (Bloomsbury, 2021), pp. 44–45. See also the introduction in Geoffrey of Monmouth, 
The History of the Kings of Britain [Historia Regum Britanniae], trans. and ed. by Michael A. Faletra 
(Broadview Editions, 2008).
32	 John Hardyng, The chronicle of Jhon Hardyng, from the first begynnyng of England [...] [with] a 
continuation in prose [by Richard Grafton] to this our tyme (Richard Grafton, 1543); John Stow, A summarie 
of Englyshe chronicles (Thomas Marshe, 1565); Raphael Holinshed, Firste [laste] Volume of the Chronicles 
of England, Scotlande and Irelande, With their Descriptions ( John Hunne, 1577). In Staging Britain’s Past, 
Kim Gilchrist traces the inf luence of such chronicles on the dissemination of the Brutan narrative, 
especially in Tudor and Elizabethan pageants and drama.
33	 Geoffrey of Monmouth explicitly names Totnes. On the Brutus Stone, see ‘From Troy to 
Totnes: The Tale of the Brutus Stone’, Visit Totnes, <https://visittotnes.co.uk/troy-totnes-tale-
brutus-stone/> [accessed 6 October 2024].
34	 See Victor I. Scherb, ‘Assimilating Giants: The Appropriation of Gog and Magog in Medieval 
and Early Modern England’, Journal of Medieval and Early Modern Studies, 32.1 (2002), pp. 59–84 (p. 
73). Geoffrey named the giant Goemagog, and he is alternately known as Goemagot: see Scherb, 
‘Assimilating Giants’, pp. 65, 74.
35	 Scherb, ‘Assimilating Giants’, pp. 72.
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add, to the one that endures at Totnes and, indeed the Guildhall, which houses two 
giants now named Gog and Magog.36 In The Faerie Queene, Spenser recalls how two 
giants, ‘the great Goemagot of strong | Corineus, and Coulin of Debon old | Were 
overthrowne’ (iii. 9. 50).37

All those numerous iterations provided dramatists with characters, plot and 
action which they felt free to reorganize. As Gilchrist notes of Madan, Brute’s 
grandson, who features in Locrine,

For readers of Holinshed, Higgins, Stow and others, the play ends with a young 
king who will become a despot. For those who read Caxton, Hardyng, Higden, 
or Geoffrey, Madan was to become a good king who ruled in peace.38

Similarly, as we have seen, a character like Aeneas could be viewed as a hero driven 
by a mission, but also suspected of treachery. And defining oneself by a myth of 
origins provided, as Joseph Bowling argues in Chapter 5, the groundwork for a 
definition of English/British identity that served the processes of othering inherent 
to ideologies of conquest and colonization.

By the beginning of the seventeenth century the mythological lineage had 
become largely a literary conceit, with doubts expressed about the historical value 
of Dares and Dictys. Already Holinshed, while reprocessing the Geoffrey of 
Monmouth narrative, had introduced a note of caution, conceding that besides the 
fact that Brute built London ‘in remembraunce of olde Troye, from whence hys 
auncestors procéeded’, he could ‘finde no certayne report’ of ‘hys other actes’ once 
in England.39 Yet medieval and classical references continued to rub shoulders. In 
his description of Padua, the foundation of which he attributes to ‘Antenor a famous 
Troian’, Thomas Coryate fills in the background as follows: ‘There is mention of 
this Antenor in many auncient Authors, as in Homer in his Iliads, Dares Phrygius 
and Dictys Cretensis. Also Virgil maketh mention of his f light from Troy’.40 Writing 
about Troy, ‘that eye of Asia and starre of the East’, Samuel Purchas describes Dares 

36	 Andrew Gordon and Tracey Hill, ‘Moving London: Pageantry and Performance in the Early 
Modern City’, The London Journal, 47.1 (2022), pp. 1–12 (p. 3), doi:10.1080/03058034.2022.1992210. 
For a discussion of the entry of Mary and Philip, see Gilchrist, Staging Britain’s Past, p. 92; Scherb, 
‘Assimilating Giants’, pp. 71–73. On the presence of Brutan history in civic pageants designed for 
royal entries from Henry Tudor onwards, see Gilchrist, Staging Britain’s Past, pp. 85–93; and Scherb, 
pp. 73–75 for pageants after the entry of Mary and Philip. The ongoing attraction of the Brute legend 
under the Stuarts is discussed by Scott Schofield, ‘According to “the common received opinion”: 
Munday’s Brute in The Triumphes of Re-United Britannia (1605)’, in Fantasies of Troy: Classical Tales 
and the Social Imaginary in Medieval and Early Modern Europe, ed. by Alan Shepard and Stephen Powell 
(Toronto Centre for Reformation and Renaissance Studies, 2004), pp. 253–68; and Graham Parry, 
‘Ancient Britons and Early Stuarts’, in Neo-Historicism: Studies in Renaissance Literature, History and 
Politics, ed. by Robin Headlam Wells, Glenn Burgess and Rowland Wymer (D. S. Brewer, 2000), pp. 
155–78.
37	 Edmund Spenser, The Faerie Queene, ed. by A. C. Hamilton (Longman, 1977).
38	 Gilchrist, Staging Britain’s Past, p. 117.
39	 Holinshed, Firste [Laste] Volume, fol. 39v.
40	 Thomas Coryate, Coryats Crudities (W[illiam] S[tansby], 1611). Lisa Hopkins recalls the 
popularity of Coryate’s travels in Greeks and Trojans on the Early Modern English Stage (De Gruyter, 
2020), p. 66. See also Efterpi Mitsi, Greece in Early English Travel Writing, 1596–1682 (Palgrave 
Macmillan, 2017), pp. 141–46.
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and Dictys as ‘supposed historians of those times’, but lists them ‘besides Homer, 
and the Greekes and Latines his followers’ as sources for the ‘particulars’ of the city’s 
history; a marginal comment indicates the authors whom readers should turn to 
when thinking about Troy: ‘Dares. Dictys. Homer. Euripid. Virg. Ovid. Herod. Seneca. 
Silius. Statius. Claud. &c.’.41 London continued to be celebrated as the new Troy 
in civic pageants and mayoral shows by Thomas Dekker (Troia Nova Triumphans), 
Heywood and other dramatists, with mythological and allegorical tableaux extolling 
the dynamism of a metropolis which derived its wealth from trade and the skills 
of its craftsmen; an instance of generic crossovers between different literary forms 
in this depiction of London may be found in Heywood’s description of Troy in 
Troia — very much a dynamic Jacobean city, as Charlotte Coffin shows in Chapter 
3. This ubiquity of a repurposed Troy invites mockery from Thomas Nashe, who 
renames the London celebrated in pageants ‘Lady Troynovant’,42 while servants in 
Wit Without Money, a comedy by John Fletcher, view themselves as Trojans forced 
to f lee the city after its destruction:

shorthose  These griefes like to another tale of Troy, 
	 Would mollifie the hearts of barbarous people, 
	 And Tom Butcher weepe Eneas enters, 
	 And now the townes lost. (ii. 5. 35–38)43

The reason for their grievance, in fact, is merely that their mistress has decided 
to leave London for the country with her household. The line ‘And Tom Butcher 
weepe Eneas enters’ offers an insight, in a distanced, humorous manner, into 
the impact staged stories of Troy could have on spectators from all calls of life, 
irrespective of their degree of familiarity with the classics.44

The continuities Geoffrey seeks to establish between myth and legend, followed 
in varying degrees by successive chroniclers, colour Edmund Spenser’s retracing of 
the Tudors’ genealogy to a Trojan ancestry in The Faerie Queene. The first narrative, 
in Book ii Canto 10 (5–68), is initiated by the discovery of ‘an auncient booke, 
hight Briton moniments’ (ii. 9. 59) in the library of a ‘man of infinite remembrance’, 

41	 Marginal note. Purchas is referencing here Dares, Dictys, Homer, Euripides, Virgil, Ovid, 
Herodotus, Seneca, Silius Italicus, Statius and Claudian. Samuel Purchas, Purchas his pilgrimage. Or 
Relations of the world and the religions observed in all ages and places discovered, from the Creation unto this 
present In foure partes (William Stansby for Henrie Fetherstone, 1613), p. 275.
42	 Thomas Nashe, Pierce Pennilesse (1592) and Lenten Stuff (1599), in The Works of Thomas Nashe, ed. 
by R. B. McKerrow with supplementary notes by F. P. Wilson, 5 vols (Blackwell, 1966), vol. i, p. 
181; vol. iii, p. 175.
43	 John Fletcher is thought to have written the play between 1614 and 1620. It is known to have 
been performed between 1637 and 1639, possibly revised by James Shirley. See Alfred Harbage, 
Annals of English Drama, 975–1700, rev. by S. Schoenbaum (Methuen, 1964), pp. 102–03, and Hans 
Walter Gaber, ‘Textual Introduction’, Wit Without Money, in Fredson Bowers (gen. ed.), The Dramatic 
Works in the Beaumont and Fletcher Canon, 10 vols (Cambridge University Press, 1985), vol. vi (1985), 
pp. 4–5.
44	 On the butcher as a stock-figure representative of some early modern spectators siding with 
the Trojans against the Greeks, see Evgeniia Ganberg’s coda to this volume. More widely, on the 
Trojan War, comedy and burlesque, see also Evgeniia Ganberg, ‘Comic Treatment of the Myth of 
the Trojan War in Early Modern English Literature’ (unpublished doctoral dissertation, University 
of Cambridge, 2025).
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who accepts to retrace for Guyon and Arthur a genealogy which he begins with 
the arrival of the Trojans in Britain and interrupts with the birth of Arthur. 
The sequence is picked up in Book iii Canto 3 (27–50), where Merlin predicts 
Britomart’s marriage to the historical Artegall (Arthegall in The Faerie Queene) and 
ranges over centuries of history to end his prophecy abruptly on the vision of a 
‘royal virgin’. Thomas Hughes’s Misfortunes of Arthur similarly draws on Trojan and 
Arthurian lore. Jasper Fisher’s Fuimus Troes, Aeneid 2, the True Trojans dramatizes the 
defence of the Britons against the invasion of Julius Caesar, with ghosts, songs by a 
chorus of bards ending each act, and a masque. The play was printed anonymously 
in 1633 with a title-page declaring that it had been ‘Publickely presented by the 
gentlemen students of Magdalen College in Oxford’.

Besides the genealogical appeal, the interest in Troy in Britain in the last decades 
of the sixteenth and early decades of the seventeenth centuries coincided with 
times of uncertainty. Abrupt shifts in the English kingdom’s religious positioning 
and diplomatic alliances, as Edward was succeeded by Mary, in turn succeeded by 
Elizabeth; the threat represented by another f leet of ships, those of the Spanish 
Armada; tensions with Scotland — all this created a climate that revived memories 
of England’s civil wars, which were in turn viewed through a Trojan prism. 
Although generally overlooked, Trojan imagery and explicit allusions run through 
Shakespeare’s history plays, especially 2 and 3 Henry VI as well as plays similarly 
staged during the 1590s (discussed by Janice Valls-Russell in Chapter 8), providing, 
as with Weil during World War II, a perspective from which to approach a past that, 
although still wrapped by chroniclers in the mists of myth and legend, remained 
highly relevant to Elizabethan audiences in a context of dynastic, religious and 
diplomatic uncertainty. Troy pushes its way through the Roman historical material 
of Thomas Lodge’s Wounds of Civil War, which was published in 1594, the same 
year as 2 Henry VI and Richard III, and performed sometime between 1588 and 
1592. Lodge draws on Appian’s Roman History while emulating the stage devices 
and rhetorical effects of fellow dramatists’ works, such as Christopher Marlowe’s 1 
and 2 Tamburlaine. Political violence, issues of legitimacy and usurpation of power 
are shared concerns. Lodge’s playtext is mostly devoid of mythological references, 
except for the invocation of Jupiter and allusions to Hell, in keeping with the 
Roman context; yet mythology breaks through the fabric of Roman history at a 
key moment when Marius, who has brief ly been overthrown by Sulla, triumphs 
over him. In Act iv Scene 1, Marius, who has sent his son to prevent Sulla’s return 
from Asia, wishes him success: ‘Go thou as fortunate as Greeks to Troy, | [...] | As 
valiant as Achilles in thy might’ (iv. 1. 237, 240).45 The Troy motif is immediately 
picked up by Sulla’s wife, Cornelia, who is brought with her daughter Fulvia (they 
are the only two women in the play) before Marius: ‘Are Romans grown more 
barbarous than Greeks | That hale more greater than Cassandra now?’ (245–46). 
Cornelia later refers to the fate of the young virgins of Troy, possibly Polyxena, 
when she tells Fulvia that she must prepare to die: ‘Pass with the thrice-renowned 

45	 Thomas Lodge, The Wounds of Civil War, ed. by Joseph Houppert, Regents Renaissance Drama 
Series (Edward Arnold, 1970 [1969]). See Harbage, Annals of English Drama, pp. 52–53.
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Phrygian dame; | As to thy marriage, so unto thy death, | For naught to wretches 
is more sweet than death’ (364–66). The irony, of course, is that Rome is the new 
Troy, which Marius earlier described as, ‘This beauty of the world, this maiden 
town’, with ‘stately buildings’ (225, 227) in terms which recall descriptions of Troy.

More f leetingly, Nashe invites musings on the evanescence of people and places 
in Summers Last Will and Testament. Lamenting on his ‘neere approaching death’, 
Summer recalls how ‘Dust hath closed Helens eye’ and ‘Wormes feed on Hector brave’ 
(lines 1592, 1596).46 One powerful motif to ref lect unease with the period is that 
of ruins. Already, Lucan, going one step further than the Aeneid’s smoking ruins of 
desolate Troy, insists on the devastation of Troy, mentioning how even the ruins 
had perished (‘etiam periere ruinae’, Civil War, ix. 969), an image Shakespeare 
takes further when Cressida, Cassandra-like, imagines a future where ‘waterdrops 
have worn the stones of Troy’ (iii. 2. 181). The destruction of the city is where 
Spenser begins, for his third, and final, Trojan sequence. Proceeding by a ‘recovery 
backwards’, both in the telling of this sequence and in his wider reconstitution 
of a Trojan lineage, he narrates the events leading up to the fall of Troy, ‘that art 
now naught, but an idle name, | And in thine ashes buried low dost lie’ (iii. 9. 
33). The breaking up of the temporal linearity draws attention to the moments 
of rupture in the narrative and its redirections, both distancing the celebration of 
Elizabeth from the mythological Troy while establishing a continuity that bridges 
destruction, relocation, conquest and inglorious moments, such as the succession 
of Brute. The effect of disjunction is further emphasized by the moral distance 
between the narrator, Paridell, and the listener, Britomart. Whereas the two first 
narratives were told by a venerable old man and Merlin, Paridell is a lecherous, self-
proclaimed descendant of Paris, whose story is given additional discordant tones 
by the fact that he is simultaneously busy seducing Hellenore, the ‘second Hellene’ 
(iii. 10. 13) and wife of his old and jealous host. The epic material is undercut 
by a medieval downgrading of the story, where Hellenore’s fate could almost be 
Cressida’s, transposed to the pastoral world of Ovid’s Metamorphoses: raped then cast 
off by Paridell, she becomes ‘housewife’ to two satyrs (iii. 10. 36). As Susanne L. 
Wofford points out,

Paridell leaves out what is to Britomart the most important part — and to us 
the most epic part — the events that happen after the fall of Troy, the story 
of Aeneas, the plot of the Aeneid, the founding of Rome, and the eventual 
founding of Troynovant. In the midst of a seduction scene out of a fabliau or 
novella, Britomart sits naively embodying heroic idealism [...] The brilliance of 
Spenser’s retelling of this great epic tale in such a comic and satiric manner is 
that it presents a critique even of his idealised Britomart.47

It takes Britomart’s starry-eyed faith to leap over Paridell’s narrative and, in a sense, 
cancel it out by inverting its opening lines: ‘And Troy againe out of her dust was 
reard’ (iii. 9. 44).

46	 Thomas Nashe, Summers Last Will and Testament (1592), entered in the Stationer’s Register in 
1600, in The Works of Thomas Nashe, vol. iii, p. 283.
47	 Susanne L. Wofford, ‘The Faerie Queene, Books i–iii’, in The Cambridge Companion to Spenser, ed. 
by Andrew Hadfield (Cambridge University Press, 2001), pp. 106–42 (p. 115).
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The juxtapositions or interactions of different, frequently competing versions 
create effects of distortion and disharmony, as in the hybrid genre of Shakespeare’s 
Troilus and Cressida and Heywood’s Troia Britanica. The two authors drew on 
medieval retellings and classical sources to probe the malaise of their own period. A 
model of cultural and dynastic glory, Troy served as a warning that even the greatest 
civilizations do not escape destruction, as recalled by the motif of ruins in Troilus 
and Cressida, which Vassiliki Markidou analyses in Chapter 4 — a motif that is all 
the more disturbing given the disjunctive tonalities of the play, to which Warren 
Chernaik draws attention in his study of the figure of Thersites (Chapter 9). Just 
as Alexander and Caesar were drawn to the ruins of Troy, the French geographer 
Nicolas de Nicolay recounts his travels to what he believed was the former site of 
that ‘most infortunate city’ whose tragic fall is locally memorialized, he describes, 
in ‘divers ruines and peeces of walles fou[n]dations, colomnes pillers and other 
monuments of the great and ancient city glory’.48 He recalls Constantine the Great’s 
design to erect his imperial city at ‘the place where somtimes stood the city of Troy, 
which he began to reedify and to repaire the foundations therof ’, until the emperor 
changed his mind after receiving ‘a revelation in the night’ that inspired him ‘to 
change the place’, Calcedon, renamed Constantinople, thereby adding ruins to 
ruins.49 A few decades later, Lodowick Lloyd claimed that Troy was rebuilt, then 
destroyed by the Goths, refuting the notion that the war and destruction of Troy 
should be ‘meere Fables, and ydle vanities’.50 His Treasure of auncient and modern 
times, published in 1613, provides an archaeological description of the ruins largely 
inspired by Plutarch, thereby reclaiming classical as well as medieval traditions 
in a volume that is a translation of sixteenth- and seventeenth-century accounts 
by European authors. Increasingly, interest in the ruins of Troy overlapped with 
interest in the eastern shores of the Mediterranean and the Turkish Empire, as in 
Sandys’s inf luential Relation of a Voyage.51 In his Compendious History of the Turks, 
Andrew Moore has Soliman gazing westwards from ‘the place where Troy was said 
to have stoode, by the seaside [...] thinking how to passe this Sea, to view Europe 
and return undiscovered’.52 William Lithgow hires a janissary to visit the site of 
Troy and a Greek as interpreter. As they move among the ruins, Lithgow is shown 
‘the Tombs of Hector, Ajax, Achilles, Troylus, and many other valiant Champions, 
with the Tombs also of Hecuba, Cresseid, and other Trojan dames’.53 Fiction, as we 
can see from the inclusion of Cressida, colours this description of Troy’s ‘relicks’, 

48	 Nicolas de Nicolay, The Navigations, Peregrinations and Voyages, made into Turkie, trans. by 
Thomas Washington (Thomas Dawson, 1568), fol. 43v.
49	 Nicolay, The Navigations, fol. 48r.
50	 Lodowick Lloyd, Treasure of Auncient and Modern Times ... Translated out of Pedro Mexio, Francesco 
Sansovino, Antoine du Verdier, Louis Guyon, Claude Gruget (William Jaggard, 1613).
51	 For an in-depth study of Sandys’s travel account and its inf luence, see Jonathan Haynes, The 
Humanist as Traveler: George Sandy’s ‘Relation of a Journey begun An. Dom. 1610’ (Associated University 
Presses, 1986).
52	 Andrew Moore, A Compendious History of the Turks ( John Streater, 1659), sigs M3v–M4r.
53	 William Lithgow, The Totall Discourse, of The Rare Adventures, and Painefull Peregrinations of Long 
Nineteene Yeares Travailes from Scotland, to The Most Famous Kingdomes in Europe, Asia, and Affrica ( J. 
Okes, 1640 [1614]), p. 122.
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fuelled by the author’s own knowledge of the myth’s multiple threads, even if he 
chooses to distance himself from what he is describing: ‘neither could I believe my 
Interpreter, sith it is more than 3000 and odd years ago, that Troy was destroyed’.54 
This, however, does not prevent him from including in the volume a portrait of 
himself in his Turkish turban among the ruins of Troy, ‘with a piece of a high wall, 
as yet undecayed [...] the River Simois [...] So beneathe my feet lye the two Tombs of 
Priamus & Hecuba his Queene’.55 As Lucan wrote, ‘nullum est sine nominum saxum’ 
(‘a legend clings to every stone’, ix. 973).

Why Troy Matters to Contemporary Culture

When this volume was first conceived in 2018, the story of the Trojan War 
represented a vital but somewhat distant intertext for the present. As it came 
together, however, it acquired a grounding and a topicality in the present we 
could not have envisaged. The Russian invasion of Ukraine in 2022 once more 
focused attention on heroism and heroes, the precarious status of women, children 
and the elderly in conf lict situations, as well as the despair of witnessing beautiful 
cities being razed to the ground. It brought a whole cast of characters into public 
awareness who recalled the archetypical figures of the Trojan War in the ways 
they were presented in the media and, on a deeper level, the mythical status they 
acquired as a result of their new historical significance. Yet it also brought to the 
fore other characters who emphasized the differences between then and now, 
such as Marina Ovsyannikova, the Russian journalist who protested against the 
war on live television and the Ukrainian women fighting on the front line. The 
war brought to wider global attention Ukraine’s own longstanding literary and 
performative relationship with Troy.56 In Olha Kupriyan’s short story ‘Penelope’ 
(2023), for instance, a woman in exile in Poland with her daughter knits and unpicks 
a scarf for her husband at the Ukrainian front. In a scenario where life has been 
changed fundamentally by war and exile, the knitted scarf becomes a symbol of 
connection but also of the difficulties of carrying on some form of emotional life 
when the possibility of death is permanent.57 The ending of the story maintains a 
tension between the challenges of everyday existence and short moments of relief 
that characterize daily life for soldiers and civilians in war-torn Ukraine. Cassandra, 
a poetic drama by the early twentieth-century writer and poetess Lesia Ukrainka 
translated by Nina Murray, was performed in March 2023 at the Omnibus Theatre 
in London and then in Oxford and Cambridge. Cassandra’s tragedy of not being 

54	 Lithgow, The Totall Discourse, p. 122.
55	 Lithgow, The Totall Discourse, p. 122. His ‘portraiture’ features twice, on the frontispiece and 
again on p. 123, in the 1623 and later editions (it does not feature in the earlier editions).
56	 Ivan Kotliarevsky’s Eneida, a mock-heroic parody of Virgil’s Aeneid, which was first published 
in 1798 in an incomplete form (the complete poem was published in 1848), is considered to be 
the first literary work written in the Ukrainian vernacular. A full English translation, by Bohdan 
Melnyk, appeared in 2006 (University of Toronto Press). We are very grateful to Evgeniia Ganberg 
for drawing our attention to the significance of Troy in Ukrainian poetry and drama.
57	 Olha Kupriyan, ‘Penelope’, Contemporary Ukrainian Poetry and Prose in Vogue Ukraine 
(Vydavnytstvo ‘Sammit-Knyga’, 2023).
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believed when she predicts future events took on extra cultural and political 
resonance in a context where boundaries between fact and fiction were increasingly 
blurred in Russian accounts of the invasion of Ukraine. Director Helen Eastman 
remarked that ‘Russia’s invasion of Ukraine is not only about territory: it’s an 
attempt to stamp out a culture’, and the production was part of several initiatives to 
revitalize knowledge of Ukrainian artists for contemporary readers and audiences.58

The various retellings of the Trojan War, from Homer through to Shakespeare 
and latterly to Marina Carr, do not represent ready-made narratives into which the 
present fits neatly. Even the words used to describe such events indicate how views 
of the necessity and forms of war change over time. There are also major conceptual 
and political differences, for instance, between the terms conf lict, war and genocide 
which are often mobilized for ideological purposes. Moreover, Myla Skeiker and 
Fadi Skeiker’s contribution to this volume (Chapter 11) acts as a welcome reminder 
that the significance of Troy for writers and performers from the Global South 
cannot be assumed to work in the same ways as it might for Europeans and that the 
founding narratives of Europe are themselves shifting as a result of an increasingly 
ethnically and religiously diverse Europe. Nevertheless, the story of the Trojan 
War does represent a useful framework to explore the ways in which wars are 
simultaneously cyclical yet always intensely particular.

The story of Troy has been explored over various historical periods, geographies 
and media and its meanings have shifted with these retellings. At times, its resonance 
in the present has been little more than a whisper or an echo and at others, as we 
have seen with the early modern period, it has become a loud and persistent cry. 
Its changing shape and significance often provide an indication of how different 
cultures view themselves and their relationship with others both within and outside 
these cultures. Parallels with Troy have often functioned as warnings about the 
direction in which these societies are heading, and have pointed to elements of 
distortion, disharmony and disquiet as much as to heroes and heroism and the 
ability of human beings to adapt to even the worst circumstances. Analysis of the 
ways in which Troy comes to matter in the contemporary context involves elements 
of both synchronic and diachronic analysis, tracing not only the ways in which 
Troy has accumulated different histories that converge at a particular moment in 
time but also how it is made contemporary in ways which reshape the story with 
each successive iteration. Such connections and reinventions over time and space 
often lose their force when constructed in a linear, overtly nationalistic fashion. 
In this sense, Troy in contemporary culture is more a meeting point for different 
memories, histories and artistic practices that converge and diverge in dynamic 
ways. This notion of Troy as meeting point recognizes competing and overlapping 
uses of Troy in any one historical moment. Christian Baier, for instance, explores 
notions of European identity both past and present and discusses the ways in which 
Turkey’s focus on the Anatolian origins of Troy furthered as well as complicated 

58	 ‘Cassandra, by Lesia Ukrainka’, Ukrainian Institute London, 30 March 2023, <https://
ukrainianinstitute.org.uk/cassandra/> [accessed 6 October 2024].
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their application to join the European Union.59 Thomas J. MacMaster has shown 
how, as far back as the seventh century, a Merovingian chronicle described the 
Franks and Turks as sharing common ancestry as refugees from Troy; and in the 
sixteenth century, as Montaigne recalls, following in this Pope Pius II, Trojan 
ancestry was allegedly claimed by the Ottoman ruler, perhaps in the hope that this 
might facilitate a rapprochement with Europe.60

Troy itself is often a major focus for contemporary debates. The British Museum’s 
extensive Troy exhibition in 2019–20, aptly named ‘Troy: Myth and Reality’, 
included ancient sculptures and vase paintings as well as more contemporary 
artworks such as a video of Syria: Trojan Women discussed in this volume by Myla 
Skeiker and Fadi Skeiker (Chapter 11) and Eleanor Antin’s photographic reworking 
of Rubens’s ‘The Judgment of Paris’ (2007). These artistic works were combined 
with archaeological evidence of the existence of a ‘real’ Troy. The exhibition sought 
to explore the continuing fascination of Troy, enabling visitors to ‘tread the line 
between myth and reality’.61 For the museum, the fascination resided essentially in 
the characters of these narratives, from the heroic Hector to the much-maligned 
Helen (whom Alison Findlay discusses in the early modern context in Chapter 
7) or even the Trojan Horse, but perhaps its larger message was that whether one 
considered Troy a potent myth or an archaeological reality was somewhat irrelevant 
to its longevity since both views, sometimes interconnected as in Plutarch, have 
inspired creativity, personal quests and understandings of war and conf lict. This 
dialectic between myth and reality inf lects several contemporary approaches to 
Troy. Baier has studied the very public controversy over ‘Troy’ in the wake of 
the ‘Troia — Traum und Wirklichkeit’ [Troy — Dream and Reality] exhibition 
in Germany in 2001.62 This controversy centred on the question of whether 
Troy was a real location with a history and a geography or a mythical location 
subject to shifting ideological and political meanings. It revealed different political 
investments in the story of Troy that continue to generate heated discussion. Both 
exhibitions also revealed a popular fascination with the material artefacts of Troy. In 
a century largely concerned less with the heroism of war and more with those who 

59	 Christian Baier, ‘Homer’s Cultural Children: The Myth of Troy and European Identity’ in 
History and Memory, 29.2 (2017), pp. 35–62 (p. 44). Berkiz Berksoy and Engin Bezci offer an overview 
of Turkish intellectuals’ engagements with Troy, ‘Appropriation de la Guerre de Troie dans la pensée 
et la littérature modernes turques’, Représentations et réinterprétations de la guerre de Troie dans la littérature 
et la pensée occidentales, ed. by Blandine Cuny-Le Callet and Élisabeth Le Core, Fabula/Les Colloques, 
2016, <https://www.fabula.org/colloques/sommaire3773.php> [accessed 6 October 2024].
60	 Thomas J. MacMaster, ‘The Origin of Origins: Trojans, Turks and the Birth of the Myth of 
Trojan Origins in the Medieval World’, in La Légende de Troie de l’Antiquité tardive au Moyen-Âge, ed. 
by Amato, Gaucher-Rémond and Scafoglio. See also Margaret Meserve, ‘The Rise and Fall of the 
Trojan Turks’, in Empires of Islam in Renaissance Historical Thought (Harvard University Press, 2009), 
pp. 22–64.
61	 ‘Troy: Myth and Reality, Exhibition 21 November 2019 — 8 March 2020’, The British Museum, 
<https://www.britishmuseum.org/exhibitions/troy-myth-and-reality> [accessed 6 October 2024]. 
See also the exhibition catalogue: Alexandra Villing, J. Lesley Fitton, Victoria Donnellan and 
Andrew Shapland, Troy: Myth and Reality (Thames & Hudson/The British Museum, 2019), p. 260 
for Eleanor Antin’s ‘The Judgement of Paris’.
62	 Baier, ‘Homer’s Cultural Children’, pp. 49–50.
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are caught up in it, archaeologists excavating the site of the ancient city of Tenea 
in Greece in 2018 found evidence of a housing settlement and burial ground where 
Agamemnon settled Trojan prisoners, which has generated much interest among 
Greeks and tourists visiting the country.

Contemporary events might be recast through a link with the stories of Troy and 
in turn reshape narratives of war and political conf lict. The large-scale destruction 
of the heart of Beirut in August 2020, for instance, resulting from 2750 tonnes of 
ammonium nitrate detonating at a warehouse in the port of the city, left 190 dead, 
thousands injured and as many as 300,000 homeless. The events were caused by 
the in-fighting of a divided political elite, reminiscent of the disputes among the 
Greeks during the Trojan War but also raising questions about the wider historical 
responsibility of former colonial European powers in the region. The same is true in 
relation to the war in Gaza which has not only destroyed residential buildings and 
hospitals but also limited access to humanitarian aid. Those marching worldwide 
in support of the Black Lives Matter movement might be seen as contemporary 
rhapsodes, chanting the names of the dead as a way of maintaining their memories 
alive — collectively doing what Alice Oswald does in her poem, Memorial, ‘An 
excavation of the Iliad’ (2011), which we return to below. Events such as the 2020 
Covid-19 pandemic globalized the need to remember individual lives lost, medical 
heroes and unsung victims, in what was often referred to as a war against an invisible 
virus. Photographs, f lowers and naming ceremonies are contemporary forms of 
mourning the dead, as the war dead on both sides are mourned in the narratives of 
the Trojan War and contemporary adaptations in literature, theatre, music and the 
visual arts often model collective forms of mourning that recast understandings of 
grief and loss as individual. The Iliad gives substantial space to lament and mourning 
for those who have died by those on the margins of the war who see their families 
and cities destroyed. David Konstan, in a wide-ranging analysis of grief in classical 
Greece and Rome, references Andromache’s lamentation of ‘unspeakable grief ’ 
and ‘bitter pain’ in the Iliad which sees her mourn her husband but also anticipate 
the consequences of this loss of protection for herself and her son.63 He argues that 
grief cannot be easily separated from the manner in which someone has died or 
the situation in which that death has occurred. Andromache’s lament might seem 
excessive to contemporary readers, yet it offers a situated experience of collective 
mourning and remembrance that is particularly apt for the present. Ashlee Cunsolo 
Willox, for instance, has argued in relation to climate change that ‘grief and 
mourning have the unique potential to expand and transform the discursive spaces 
around climate change to include not only the lives of people who are grieving 
because of the changes, but also to value what is being altered, degraded and 
harmed as something mournable’.64 Such views of grief and mourning politicize 
acts of remembrance by rendering them collective and emphasizing the need for 

63	 Quoted in David Konstan, ‘Understanding Grief in Greece and Rome’, Classical World, 110.1 
(2016), pp. 3–30 (p. 8).
64	 Ashlee Cunsolo Willox, ‘Climate Change as the Work of Mourning’, Ethics and Environment, 
17.2 (2012), pp. 137–64 (p. 141).
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active redress. Richard Marienstras’s 1998 essay on Shakespeare’s Troilus and Cressida 
and the fall of Troy focuses on the devastation caused by war and reworks the 
lexicon of warfare. Through parallels with the Armenian massacre by the Turks 
and Hiroshima, Marienstras labels the Trojan War the first European genocide, an 
‘emblem of excessive bad fortune, odious massacre and overwhelming suffering’.65 
The words ‘catastrophe’ and ‘disaster’ recur in his analysis of the significance of the 
loss. Like Hiroshima, the fall of Troy is ‘the supreme catastrophic event’ and an 
archetype of disaster.66 Marienstras’s essay shifts the language of war and its effects 
towards notions of catastrophe and disaster and, in the present moment of multiple 
crises, this acts as a reminder that the language of war can often obscure the extent 
of the destruction. Marienstras’s emphasis on excess brings into relief the scale of 
the destruction involved in the obliteration of Troy. In a contemporary context 
where notions of catastrophe and disaster have become commonplace in media 
discourse, this has also meant, tragically, that the excessive has increasingly become 
the new normal and a new vocabulary for war might be needed for such global and 
interlocking crises.

One of the most inf luential twentieth-century critical perspectives on the Trojan 
War has been Simone Weil’s essay The ‘Iliad’ or the Poem of Force (see Casey Dué 
for a discussion of this essay in Chapter 1). Written in 1940 after the fall of France 
in World War II, it emphasized the dehumanizing effects of war not only on the 
victims but also the perpetrators, as human beings become mere objects of force. 
As Weil notes: ‘As pitilessly as force annihilates, equally without pity it intoxicates 
those who possess or believe they possess it’.67 For Weil, no one, from the slave to 
the military leader, escapes the power of force and the fear that accompanies it even 
if those who are temporarily triumphant ignore their inevitable karmic subjection. 
As she points out, the Greeks would later experience the same sense of defeat they 
impose on the Trojans; both Trojans and Greeks taste moments of victory and 
defeat over the ten years of the war, seemingly indifferent to reversals and the 
possibility of defeat. In Homer’s account, there are brief moments of love, friendship 
and compassion, even between enemies, but they interrupt the slaughter only 
momentarily. Weil’s essay recognizes nevertheless that ‘the experience of human 
misery is a requirement of justice and love’68 and ends the essay with a parallel 
between ancient and contemporary Europeans: ‘They will perhaps rediscover epic 
genius when they learn to believe nothing is protected from fate, learn never to 
admire force, not to hate the enemy nor to scorn the unfortunate. It is doubtful 
whether this will soon occur’.69 Weil’s essay on Homer’s Iliad follows an earlier one, 

65	 Richard Marienstras, ‘Troilus et Cressida et la chute de Troie’, in Shakespeare: préjugés et tolérance, 
ed. by Ruth Morse, special issue of Cahiers Charles V, 24 (1998), pp. 9–36 (p. 19).
66	 Marienstras, ‘Troilus et Cressida’, p. 10.
67	 Weil (ed. by Holoka), The ‘Iliad’ or the Poem of Force, §24, p. 51. ‘Aussi impitoyablement la force 
écrase, aussi impitoyablement elle enivre quiconque la possède, ou croit la posséder.’ §24, p. 25.
68	 Weil (ed. by Holoka), The ‘Iliad’ or the Poem of Force, §82, p. 67. ‘le sentiment de la misère 
humaine est une condition de la justice et de l’amour.’ §82, p. 42.
69	 Weil (ed. by Holoka), The ‘Iliad’ or the Poem of Force, §86, p. 69. ‘Ils retrouveront peut-être le 
génie épique quand ils sauront ne rien croire à l’abri du sort, ne jamais admirer la force, ne pas haïr 
les ennemis et ne pas mépriser les malheureux. Il est douteux que ce soit pour bientôt.’ §86, p. 44.
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which she published with a sense of urgency in April 1937, ‘Ne recommençons pas 
la guerre de Troie’ [Let’s not start the Trojan War again]. Her emphasis on the very 
darkness of the representation of war in the Iliad cautions those engaging in all wars 
that there are no final victors and all justifications of war that ignore this knowledge 
are inevitably suspect.

Contemporary approaches to Troy in this volume range from films and television 
series to performances and literary works. Often, their approach to Troy is explicitly 
revisionist and this is particularly noticeable in the more prominent role given to 
the women of Troy in contemporary cultural production. In Chapter 1, Casey 
Dué discusses the 2004 film Troy which sees the enslaved captive Briseis almost 
take revenge on her captors and Pat Barker’s revealingly named 2019 The Silence of 
the Girls, which also makes Briseis her protagonist. Marina Carr’s 2015 play Hecuba 
rewrites Homer and in the process replaces Hecuba’s revenge with a call for gender 
and political justice, as Francesca Rayner argues in Chapter 12. The chapters in 
this volume are part of a wider interest in the matter of Troy among contemporary 
writers, performers and critics whose various forms of returning to Troy tend 
to elude critical synthesis. In an illuminating article on Derek Walcott’s 1992 
The Odyssey: A Stage Version directed by Greg Doran for the Royal Shakespeare 
Company, Ethan Reed invokes Wai Chee Dimock’s 1997 ‘theory of resonance’ 
to discuss the relationship between Homer’s Odyssey, Walcott’s staging and other 
cultural intertexts. This theory approaches ‘the traveling frequencies of literary 
texts’ and how these ‘frequencies are received and amplified across time’ in ways 
that ‘mov[e] farther and farther from their points of origin, causing unexpected 
vibrations in unexpected places’.70 Reed expands on Dimock’s theory of literature 
to cast the stage as ‘a kind of spatially localized resonance chamber’.71 In this space, 
‘resonances of all sort — literary, colonial, institutional, conceptual, or physical — 
become entangled and interfere not only with the institutions that structure them, 
but the affective dimensions of performance through which they are staged and 
embodied’.72 Rather than constructing a more general theory of contemporary 
engagements with Troy in terms of source and rewriting, revision or adaptation, 
the notion of resonance, we would argue, deftly captures the diverse forms these 
engagements take. It also provides an aural and corporeal as well as a visual and 
literary metaphor for the trajectory of the story of Troy through time, space and 
media. Resonance does not necessarily construct extended parallels or similarities. 
A resonance might be simply a word or an image that comes to mean differently or 
recalls other words and images, rather like the experience of playing or listening to 
music. The notion of resonance and of the stage as a resonance chamber expands 
the impact of the story of Troy beyond the rational and the literary to include the 
sensual, the affective and the imaginative. This sensory and affective approach has 
been particularly important in poetic and theatrical rewritings of Troy.

70	 Ethan Reed, ‘ “I Heard that Voice at Troy”: Resonance at The Other Place in Derek Walcott’s 
The Odyssey: A Stage Version’, Cambridge Journal of Postcolonial Literary Inquiry, 5.2 (2018), pp. 193–208 
(p. 196).
71	 Reed, ‘ “I Heard that Voice” ’, p. 196.
72	 Reed, ‘ “I Heard that Voice” ’, p. 196.
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Alice Oswald’s exquisite long poem Memorial (2011) gives voice to those on both 
sides of the Trojan War, grounding her poem in the everyday lives of those who 
have died in short but revealing biographies coupled with extended similes taken 
from the natural world.73 Elizabeth Minchin explores the relationship between 
simile and biography in the poem, noting that

[a] simile will emerge from the narrative, paralleling the action in at least one 
crucial respect. It might explain the unfamiliar through the familiar, it might 
offer a richer understanding of an experience, it might build intimacy between 
the poet and his audience and it might enhance memorability.74

The extended similes bring an atmosphere of melancholia and a sense of a wider 
world beyond the battlefield to the poem as they do in the Iliad. Although many 
actual names are highlighted in the poem and it ends with the infamous death 
of Hector, Oswald also gives space to the anonymous men who died and were 
forgotten except by those who had loved them:

Somebody’s husband somebody’s daughter’s husband 
Stood there stunned by fear 
Like a pillar like a stunted tree 
He couldn’t bend his stones 
He couldn’t walk his roots 
His armour was useless it simply 
Cried out and broke open oh 
There stood alcathous and a spear 
Knowing nothing of his wedding 
Not knowing his feelings or his wife’s face 
Or her doting parents or her incredible needlework 
That spear went straight through his heart 
And began to tick tick tick but not for love.75

Oswald has also performed the poem live from memory, recreating the oral 
storytelling of Homer’s Iliad for a contemporary audience who, according to Stephe 
Harrop ‘are positioned as auditors, respectful listeners rather than participating 
voices’.76 When performed live rather than read, the lists of men who died take 
on extra gravity and a sense of presence in what Harrop refers to as ‘the complex, 
creative interplay between speech and silence’ in the poem.77 The subtitle of 
Memorial is ‘An Excavation of the Iliad’ and Oswald characterizes her rewriting of 
Homer as ‘a kind of oral cemetery’78 where, as Harrop notes, ‘fighters die bereft of 
speech or despite unheeded pleas for life’.79 Oswald writes of her desire to capture 
the atmosphere and bright energy of the Iliad and explicitly rejects the notion that 

73	 Alice Oswald, Memorial: An Excavation of the ‘Iliad’ (Faber and Faber, 2011).
74	 Elizabeth Minchin, ‘ “Translation” and Transformation: Alice Oswald’s Excavation of the Iliad’, 
Classical Receptions Journal, 7.2 (2015), pp. 202–22 (p. 213).
75	 Oswald, Memorial, pp. 48–49.
76	 Stephe Harrop, ‘Speech, Silence and Epic Performance’, New Voices in Classical Reception Studies, 
8 (2013), 79–91 (p.81).
77	 Harrop, ‘Speech, Silence’, p. 79.
78	 Oswald, Memorial, p. 2.
79	 Harrop, ‘Speech, Silence’, p. 83.
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the poem might be a translation of Homer, viewing it rather as a ‘translucence’ that 
captures some of the epic’s shifting, alive quality.80 Nevertheless, as Harrop also 
notes, at the end of the live performance of the poem ‘the poet seems to hesitate. 
To consider the pain and the difficulty and perhaps even the futility of a recitation 
that cannot, after all, undo a single act of violence’.81

Lisa Peterson and Denis O’Hare’s prizewinning play An Iliad (2010) builds on this 
notion of futility.82 The play was adapted from a translation of Homer by Robert 
Fagles and contains several direct quotations from the translation. The authors 
considered Homer’s Iliad neither pro- nor anti-war and constructed their narrative 
around two contradictory beliefs — a belief that war should be eradicated at all 
costs and a belief that human nature makes war inevitable. Like many other cultural 
products which rewrite the story of the Trojan War, its creation was prompted by 
a real war — in this case the Iraq war and the military intervention of the United 
States in 2003 — but in the ten years it took to create the play, emphasis had 
shifted to the war in Afghanistan. There are topical references to places and persons 
involved in contemporary conf licts and Hector’s death is followed by a litany of 
global wars from the Peloponnesian War to the war in Syria with the ominous 
note ‘As time goes on, it may be necessary to add a war or wars at the end of this 
list to ref lect current events’.83 Another list details the destruction of cities from 
Alexandria to Kabul. The play is a monologue based around a vagabond poet, a 
sort of Homeric bard or Beckettian figure, who tells his story to anyone prepared to 
stop and listen. The poet is doomed to tell the story of the war until human nature 
changes and war is eradicated and he has witnessed every war since the Trojan War. 
He is, for the authors, thus ‘a compendium of war’84 who rages ‘Every time I sing 
this song, I hope it’s the last time’.85 Homer’s muse in this production becomes an 
onstage musician and the dialogue between the poet and the musician forms the 
basis of the play, creating a soundscape that encompasses a variety of sounds from 
the noise of battle to the delights of Troy. As he tells the story of Patroclus riding 
into battle in Achilles’ armour, the poet himself gets carried away, suggesting that 
war can bring out the hidden violence in almost anyone: (the poet, panting now, 
has the Rage Fever himself, he can’t stop, he’s wild-eyed and thrashing, he’s forgotten himself, 
caught up in the blood lust — ).86 He also gives voice to many ordinary Trojan fighters 
who, like Hector as he approaches death, wonder why the Trojans do not simply 
give Helen back. The play introduces a hiatus before Hector and Achilles clash 
where the two could have decided not to fight and would meet several years in the 
future to remember and laugh about their non-fatal meeting, but then the warlike 
taunting resumes and Hector is murdered. The Trojan women’s laments give way 
to the grieving widows of contemporary North American soldiers who receive the 
news that their partner, son or daughter, brother or sister, is dead and the exhausted 

80	 Oswald, Memorial, p. 2.
81	 Oswald, Memorial, p. 2
82	 Lisa Peterson and Denis O’Hare, An Iliad (Overlook Duckworth, 2010).
83	 Peterson and O’Hare, An Iliad, p. 84.
84	 Peterson and O’Hare, An Iliad, p. 12.
85	 Peterson and O’Hare, An Iliad, p. 24.
86	 Peterson and O’Hare, An Iliad, p. 57.
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Poet leaves the stage with the words ‘You see?’,87 hoping against hope that this will 
be the last time he is forced to tell the story. Like Jean Giraudoux’s La Guerre de 
Troie n’aura pas lieu (1935), translated into English by Christopher Fry as The Tiger at 
the Gates, such contemporary cultural products seek to interrupt the inevitability of 
the events of the war, a desire which is invariably frustrated: Giraudoux’s play ends 
with the city gates, which remain closed in times of peace, slowly, and ominously, 
opening; and Weil’s essay ‘Ne recommençons pas la guerre de Troie’, published two 
years later, may be read as an attempt to close those doors again.88

Simon Armitage’s The Last Days of Troy (2014) is a dramatic adaptation of the 
Trojan War for a performance at the Royal Exchange in Manchester with Helen 
at its centre. The play opens in modern-day Hisarlik in Turkey, the archaeological 
site which is widely believed to be the site of Troy and something of a Mecca for 
tourists. With a reduced cast of fractious gods and goddesses and Trojan and Greek 
warriors, Helen nevertheless is central to Armitage’s play and Briseis also plays a key 
role in sparking the conf lict between Agamemnon and Achilles. Helen is engaged 
in making a tapestry of the war, from which she makes herself absent, and she 
leaves this behind as an alternative history of the Trojan War when the triumphant 
Greeks leave Troy. She makes clear that her supposed lightness is effectively the 
vulnerability of her beauty to male rape. As Andromache notes, ‘When you walk 
in a room the men smell sex, the women smell death’.89 Similar to Memorial, the 
advance of the Greeks is likened to movements in nature such as forest fires or 
delirious f lies and there are brief references to the Greeks who have left their 
occupations and lovers to fight the Trojans who are also displaced from everyday 
cares to fight the war. Gruesome details of battle alternate with Achilles’ moving 
lament for the dead Patroclus which rouses his mother Thetis who is nevertheless 
powerless to prevent her son’s death.

Classical Greek texts have often been updated through performance to focus 
on the events of Troy and the present day. Euripides’ The Trojan Women has been 
a key text for contemporary performance, often because of the centrality of the 
women of Troy to the dramatic narrative.90 Philip Zapkin’s essay on contemporary 
theatrical productions of The Trojan Women illustrates how notions of resonance 
can not only attend to the very different cultural products of the same period, 
but place the present and the past in a creative tension.91 His focus on the Syria: 
Trojan Women project (discussed by Skeiker and Skeiker in Chapter 11), which 
combined elements of the dramatic narrative with the women’s own stories, not 
only called on contemporary audiences to protect and empathize with those in 

87	 Peterson and O’Hare, An Iliad, p. 96.
88	 For a discussion of the play’s inner tensions and seeming contradictions, read against the context 
in which it was written and staged, see Pascale Alexandre, ‘Giraudoux et les obscures clartés de la 
guerre de Troie,’ in Représentations et réinterprétations de la guerre de Troie, ed. by Cuny-Le Callet and 
Le Core.
89	 Simon Armitage, The Last Days of Troy (Faber and Faber, 2014), p. 18.
90	 For a sensitive discussion of Euripides, see Claire Nancy, Euripide et le parti des femmes (Editions 
rue d’Ulm, 2016).
91	 Philip Zapkin, ‘Reading Two Greek Refugee Plays in the Season of the Syrian Refugee Crisis’, 
Journal of Dramatic Theory and Criticism, 33.1 (2018), pp. 9–29.
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need of shelter from war, but also applied the experiences of stasis and surveillance 
which so characterizes the experience of contemporary refugees to performance of 
the classical tragedy, emphasizing the alternating moments of hope and despair of 
those who are powerless and the personal and political frustrations of enforced stasis. 
Working with less than half of Euripides’ text and the absence of the gods, Katie 
Mitchell’s 2007 Women of Troy set the play in a bleak ferry office, a liminal space 
where the women waited anxiously in ball gowns as male officials with clipboards 
decided their fate. The ball gowns emphasized the contrast between the former and 
current state of the Trojan women and Helen remained in a separate room because of 
their antagonism to her. The action was interspersed with big band music and dance 
steps, functioning as a collective coping mechanism for the traumatized women. 
For Mitchell, Euripides’ play is ‘the ultimate play about collateral damage [...] about 
the horror of those people who get left behind after these huge military machines 
move through nations’,92 while she identified the key idea of the production as 
the collapse of moral certainties amid echoes of 9/11 and the Iraq War. After the 
women are dragged away to the boats despite spirited resistance, there is one solitary 
survivor left smoking after a bomb destroys the holding space where they have 
been waiting. In ‘The Method Behind the Madness: Katie Mitchell, Stanislavski 
and the Classics’ (2015), Emma Cole argues that Mitchell’s particular technique 
of psychological realism involved the creation of backstories for the production, 
detailed psychological profiles for each character and rehearsing the play with a 
focus on the physiology of emotion. She concludes that

a performative reading of the application of psychological realism to Greek 
tragedy, and particularly one which pays attention to the process of creating 
theatre as well as to the final staged production, is a beneficial way of 
approaching debates regarding the applicability of contemporary theatre 
theories to Greek tragedy and a methodology of particular interest for reception 
scholars and performance historians.93

While there have been innumerable productions of Euripides’ tale of the fate of the 
women of Troy after the war, there have been fewer based on Jean-Paul Sartre’s 
1960s adaptation of The Trojan Women and its critique of the Algerian War.94 The 
Portuguese theatre artists Maria Duarte and Elsa Valentim chose this version as 
their first professional production in 1994 because of its renewed topicality.95 
Divided into sixteen scenes or fragments, it alternated between blaming the gods 
and the humans for what happened in order to encourage consideration of war 
and religious extremism in the past and the present. The production was created 
during the period of the wars in Bosnia and ref lected on the role of women in 
these wars. In keeping with this approach, it cut and reordered Sartre’s text so that 

92	 Quoted in Charlotte Higgins, ‘The Cutting Edge’, The Guardian, 24 November 2007, <https://
www.theguardian.com/books/2007/nov/24/theatre.stage> [accessed 6 October 2024].
93	 Emma Cole, ‘The Method behind the Madness: Katie Mitchell, Stanislavski, and the Classics’, 
Classical Receptions Journal, 7.3 (2015), pp. 400–21, doi:10.1093/crj/clu022.
94	 Jean-Paul Sartre, Les Troyennes (Théâtre National Populaire, 1965).
95	 As Troianas (October 1994), direction and dramaturgy by Elsa Valentim and Maria Duarte, 
Centro Cultural de Belém, Lisbon.
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Cassandra’s notion that every sensible man should avoid war and Poseidon’s angry 
threat that the Greeks will not remain victorious for long came towards the end of 
the performance to highlight the futility of the war. The chorus here became the 
figure of history herself, aware of contemporary parallels with the story of Troy, 
yet unable to change the narrative. The set design by João Rodrigues included 
bricks, handcarts, small fans and a metallic Trojan Horse which cast the performers 
as stage technicians constructing and deconstructing the performance in real time. 
This suggested a degree of human agency shaping the war while the gods shifted 
between the stage and a platform near the roof of the auditorium. This design 
brought out effectively the cycles of violence and uneasy peace, of destruction and 
reconstruction, that have characterized the Trojan War and the many wars that have 
followed as well as the work of rebuilding after peace.

Punchdrunk’s 2022 immersive theatre performance The Burnt City staged the 
conf lict between Greeks and Trojans using two core texts, Aeschylus’ Agamemnon 
and Euripides’ Hecuba, and two enormous warehouses in Woolwich, south-east 
London. As one of the two Punchdrunk creators, Maxine Doyle, noted:

We take all of the characters of those texts, and the plot lines and the narrative 
beats. And we play with all of those to create something that’s almost like a set 
of film-script treatments for each character scene, and each character has about 
11 or 12 scenes. Then we layer those stories on top of each other. We adhere 
very closely to the text, but we use it as a stimulus or a starting point to create 
an abstract language of dance and movement, and prop and gesture and action, 
and we take away the spoken word. And we focus much more on the sort of 
emotional and subtexts of pieces.96

After passing through an archaeological exhibition of classical artefacts reminiscent 
of the British Museum’s Troy exhibition, participants moved between the 
differentiated spaces of Greece and Troy. Events in Greece such as the revenge 
of Clytemnestra or the eerie return of the sacrificed Iphigenia took place in an 
atmosphere of gloom and despondency. The downstairs represented the battlefield 
and the upstairs Agamemnon’s palace, with a huge staircase linking the two spaces. 
Events in Troy took place in an altogether shadier nocturnal environment of small 
shops, electronic arcades and dubious hotels. A twilight zone of silent phones and 
abandoned desks separated the two locations. Participants followed the dance 
performers through the spaces on a three-hour journey where the performers 
created different events and scenarios before the performance culminated in the 
Greek invasion of Troy. The Financial Times, however, suggested that the Greek 
victory felt ‘empty and echoing’, with echoes of the Underworld and contemporary 
resonances in the wilful destruction of a beautiful city and its inhabitants.97

96	 Quoted in Charlotte Higgins, ‘ “Adrenaline-Fuelled” Punchdrunk Return with the Horrifically 
Timely Siege of Troy’, The Guardian, 21 March 2022, <https://www.theguardian.com/stage/2022/
mar/21/adrenaline-fuelled-punchdrunk-horrifically-timely-siege-troy> [accessed 6 October 2024].
97	 Sarah Hemming, ‘Punchdrunk’s The Burnt City is a Stunning Immersion in the Fall of 
Troy’, Financial Times, 28 April 2022, <https://www.ft.com/content/5cce2325-a6da-49e8–9a91–
2d837bb81341> [accessed 6 October 2024]. This production is further discussed in Evgeniia 
Ganberg’s coda to this volume.
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The performance illustrated how the atmosphere, characters and events of the 
war have become more important than creating a linear narrative in approaches to 
Troy. Both the notions of rediscovery backwards and of literary resonance reinforce 
this non-linearity, grounding each reference to Troy in the political and cultural 
moment in which they are produced, ref lecting the investments in Troy that are 
current in that moment. Engaging with Troy involves facing both backwards in 
time and forwards, challenging assumptions about a fixed image and consistently 
reconfiguring its multiple perspectives.
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Never-ending Grief and 
Unwilting Glory: 

Why Troy Matters Today

Casey Dué

On a large funerary pithos dated to around 675 bce from the island of Mykonos, 
one of the very earliest surviving representations of the fall of Troy in art, a series of 
panels shows the women of Troy taken captive and their children slain before their 
eyes.1 The creator of that pithos knew what war was and depicted it with perfect 
clarity. Already in 675 bce the experiences of the captive Trojan women were iconic 
and emblematic of wartime suffering.2

The significance of the Trojan War and the lessons taught by it have changed 
with each new era of history, and yet today, no less than in the seventh century 
bce, we look to the legendary past in an attempt to make sense of present conf lict. 
The Homeric Iliad, the first and paradigmatic representation in literature of conf lict 
between East and West, has a remarkable appreciation for the consequences of the 
Trojan War for both sides. By highlighting the mortality of the hero and the death 
of warriors at the peak of their youth and beauty, the laments, imagery, and similes 
of Homeric epic mourn both sides equally, even as it celebrates death in battle as 
the most glorious way to die. But just as remarkable is the Iliad’s concern for its 
victims: the warriors on the losing side, the women that get taken captive, and their 
children.

In this chapter, I will brief ly explore several modern attempts to reimagine the 
Iliad and learn lessons from the Trojan War, beginning with the example provided 
to us by the French philosopher Simone Weil’s remarkable essay, The ‘Iliad’ or the 
Poem of Force, which she wrote in 1939 during the war between France and Germany 
and just before the occupation of France by the Nazis. Ultimately, I am going to 
compare some of the arguments made in Weil’s essay about the theme of force in 

1	 Michael Anderson, The Fall of Troy in Early Greek Poetry and Art (Clarendon Press, 1997), pp. 
182–91.
2	 This essay is a substantially revised and updated version of an earlier essay of mine which 
appeared in volume 34 of the journal College Literature (2007), entitled ‘Learning Lessons from the 
Trojan War: Briseis and the Theme of Force’. All translations are my own except where indicated.
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the Iliad to some of the underlying assumptions of the 2004 film Troy and the more 
recent (2018) BBC/Netf lix series Troy: Fall of a City, and finally Pat Barker’s novel, 
The Silence of the Girls, with which the chapter has a remarkable affinity.3 All four 
of these modern works have used the character of the captive slave woman Briseis, 
together with her lament for Patroklos in Iliad, xix, to grapple with the spectre of 
war and the conf licts of their own times and to highlight the effects of war on the 
powerless. My conclusion speculates about the truth in the Iliad that comes by way 
of Briseis.

In my 2006 book, The Captive Woman’s Lament in Greek Tragedy, I argued that 
appreciation for the consequences that war brings about for its victims has a long 
history in Greek literature, beginning with the Homeric Iliad and Odyssey. This 
is particularly true of the plight of the female victims of war. In Book viii of the 
Odyssey, the central hero Odysseus is famously compared to a lamenting woman, 
fallen over the body of her husband, as she is being dragged away into captivity. The 
simile is so striking because the generic woman of the simile could easily be one of 
Odysseus’ own victims in the Trojan War. Although the woman in the simile does 
not actually speak, the language of the simile has powerful associations with the 
lamentation of captive women elsewhere in epic, with the result that the listener 
can easily conjure up her song.4 An equally striking simile is applied by Achilles to 
his own situation in Iliad, ix,

Like a bird that brings food to her f ledgling young in her bill, whenever she 
finds any, even if she herself fares poorly, so I passed many sleepless nights, and 
spent many bloody days in battle, contending with men for the sake of their 
wives. (Iliad, ix. 323–27)5

Achilles too draws on the suffering of captive women in order to articulate his own 
sorrow, as he struggles against his mortality and the pleas of his comrades that he 
return to battle in the embassy of Iliad, ix. By using a traditional theme of women’s 
songs of lament, that of the mother bird who has toiled to raise her young only to 
lose them, Achilles connects on a visceral level with the women that he himself has 
widowed, robbed of children, and enslaved. He connects his own toils and the care 
he has expended in the protection of his fellow soldiers to that of the mothers of 
Troy, who are, already in the Iliad, the iconic examples of grief.6

3	 Troy, dir. by Wolfgang Petersen (USA, 2004); Troy: Fall of a City, dir. by Owen Harris and Mark 
Brozel (UK/USA, 2018); Pat Barker, The Silence of the Girls (Doubleday, 2018): all references to this 
novel are to this edition.
4	 Casey Dué, The Captive Woman’s Lament in Greek Tragedy (University of Texas Press, 2006), 
p. 2.
5	 ‘ὡς δ᾿ ὄρνις ἀπτῆσι νεοσσοῖσι προφέρῃσι | μάστακ ,̓ ἐπεί κε λάβῃσι, κακῶς δ᾿ ἄρα οἱ πέλει 
αὐτῇ, | ὣς καὶ ἐγὼ πολλὰς μὲν ἀύπνους νύκτας ἴαυον, | ἤματα δ᾿ αἱματόεντα διέπρησσον 
πολεμίζων, | ἀνδράσι μαρνάμενος ὀάρων ἕνεκα σφετεράων.’ All the Greek quotations are from 
Homer, Iliad, ed. and trans. by A. T. Murray and William F. Wyatt, Loeb Classical Library 170 and 
171 (Harvard University Press, 1999–2003 [1924–25]). The translation is based loosely on that of 
Samuel Butler (Longmans, Green, and Co, 1898).
6	 Casey Dué and Mary Ebbott, ‘Mothers-in-Arms: Soldiers’ Emotional Bonds and Homeric 
Similes’, War, Literature & the Arts, 24 (2012), pp. 1–17; Celsiana Warwick, ‘The Maternal Warrior: 
Gender and Kleos in the Iliad’, American Journal of Philology, 140 (2019), pp. 1–28.
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The setting of the Iliad is the Trojan War, a war in which Greeks besiege and 
ultimately destroy a foreign city. The poem is remarkable for the way that its 
preoccupation with mortality and the human condition extends even to the enemy. 
In the words of Simone Weil, who was struck by the equity of compassion with 
which the suffering of the Greeks and Trojans are narrated:

The entire Iliad is overclouded by the worst of human calamities, the 
destruction of a city. This calamity could not seem more heartrending if the 
poet had been born at Troy. But his tone is the same when Achaeans perish far 
from their homeland.7

The enslavement and sexual violation of women and the death of husbands are 
realities of war that are neither condemned nor avoided in epic poetry.8 The taking 
of Troy is explicitly compared in the Iliad to the tearing of a woman’s veil and hence 
characterized as a rape.9 In Iliad, xi, Diomedes mocks Paris for the minor wound 
that he has inf licted on him:

I don’t care — it’s as if a woman or senseless child struck me. The arrow of a 
worthless coward is blunt. But when I wound a man it is far otherwise. Even if 
I just graze his skin, the arrow is piercing, and quickly renders the man lifeless. 
His wife tears both her cheeks in grief and his children are fatherless, while he, 
reddening the earth with his blood, rots, and vultures, not women, surround 
him. (Iliad, xi. 389–95)10

The horror that Diomedes describes, culminating in an unlamented corpse that 
will be eaten by vultures, will in fact be the fate of countless Trojans. But the Iliad 
is not without lamentation. The laments of such figures as Andromache, wife of the 
Trojan prince Hektor, and Hecuba, his mother, are some of the most memorable 
passages in the entire poem. The suffering they highlight is most often that of the 
Trojans, not the Greeks.

The Greek hero Achilles too is lamented directly throughout the Iliad. His own 
upcoming death is constantly being foreshadowed, even though he doesn’t actually 
die in our Iliad. One of the ways that his death is foreshadowed is through the death 

7	 All references to Weil are to James P. Holoka’s bilingual edition: Holoka (ed. and trans.), 
Simone Weil’s The ‘Iliad’ or the Poem of Force: A Critical Edition (Peter Lang, 2005 [2003]), §76, p. 65. 
‘Toute l’Iliade est sous l’ombre du malheur le plus grand qui soit parmi les hommes, la destruction 
d’une cité. Ce malheur n’apparaîtrait pas plus déchirant si le poète était né à Troie. Mais le ton n’est 
pas différent quand il s’agit des Achéens qui périssent bien loin de la patrie’, §76, p. 39. Weil’s essay 
includes numerous quotations from Homer for which, as she indicates, she provides her own line-
by-line translation.
8	 See Kathy L. Gaca, ‘Reinterpreting the Homeric Simile of Iliad 16.7–11: The Girl and Her 
Mother in Ancient Greek Warfare’, American Journal of Philology, 129 (2008), pp. 145–71; Jonathan 
Gottschall, The Rape of Troy: Evolution, Violence, and the World of Homer (Cambridge University Press, 
2008).
9	 Michael Nagler, Spontaneity and Tradition: A Study in the Oral Art of Homer (University of 
California Press, 1974), pp. 44–63; Hélène Monsacré, Les Larmes d’Achille: le héros, la femme et la 
souffrance dans la poésie d’Homère (Albin Michel, 1984), pp. 68–69.
10	 ‘οὐκ ἀλέγω, ὡς εἴ με γυνὴ βάλοι ἢ πάις ἄφρων· | κωφὸν γὰρ βέλος ἀνδρὸς ἀνάλκιδος 
οὐτιδανοῖο. | ἦ τ᾿ ἄλλως ὑπ᾿ ἐμεῖο, καὶ εἴ κ᾿ ὀλίγον περ ἐπαύρῃ, | ὀξὺ βέλος πέλεται, καὶ ἀκήριον 
αἶψα τίθησι. | τοῦ δὲ γυναικὸς μέν τ᾿ ἀμφίδρυφοί εἰσι παρειαί, | παῖδες δ᾿ ὀρφανικοί· ὁ δέ θ᾿ αἵματι 
γαῖαν ἐρεύθων | πύθεται, οἰωνοὶ δὲ περὶ πλέες ἠὲ γυναῖκες.’
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of his nearest and dearest companion Patroklos, who goes into battle in his place, 
wearing his armour, and who dies in the same way that Achilles will die. When 
Achilles learns of Patroklos’ death, he lies down at full length and covers himself 
with dust as if he were already the corpse he will soon become, and his mother, the 
goddess Thetis, laments him with all of her sisters:

‘Listen’, she cried, ‘sisters, daughters of Nereus, that you may hear the burden of 
my sorrows. Alas how I am wretched, alas how unluckily I was the best child 
bearer, since I bore a child who was faultless and strong, outstanding of heroes. 
And he shot up like a sapling. After nourishing him like plant on the hill of an 
orchard I sent him forth in the hollow ships to Ilion to fight with the Trojans. 
But I will not receive him again returning back home to the house of Peleus.’ 
(Iliad, xviii. 52–60)11

As soon as Patroklos is dead everyone starts lamenting — not just for Patroklos, but 
also for Achilles. Thetis’ song of grief draws on the botanical imagery that pervades 
ancient Greek laments.12 Achilles is now officially ‘the most unseasonal of them all’, 
as he calls himself in Iliad, xxiv. 540. This is because Achilles’ own death is now 
inevitable. He is going to go back to battle to avenge the death of Patroklos, at the 
cost of his own life. Thetis’ words of grief are echoed by Achilles just a few lines 
later, when he tells his mother that he will re-enter battle, from which he has been 
absent since the start of the poem:

But as it is [it seems that it was all done] in order that there be infinite grief 
[‘πένθος’, penthos] 
in your heart 
for your child who has perished, the one who you will not receive again 
returning back home. (Iliad, xviii. 88–90)13

Achilles and Thetis know that Achilles will die if he returns to battle. Because 
Thetis is an immortal goddess, her grief for her mortal son, from the point of view 
of these characters, will in fact never end.

Achilles is not only aware of his mother’s never-ending grief when he makes the 
decision to return to battle and avenge the death of Patroklos; he also knows that 
his epic glory in song, that is his kleos, and the lamentation of women are explicitly 
linked. As he announces his intention to return, he says:

But now may I win good kleos, 
and may I cause some one of the deep-girdled Trojan and Dardanian women 
to wipe the tears from their delicate cheeks with both hands and wail with 
cries 
that come thick and fast. 

11	 ‘κλῦτε, κασίγνηται Νηρηίδες, ὄφρ᾿ ἐὺ πᾶσαι | εἴδετ᾿ ἀκούουσαι ὅσ᾿ ἐμῷ ἔνι κήδεα θυμῷ. | ὤ 
μοι ἐγὼ δειλή, ὤ μοι δυσαριστοτόκεια, | ἥ τ᾿ ἑπεὶ ἂρ τέκον υἱὸν ἀμύμονά τε κρατερόν τε, | ἔξοχον 
ἡρώων· ὁ δ᾿ ἀνέδραμεν ἔρνεϊ ἶσος· | τὸν μὲν ἐγὼ θρέψασα, φυτὸν ὣς γουνῷ ἀλωῆς, | νηυσὶν 
ἐπιπροέηκα κορωνίσιν Ἴλιον εἴσω | Τρωσὶ μαχησόμενον· τὸν δ᾿ οὐχ ὑποδέξομαι αὖτις | οἴκαδε 
νοστήσαντα δόμον Πηλήιον εἴσω.’
12	 Dué, Captive Woman’s Lament, pp. 65–70.
13	 ‘νῦν δ᾿ ἵνα καὶ σοὶ πένθος ἐνὶ φρεσὶ μυρίον εἴη | παιδὸς ἀποφθιμένοιο, τὸν οὐχ ὑποδέξεαι 
αὖτις | οἴκαδε νοστήσαντ .̓’
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And they may know that too long I have held back from battle. (Iliad, xviii. 
121–25)14

As Leonard Muellner has observed, a hero’s kleos is his victim’s song of sorrow, 
or akhos. The word akhos is so ingrained in Achilles’ story — both the sorrow he 
experiences, and the sorrow he causes — that it is built into Achilles’ name.15

Briseis, the captive concubine of Achilles, likewise laments Achilles on the 
occasion of lamenting Patroklos. In fact, these are the only words she speaks in the 
entire poem, and we must tease out almost everything we know about her from 
these few words:

Then Briseis like golden Aphrodite, when she saw Patroklos torn by the sharp 
bronze, falling around him she wailed with piercing cries. And with her hands 
she struck her breast and tender neck and beautiful face. And then lamenting 
she spoke, a woman like the goddesses: ‘Patroklos, most pleasing to my 
wretched heart, I left you alive when I went from the hut. But now returning 
home I find you dead, O leader of the people, So evil begets evil for me forever. 
The husband to whom my father and mistress mother gave me I saw torn by 
the sharp bronze before the city, and my three brothers, whom one mother 
bore together with me, beloved ones, all of whom met their day of destruction. 
Nor did you allow me, when swift Achilles killed my husband, and sacked the 
city of god-like Mynes, to weep, but you claimed that you would make me the 
wedded wife of god-like Achilles and that you would bring me in the ships to 
Phthia, and give me a wedding feast among the Myrmidons. Therefore I weep 
for you now that you are dead ceaselessly, you who were kind always.’ So she 
spoke lamenting, and the women wailed in response, with Patroklos as their 
pretext, but each woman for her own cares. (Iliad, xix. 282–94)16

As I argue in my 2002 book, Homeric Variations on a Lament by Briseis, this passage 
is remarkable for the way it compresses her life story, past and future, into a lament 
that unites her with all the women of Troy, who will soon themselves be captive 
women. She recalls the sack of her city, the death of her first husband, Mynes, and 
the loss of her brothers. She previews the lament that she will sing for her new 
‘husband’ Achilles, for whom Patroklos is only a substitute. Her song evokes the 

14	 ‘νῦν δὲ κλέος ἐσθλὸν ἀροίμην, | καί τινα Τρωιάδων καὶ Δαρδανίδων βαθυκόλπων | 
ἀμφοτέρῃσιν χερσὶ παρειάων ἁπαλάων | δάκρυ᾿ ὀμορξαμένην ἁδινὸν στοναχῆσαι ἐφείην, | γνοῖεν 
δ᾿ ὡς δὴ δηρὸν ἐγὼ πολέμοιο πέπαυμαι.’
15	 Leonard Muellner, ‘Achilles’, in The Cambridge Guide to Homer, ed. by Corinne Pache 
(Cambridge University Press, 2020), p. 102. On the relationship between lament and kleos see also 
Sheila Murnaghan, ‘The Poetics of Loss in Greek Epic’, in Epic Traditions in the Contemporary World: 
The Poetics of Community, ed. by Margaret Beissinger, Jane Tylus, and Susan Wofford (University of 
California Press, 1999), pp. 203–20; Greg Nagy, ‘Epic as Genre’, in Epic Traditions, ed. by Beissinger, 
Tylus, and Wofford, pp. 21–32; Dué, Captive Woman’s Lament, pp. 39–46.
16	 ‘Βρισηὶς δ᾿ ἄρ᾿ ἔπειτ ,̓ ἰκέλη χρυσέῃ Ἀφροδίτῃ, | ὡς ἴδε Πάτροκλον δεδαϊγμένον ὀξέι χαλκῷ, | 
ἀμφ᾿ αὐτῷ χυμένη λίγ᾿ ἐκώκυε, χερσὶ δ᾿ ἄμυσσε | στήθεά τ᾿ ἠδ᾿ ἁπαλὴν δειρὴν ἰδὲ καλὰ πρόσωπα. 
| εἶπε δ᾿ ἄρα κλαίουσα γυνὴ ἐικυῖα θεῇσι· | “Πάτροκλέ μοι δειλῇ πλεῖστον κεχαρισμένε θυμῷ, | 
ζωὸν μέν σε ἔλειπον ἐγὼ κλισίηθεν ἰοῦσα, | νῦν δέ σε τεθνηῶτα κιχάνομαι, ὄρχαμε λαῶν, | ἂψ 
ἀνιοῦσ ·̓ ὥς μοι δέχεται κακὸν ἐκ κακοῦ αἰεί. | ἄνδρα μὲν ᾧ ἔδοσάν με πατὴρ καὶ πότνια μήτηρ | 
εἶδον πρὸ πτόλιος δεδαϊγμένον ὀξέι χαλκῷ, | τρεῖς τε κασιγνήτους, τούς μοι μία γείνατο μήτηρ, | 
κηδείους, οἳ πάντες ὀλέθριον ἦμαρ ἐπέσπον.’
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death of parents, the hopes of a bride, and lost love. In this way Briseis’ lament 
explores many stages of life, and a lifetime of sorrow is expressed in a single 
moment. Her song is both traditional, in that it incorporates conventions of Greek 
lament that long predate the Iliad and that have been documented as recently as the 
1980s, and personal in that it shows us, as nowhere else in the Iliad, Briseis’ own life 
experiences from bride to widow. At the same time, Briseis’ lament foreshadows 
the fate of every Trojan wife.17

The songs of grief that are quoted within the Iliad’s narration of Achilles’ kleos 
highlight the mortality of the central hero, and the traditional imagery of these 
quoted laments spill over into epic diction itself, with the result that similes, 
metaphors, and other traditional descriptions of heroes are infused with themes 
drawn from the natural world. But the theme of the hero as a plant that blossoms 
beautifully and dies quickly, as we find in Thetis’ lament for Achilles in Iliad, xviii, 
is also a metaphor that encapsulates what glory means in the Iliad. The laments of 
women will initiate an epic song tradition that will never wilt:

My mother the goddess Thetis of the shining feet tells me that there are two 
ways in which I may meet my end. If I stay here and fight around the city of 
Troy, my homecoming is lost, but my glory in song [kleos] will be unwilting: 
whereas if I reach home my kleos is lost, but my life will be long, and the 
outcome of death will not soon take me. (Iliad, ix. 410–16)18

Here in Iliad, ix Achilles reveals not only the crux of this choice of fates around 
which the Iliad itself is built, but also the driving principle of Greek epic song. 
The unwilting f lower of epic poetry is contrasted with the necessarily mortal 
hero, whose death comes all too quickly.19 Hektor too imagines his own death in 
contrast with future kleos when he challenges the best of the Achaeans to a one-
on-one duel in Iliad, vii. He promises to return the body of the man he has slain 
so that a tomb can be built and future passers-by will remember that the slayer was 
‘radiant Hektor’: ‘Thus someone will speak someday, and my kleos will never die’ 
(Iliad, vii. 91).20

In a passage in Book vi of the Iliad, Andromache employs the traditional language 
of lament in an attempt to inf luence Hektor on an emotional level and persuade him 
to stay behind the walls, thereby preserving his own life. We and ancient audiences 
know very well that she will not be successful. The tender farewell between Hektor 
and Andromache and their baby son that follows evokes our pity and sorrow for 

17	 Casey Dué, Homeric Variations on a Lament by Briseis (Rowman and Littlefield, 2002). For more 
on the Greek lament tradition see Margaret Alexiou, The Ritual Lament in Greek Tradition, 2nd edn 
(Harvard University Press, 2002) and Christos Tsagalis, Epic Grief: Personal Laments in Homer’s ‘Iliad’ 
(De Gruyter, 2004).
18	 ‘μήτηρ γάρ τέ μέ φησι θεὰ Θέτις ἀργυρόπεζα | διχθαδίας κῆρας φερέμεν θανάτοιο τέλοσδε. | εἰ 
μέν κ᾿ αὖθι μένων Τρώων πόλιν ἀμφιμάχωμαι, | ὤλετο μέν μοι νόστος, ἀτὰρ κλέος ἄφθιτον ἔσται· 
| εἰ δέ κεν οἴκαδ᾿ ἵκωμι φίλην ἐς πατρίδα γαῖαν, | ὤλετό μοι κλέος ἐσθλόν, ἐπὶ δηρὸν δέ μοι αἰὼν | 
ἔσσεται, οὐδέ κέ μ᾿ ὦκα τέλος θανάτοιο κιχείη.’
19	 Gregory Nagy, Best of the Achaeans: Concepts of the Hero in Archaic Greek Poetry ( Johns Hopkins 
University Press, 1979), pp. 174–84.
20	 ‘ὥς ποτέ τις ἐρέει· τὸ δ᾿ ἐμὸν κλέος οὔ ποτ᾿ ὀλεῖται.’
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the victims of this war. In a similar dynamic, the killing of Hektor in Iliad, xxii is 
a victory and a moment of extreme satisfaction for the central Greek hero of the 
Iliad, Achilles, and yet the epic camera immediately shifts, as we witness the gut-
wrenching reactions of Hektor’s mother, father, and wife to his death. Likewise the 
Iliad ends with the funeral, not of Achilles, but instead with the funeral of Hektor. 
Achilles’ own short life and coming death resonate throughout the laments that 
are sung for his deadliest enemy. The Iliad ends with the haunting songs of women 
who are soon to be the Greeks’ captive slaves — widowed, foreign, old and young, 
they are the antithesis of the Greek citizen ideal, the ultimate other. The grief they 
initiate is a communal grief, a communal song of mourning that on the surface 
laments Hektor, but, from the perspective of the Iliad’s Greek audience, is even 
more fundamentally Achilles’ own song of sorrow.21

The Iliad looks at humanity without ethnic or any other distinctions that 
make people want to kill each other. It is not a poem that is anti-war: war was 
a fundamental and inescapable part of Greek culture. But it is a poem that can 
transcend ethnicity and lament the death of heroes in battle, whether they are Greek 
or Trojan, and it can even lament the death of the greatest Greek hero of them all, 
Achilles, by lamenting the death of his greatest enemy. It is a poem that can view 
Achilles through the eyes of his victims, through the sorrow that he generates, and at 
the same time experience and appreciate his own never-ending sorrow. When we 
understand this, we can see why later works would be drawn to the experiences 
of the Trojans, and especially the Trojan women, who, like Briseis, will soon be 
captive slaves.

The 2004 movie Troy, for example, is just as concerned for the people of Troy 
as it is for its Greek protagonists. Though the plot of the film revolves around 
Achilles, in his quest for glory, his relationship with Briseis, and his untimely death, 
the actions of Hektor and the plight of the Trojans receive almost equal coverage. 
The arrival of the Greek f leet at Troy is shown primarily through the eyes of the 
terrified women of Troy, especially Andromache, as loud and ominous gongs 
sound throughout the city. Likewise, in the expanded sack of Troy included in the 
Director’s Cut of the film, their fears are realized: women are taken captive (with 
suggestions of the rape to come), babies are ripped from their mothers’ arms and 
killed, and in general violence against women is vividly depicted. It is in scenes 
like these that the film feels most ‘Homeric’. Such scenes in fact are not narrated in 
our Iliad (since the sack of Troy is beyond the confines of that poem as it has been 
handed down to us), but seem to have been integral to all forms of storytelling 
about the sack of Troy in antiquity, whether in the epic poetry of the Epic Cycle, 
on Greek vases and other forms of art, and in Greek tragedy. So too has concern 
for the victims of war become integral to modern adaptations of the story of Troy.

In 1939, just after France declared war on Germany (after the invasion of Poland) 
and just before the occupation of France by the Nazis, Simone Weil composed and 
published The ‘Iliad’ or the Poem of Force, a philosophical essay that never explicitly 
refers to contemporary events, yet clearly seeks to understand current conf lict in 

21	 Nagy, Best of the Achaeans, pp. 94–117.
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light of the Trojan War. The essay begins with Weil’s bold thesis about the true 
subject of the Iliad:

The true hero, the true subject matter, the center of the Iliad is force. The 
force that men wield, the force that subdues men, in the face of which human 
f lesh shrinks back. The human soul seems ever conditioned by its ties with 
force, swept away, blinded by the force it believes it can control, bowed under 
the constraint of the force it submits to. Those who have supposed that force, 
thanks to progress, now belongs to the past, have seen a record of that in 
Homer’s poem; those wise enough to discern the force at the center of all 
human history, today as in the past, find in the Iliad the most beautiful and 
f lawless of mirrors.22

Weil builds her essay around the argument that the Iliad is not, at its heart, about 
the Trojan War or the anger of Achilles, but rather about a much more abstract 
concept: force. Equally important for Weil is her assertion that the force that is at 
the centre of the Iliad is the same force driving all of human history, including the 
events of the current day.

We can summarize Weil’s principal arguments about force brief ly as follows. 
First and foremost, it dehumanizes. Force turns humans into objects. A person who 
has been made a thing through force is denied agency, and the freedom to express 
their will, thoughts, and emotions. According to Weil, ‘so brutal a destiny nullifies 
[...] almost the memories of those it has befallen’.23 At several points in the essay 
Weil uses the captive Briseis to illustrate her points. As an example of how force 
denies agency to the individual, Weil cites the wailing of the captive women, who 
respond to Briseis’ lament for Patroklos in Iliad, xix with antiphonal cries:

When one of those suffers or dies who have made [her] lose everything, who 
have sacked [her] town, massacred [her] people before [her] eyes, only then does 
the slave weep. Naturally, for only then are tears permitted [her], even required 
of [her]. But in slavery, are not tears ready to f low as soon as they may do so 
with impunity?24

Weil at this point goes on to examine why slaves feel love for their masters, arguing 
that it is in part because all other outlets for emotion are barred, and in part because 

22	 Weil (ed. by Holoka), The ‘Iliad’ or the Poem of Force, §1, p. 45. ‘Le vrai héros, le vrai sujet, 
le centre de l’Iliade, c’est la force. La force qui est maniée par les hommes, la force qui soumet les 
hommes, la force devant quoi la chair des hommes se rétracte. L’âme humaine ne cesse pas d’y 
apparaître modifiée par ses rapports avec la force, entraînée, aveuglée par la force dont elle croit 
disposer, courber sous la contrainte de la force qu’elle subit. Ceux qui avaient rêvé que la force, grâce 
au progrès, appartenait désormais au passé, ont pu voir dans ce poème un document; ceux qui savent 
discerner la force, aujourd’hui comme autrefois, au centre de toute histoire humaine, y trouvent le 
plus beau, le plus pur des miroirs.’ §1, p. 19.
23	 The ‘Iliad’ or the Poem of Force, §18, p. 49. ‘Chez ceux sur qui il s’abat, un destin si brutal efface 
[...] presque le souvenir’, §18, p. 23.
24	 Weil, The ‘Iliad’ or the Poem of Force, §19, p. 49. ‘C’est quand souffre ou meurt l’un de ceux qui 
lui ont fait tout perdre, qui ont ravagé sa ville, massacré les siens sous ses yeux, c’est alors que l’esclave 
pleure. Pourquoi non ? Alors seulement les pleurs lui sont permis. Ils sont même imposés. Mais dans 
la servitude, les larmes ne sont-elles pas prêtes à couler dès qu’elles le peuvent impunément?’ §19, 
p. 23.
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the master can offer the hope of becoming a person again (instead of an object). 
Hence a slave like Briseis is able to forget the horrors inf licted upon her: ‘No-one 
can lose more than the slave loses; [s]he loses [her] entire inner life. [S]he may regain 
a bit of it only when there seems to be a chance to alter [her] fate’.25

Secondly, force operates in a cyclical fashion, affecting both winner and loser 
equally:

As pitilessly as force annihilates, equally without pity it intoxicates those who 
possess or believe they possess it. In reality, no one possesses it. People in the 
Iliad are not segregated into conquered, slaves, suppliants on the one side and 
conquerors and masters on the other; every human being may at any moment 
be compelled to submit to force.26

Weil cites the hero of the Iliad himself, Achilles, as an example of a man subjected 
to force when Briseis is taken from him by Agamemnon. But the balance of power 
soon shifts, and Agamemnon finds himself begging Achilles for forgiveness. The 
intoxicating nature of force is such that those who have it don’t realize they will 
soon lose it and be subject to force in turn:

In wielding their power they never suspect that the consequences of their 
actions will affect them in turn [...] It is impossible that they should not perish, 
since they neither consider their own force to be limited nor recognize that 
their relations with others are a balance of unequal forces.27

Here Weil is speaking primarily in reference to those who fight the battles, but the 
implication of her arguments is that Briseis, too, will have her day.

‘Moments of illumination’, as Weil calls them, are scattered throughout the 
poem, in which the pure love of sons for parents, parents for children, and brothers 
for one another, the friendship of comrades, and even the friendship of enemies 
are ‘f leeting and sublime moments when men possess a soul’.28 These moments, 
striking because they are few and far between, serve to impress upon us, by their 
very contrast, what force does to the people it acts upon in war, namely that ‘in 
equal but different ways, it petrifies the souls of those who undergo it and those 
who ply it’.29 As I have indicated already, what I find striking about Weil’s reading 

25	 Weil, The ‘Iliad’ or the Poem of Force, §21, p. 50. ‘On ne peut perdre plus que ne perd l’esclave; 
il perd toute vie intérieure. Il n’en retrouve un peu que lorsqu’apparaît la possibilité de changer de 
destin.’ §21, p. 24.
26	 Weil, The ‘Iliad’ or the Poem of Force, §24, p. 51. ‘Aussi impitoyablement la force écrase, aussi 
impitoyablement elle enivre quiconque la possède ou croit la posséder. Personne ne la possède 
véritablement. Les hommes ne sont pas divisés, dans l’Iliade, en vaincus, en esclaves, en suppliants 
d’un côté, et en vainqueurs, en chefs, de l’autre; il ne se trouve pas un seul homme qui ne soit à 
quelque moment contraint de plier sous la force.’ §24, p. 25
27	 Weil, The ‘Iliad’ or the Poem of Force, §34, 35, p. 53. ‘En usant de leur pouvoir, ils ne se doutent 
jamais que les conséquences de leurs actes les feront plier à leur tour. [...] Il ne se peut pas qu’ils ne 
périssent. Car ils ne considèrent pas leur propre force comme une quantité limitée, ni leurs rapports 
avec autrui comme un équilibre entre forces inégales.’ §35, p. 27.
28	 Weil, The ‘Iliad’ or the Poem of Force, §63, p. 62. ‘Des moments lumineux; moment brefs et divins 
où les hommes ont une âme’, §63, p. 36.
29	 Weil, The ‘Iliad’ or the Poem of Force, §61, p. 61. ‘elle pétrifie différemment, mais également, les 
âmes de ceux qui la subissent et de ceux qui la manient’, §61, p. 35.
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is her insight into the equity of compassion with which Greeks and Trojans are 
portrayed, and her attempt to find the reasons for this. The theme of force and the 
way, according to Weil, it affects everyone in war equally puts the victors and the 
vanquished over the course of time on a level plain, or at least in an alternating 
cycle. In this reading, the distinction won in war is not glorified by the Iliad, 
because it is in fact the purpose of the Iliad to reveal that that distinction is short-
lived at best, and won at the expense of the humanity of the loser.

It is not my purpose here to evaluate the merits and weaknesses of Weil’s 
unique interpretation of the Iliad, an interpretation which has been long admired 
even if not universally agreed with. Many classicists have praised it as a beautiful 
intellectual and spiritual exercise. I would not go so far as to assert that Weil’s 
reading can be ‘correct’, by which I mean only that it cannot have been Homer’s 
intention (however Homer is conceived) to compose the Iliad in order to teach 
us about the concept of force. That the Iliad does teach, however, seems to me 
irrefutable. Weil ref lects on what she perceives to be the continued use of force 
through the centuries, culminating in the force that was dominating the Europe of 
1939, namely the Nazi party. Though she never names him directly, we can only 
assume from her opening statement that the warning implicit in her arguments 
about the cyclical nature of force is aimed squarely at Hitler. (I don’t mean to imply 
that it is as simple as that, or that the point of Weil’s essay is patriotic or nationalistic. 
I mean only that as the ascendant power in Europe, Hitler was on the up side of 
a cycle that would inevitably turn downwards.) Possibly inspired by Weil, several 
twenty-first-century takes on the tale of Troy perhaps offer the same warning, this 
time aimed squarely at us.

There are many aspects of the 2004 movie Troy, which premiered in the shadow 
of the 2003 American invasion of Iraq, that connect directly with the themes of 
the Iliad that I have discussed and with Weil’s arguments about the theme of force. 
Director Wolfgang Petersen’s and screenwriter David Benioff ’s recreation of the 
characters of Agamemnon and Briseis, heavily based on the Homeric Agamemnon 
and Briseis but with significant changes to their story, exemplifies both the cyclical 
and dehumanizing nature of force described by Weil. Petersen and his team have 
made the tale one of force and its consequences. The character, motivations, and 
fate of Agamemnon in particular comprise a major portion of the plot of the film, 
exemplifying some of Weil’s central ideas about force. There can be no doubt that 
the film responds directly to the events of 2003 and the lead up to the invasion. 
When the film opened Petersen was quoted as saying, ‘Just as King Agamemnon 
waged what was essentially a war of conquest on the ruse of trying to rescue the 
beautiful Helen from the hands of the Trojans, President George W. Bush concealed 
his true motives for the invasion of Iraq’.30

One of the first scenes in the movie Troy shows Agamemnon on the point of 
conquering Thessaly with a massive army. (Thessaly was a historical region of 
Greece, but since it is the area that Achilles was believed to have been from in Greek 
myth, I feel compelled to point out this odd choice on the part of the filmmakers.) 

30	 In E. Rothstein, ‘To Homer, Iraq Would Be More of Same’, New York Times, 5 June 2004.
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The opposing king says, ‘You can’t have the whole world, Agamemnon’. This scene 
sets up the driving theme of the movie, namely Agamemnon’s ambition to do just 
that. We are shown next the festivities that result when Sparta (the kingdom of 
Agamemnon’s brother Menelaos, and of course Helen) concludes a peace treaty 
with Troy. But once Helen has been stolen Agamemnon has his chance to conquer 
this city too. Agamemnon says to Menelaos, consoling him after the departure of 
Helen, ‘Peace is for the women and the weak [...] Empires are forged by war’. Later, 
alone with his personal counsellor, he says, ‘I always thought my brother’s wife was 
a foolish woman, but she’s proved to be very useful’. By now it is clear to the viewer 
that Agamemnon, Darth-Vader-like in his evil intensity, does indeed want to 
conquer the whole world, and that his greed is destined to bring him to a bad end.

Just as the plight of Achilles’ captive concubine Briseis was of great interest to 
Weil as she sought to illustrate the operation of force on the individual, so too in 
the movie Troy does Briseis become emblematic of the victims of war in this film. 
As I have noted, the film focuses a great deal of attention on the women of the 
Troy story, especially Briseis and Andromache, the consummate lamenting women 
of the Iliad. In the Iliad, Briseis is a woman of royal birth who has been widowed 
by Achilles and made his captive concubine, and yet in her lament of Iliad, xix she 
constructs him as her bridegroom-to-be; the Iliad’s plot is initiated by the taking 
of Briseis from Achilles by Agamemnon. Troy makes the romance of Achilles and 
Briseis and her seizure by Agamemnon central elements of the plot. Andromache’s 
story in Troy parallels and echoes that of Briseis, as in the Iliad. She is the beloved 
royal bride of the Trojan champion Hektor for the moment, but we are all too 
aware that she is destined to share the captive fate of Briseis. The Iliad, Weil, and 
the filmmakers are thus united in their concern for these characters.

I would like to suggest that Briseis’ killing of Agamemnon at the climax of the 
movie, an invention on the part of the filmmakers that occurs nowhere in Greek 
literature, is a perfect illustration of Weil’s ideas about how force comes full circle. 
Before exploring this thought further, I must point out that the character of Briseis 
in the movie is actually a conf lation of two women in the Iliad and (very likely) 
one woman of the larger epic tradition as well: she is Briseis and Chryseis and 
Cassandra all in one. Chryseis in the Iliad is the daughter of a priest of Apollo, a 
captive woman assigned as a prize to Agamemnon. The Iliad begins with the refusal 
of Agamemnon to accept a ransom for her from her father. For a modern audience 
at least Agamemnon comes off very cruel and selfish in his refusal: ‘I will not free 
her. She shall grow old in my house at Argos far from her own home, busying 
herself with her loom and visiting my bed’ (Iliad, i. 29–31).31 When Apollo sends 
a plague indicating his displeasure, it is Achilles who insists that Agamemnon give 
Chryseis back, thereby provoking Agamemnon into taking Achilles’ prize, Briseis. 
The Trojan Cassandra on the other hand is not featured in our Iliad, but in other 
works of archaic Greek literature and art she plays an important role in the events 
surrounding the fall of Troy as a priestess of Apollo. She is eventually assigned to 

31	 ‘τὴν δ᾿ ἐγὼ οὐ λύσω· πρίν μιν καὶ γῆρας ἔπεισιν | ἡμετέρῳ ἐνὶ οἴκῳ, ἐν Ἄργεϊ, τηλόθι πάτρης, | 
ἱστὸν ἐποιχομένην καὶ ἐμὸν λέχος ἀντιόωσαν·’
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be the prize of Agamemnon, and he brings her home to Mycenae, where they 
are both killed by Agamemnon’s wife, Clytemnestra. The Briseis of Troy is, like 
Cassandra, a priestess of Apollo; she gets captured by Achilles’ men in the temple of 
Apollo when they first storm the shore. Early in the film Agamemnon takes Briseis 
from Achilles as a way of pulling rank on him, then treats her very cruelly, giving 
her to the men to do with as they wish. This act, which perhaps more than any 
other illustrates Agamemnon’s merciless, rapacious, and above all power-obsessed 
character, comes to completion for the viewer at the very end of the film, when 
Agamemnon finds Briseis alone, praying in the sanctuary of Apollo as Troy is being 
sacked. Grabbing her by the hair, he hisses: ‘You’ll be my slave in Mycenae. A 
Trojan priestess scrubbing my f loors. And at night...’. Briseis stabs Agamemnon in 
the neck at this moment and he falls dead. Agamemnon’s words in this scene about 
scrubbing f loors in Mycenae and his unfinished threat of what will happen at night 
are no doubt meant to be the equivalent of what Agamemnon says about his prize 
woman Chryseis in Iliad, i.

Petersen and Benioff have taken the seemingly minor character of Briseis in 
the Iliad and constructed a whole new story line for her, allowing her to enact 
the murderous vengeance that is traditionally assigned to Agamemnon’s wife 
Clytemnestra in Greek myth, thereby creating a satisfying culmination of their 
characterization of Agamemnon. But perhaps unintentionally they have also made 
the movie perfectly illustrate one of Simone Weil’s central arguments about the 
Iliad, that it is about force, about how war and its reliance on force turns people 
into objects, and about how no one escapes force’s effects. Those who seem to have 
force under their command soon lose it. The slave and concubine Briseis becomes 
the enforcer of this principle in Petersen’s interpretation.

More recently, Pat Barker’s 2019 novel The Silence of the Girls and the 2018 BBC/
Netf lix series Troy: Fall of a City amplify the film Troy’s sympathetic focus on the 
women of the story. I would like to conclude this chapter by examining brief ly 
how Troy’s treatment of Briseis reverberates through these recent works. Both can 
be understood to respond to Troy and to build directly on the theme of force in their 
respective presentations of the character of Briseis, but in the end, we will see that 
by denying her agency it is in fact Barker who has given Weil’s — and Homer’s — 
Briseis a voice.

Troy: Fall of a City centres the story of Troy on the intertwined stories of Paris 
and Helen. This artistic choice expands the scope of the tale far beyond the Iliad’s 
narration of the wrath of Achilles in the tenth year of the war. The Iliad begins not 
with the Judgment of Paris and the taking of Helen but with the taking of Briseis 
from Achilles by Agamemnon, after his prize of war, Chryseis, is returned to her 
father, the priest Chryses. The prequel to the events of the Iliad in Episodes 4 to 7 
of Troy: Fall of a City takes us a step back in narrative time by depicting the earlier 
sack of Briseis’ hometown (Lyrnessos in the Iliad, Cilicia, in the case of the series) 
and her capture by Achilles, both of which are only alluded to in the Iliad. Troy: Fall 
of a City conf lates the raids on Lyrnessos and Thebes (from which Chryseis is said to 
have been taken in the Iliad, also the hometown of Andromache), thereby making 
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Andromache, Briseis, and Chryseis from the same town of Cilicia. The killing of 
King Eetion, Andromache’s father, is shown, and Chryses is depicted in his priestly 
role. In the course of the raid on Cilicia, Achilles encounters Briseis, seems struck 
by her appearance, and physically assaults her in order to take her captive. (Later he 
tells her that he took her not to be his slave but because he thought she deserved 
to live.)

Briseis’ arc in Troy: Fall of City is complex and disjointed, but she is nevertheless 
a central figure in the construction of the series, as in Troy. Briseis and her 
brother Dolon, whose parents are deceased, live in the town of Cilicia, which is 
an important ally of Troy. Their town is sacked by Achilles, and Briseis is taken 
captive, along with the priest Chryses’ daughter Chryseis, while Dolon escapes to 
warn the Trojans. Achilles keeps Briseis as his prize, while Agamemnon claims 
Chryseis, whom he repeatedly and violently assaults. Her screams are heard by 
all, and when Agamemnon refuses to return her to her father, a plague ensues. 
Meanwhile, Achilles and Patroklos treat Briseis kindly. Patroklos contracts the 
plague and is nursed by Achilles and Briseis. When he recovers, the three of 
them have an erotic experience. That dawning relationship is thwarted almost 
immediately by Agamemnon, who insists on taking Briseis, since he was forced to 
give up Chryseis to end the plague. Achilles, strangely, hardly resists, only asserting 
that if Agamemnon takes her he will no longer fight. Agamemnon takes her. 
Unlike the Iliad, Briseis is never returned to Achilles.

In the penultimate episode, a truce is called and a funeral is held for Hektor. 
Andromache is clearly positioned spatially as the chief mourner, but she does not 
lament, nor does she (or anyone) say anything. Later in the episode, Agamemnon 
arms for battle and Briseis tells him he is breaking the truce. He becomes enraged 
and threatens her with sexual violence when he returns. She then picks up a knife 
and approaches him, but she is prevented from using it when Menelaos and Odysseus 
enter. Odysseus notices the knife, and after Agamemnon and Menelaos have left, 
he urges her to f lee once battle begins. In Episode 8, one of the final moments of 
the series shows Briseis having survived the sack along with a few other Trojans.

Briseis does not kill Agamemnon, as she does in Troy, but her contemplation of 
it in this series, and the agency that such contemplation attributes to her, unites 
her with the Briseis of Troy. Troy: Fall of a City attempts to give Briseis agency in 
other ways as well. She directs her brother to f lee the sack of Cilicia and inform the 
Trojans. Soon after her capture, she manages to threaten the life of Patroklos with 
a sharp object (though she is easily persuaded by Achilles not to follow through). 
It is she who initiates the sexual relationship with Patroklos and Achilles, not the 
other way around.

It is striking therefore that the creators of Troy: Fall of a City elected not to 
give Briseis, Andromache, or Hecuba an opportunity to lament. The funerals of 
Patroklos and Hektor could have been used for such a purpose, but they were not. 
The Iliad is all the more remarkable for featuring these voices where Troy and Troy: 
Fall of a City have not. For all their attempts to put the women of the story front 
and centre, the series creators and filmmakers have not taken advantage of the 
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opportunity that lament provides to challenge the talk of glory and duty and to 
allow women to tell their own tale in the first person, as the Iliad and, later, Greek 
tragedy do.

Where television and film have fallen short, however, modern novelists have 
stepped in. A wealth of modern fictional accounts of the Trojan War have appeared 
in recent years. The lion’s share of these have been written by female authors, 
including Madeline Miller, Nathalie Haynes, and Emily Hauser, and many are 
retellings of the Trojan War from the perspective of female characters. Pat Barker’s 
The Silence of the Girls retells the events of the Iliad from the point of view of Briseis. 
Her portrait of Briseis will lead us back, once more, to Weil and the theme of force.

The novel opens with Briseis narrating the siege of Lyrnessos in the first person, 
with the point of view of a woman on the inside. Just as she tells us in her lament 
in Iliad, xix, Briseis is the wife of King Mynes, and she endures the assault on her 
city from inside the palace, where she huddles with the other women of the city. 
The fear, discomfort, grief, trauma, and violation experienced by these women are 
unf linchingly observed by Briseis. The women are soon taken captive, and Briseis 
describes the experience of being selected as a prize this way:

We were lined up outside the huts and inspected. Two men, who never spoke 
except to each other, walked along the line of women, pulling down a lip here, 
a lower eyelid there, prodding bellies, squeezing breasts, thrusting their hands 
between our legs. I realized we were being assessed for distribution.32

Her experiences in these opening scenes come full circle in the final pages of the 
book, when the women of Troy suffer the very same fate.

Once in the tent of Achilles, Patroclus treats her with kindness and asks if her 
name is indeed Briseis: ‘I nodded. I didn’t feel like anything that might have a name’ 
(p. 21). That night Achilles has sex with her for the first time — ‘He tried me out’ (p. 
24, emphasis original) — and she relates that ‘Something in me died that night’ (p. 
24). There is no agency and certainly no romance to be found in Barker’s text: ‘I 
lay there, hating him’ (p. 24). Briseis is a realist and understands that this is the way 
war works. At one point she thinks of her own father’s captive concubine (p. 25). 
She feels scorn and pity for Tecmessa, who claims to love her captor, Ajax, who is 
the father of her child (p. 43). This Briseis is fully consistent with Weil’s depiction 
of the slave who has become ‘petrified’. Barker’s Briseis remains a slave, subject 
to force and without agency. After the death of Achilles, she gains a new husband 
(chosen for her by Achilles before he returned to battle) who will be kind to her, 
and she is now pregnant with Achilles’ child (neither of these events is part of the 
ancient epic tradition). But she is never under any illusion about her role or status. 
As she prepares to leave Troy, she thinks:

Suppose, suppose just once, once, in all these centuries, the slippery gods keep their 
word and Achilles is granted eternal glory in return for his early death under the walls of 
Troy...? What will they make of us, the people of those unimaginably distant 
times? One thing I do know: they won’t want the brutal reality of conquest 
and slavery. They won’t want to be told about the massacres of men and boys, 

32	 Pat Barker, The Silence of the Girls, p. 17.
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the enslavement of women and girls. They won’t want to know we were living 
in a rape camp. No, they’ll go for something altogether softer. A love story, 
perhaps? I just hope they manage to work out who the lovers were. (The Silence 
of the Girls, p. 291, emphasis original)

Barker’s dialogue with not only the text of the Iliad but also its many transformations 
in ancient and modern times is here made explicit on the last page of the novel. The 
‘unimaginably distant times’ are all those in which Briseis’ story has been retold 
and reshaped, in Classical Athens, in Augustan Rome, in the Renaissance, and in 
modern literature, and now in television and film. But Barker’s Briseis too has been 
shaped, in this instance by our own unimaginably distant time. Barker’s Briseis was 
created in a world in which the headlines are dominated by sex trafficking, war 
crimes, and a refugee crisis on multiple continents, and which is wrestling with the 
#MeToo movement.

If Barker has in fact been inf luenced by Weil, somewhat paradoxically, in her 
construction of the inner world of the slave Briseis, she also departs from her. 
Patroclus’ and her new husband’s kindness and other instances of humanity in the 
novel may be thought of as Weil’s ‘moments of illumination’. But the optimism of 
the final sentences of Barker’s novel contrasts markedly with Weil’s depiction of 
Briseis: ‘Once, not so long ago, I tried to walk out of Achilles’s story — and failed. 
Now, my own story can begin’. It seems that Barker, like the creators of Troy and 
Troy: Fall of a City, wants agency for Briseis, or at least the hope of it, in the end.

Even so I submit that it is Barker, not the television and film makers, who is 
most faithful to Weil’s reading of the Iliad, and ultimately, to the Iliad itself. She is 
the one that shows us most clearly what it is to be a captive prize of war, and, like 
Homer, she gives Briseis a voice to tell what she has suffered in her own words. 
Troy and Troy: Fall of a City show us Briseis’ story, in the way that only movies and 
television can, but they do so through a modern, arguably male lens that is more 
like the third person than the first. They give her agency in varying degrees, they 
attempt to show us what the Trojan War has done to her and to all the women of 
Troy, but in romanticizing her tale, and insisting that she loves or desires Achilles, 
they erase the experience of her sexual enslavement.

Briseis’ enduring place in the reverberation of the Iliad across millennia reveals 
that the truth of the Iliad doesn’t have to depend on it being ‘true’ as historical fact. 
In the twenty-first century and beyond, the lessons that we learn from the Iliad 
transcend the facts of any one time or place, of any one war. Briseis has a story. But 
so too is she the paradigm for the captive woman, the iconic image of the grief of 
war. Her poem, the Iliad, urges us to witness and seek to understand the plight of 
those on the losing side, and it enables us to appreciate the essential sameness of our 
experience in war, our shared grief, and indeed our shared humanity.
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Jean Miélot’s Trojan Additions to 
Christine de Pizan’s Epistre Othea (Brussels, 

Koninklijke Bibliotheek, MS 9392)
Yves Peyré

In the prologue to his Roman de Troie (c. 1165), Benoît de Sainte-Maure explains that 
‘Omers, qui fu clers merveillos | E sages e scientos’ [Homer, who was a wonderful 
cleric, wise and learned], did narrate the Trojan War,

Mais ne dist pas sis livres veir, 
Quar bien savons senz nul espier 
Qu’il ne fu puis de cent anz nez 
Que li granz oz fu assemblez: 
N’est merveille s’il i faillit, 
Quar onc n’i fu ne rien n’en vit

[But his book does not tell the truth, for we know for certain and without 
doubt that he was not born until a hundred years after the great expedition 
was assembled. No wonder he failed, for he was never present there and never 
witnessed anything that happened.]1

Therefore Benoît claims he relies on events as reported in the Ephemeris Belli 
Trojani attributed to Dictys the Cretan and De Excidio Trojae ascribed to Dares 
the Phrygian, which he believes to have been trustworthy chronicles related by 
reliable eye-witnesses and which he expands in an elaborate, colourful, chivalric 
romance, interweaving the Trojan matter with Ovidian elements. A little more 
than a century later, the Sicilian judge Guido delle Colonne, of Messina, adapted 
Benoît’s Roman into Latin prose in his Historia Destructionis Troiae (1287). Shortening 
descriptions and adding moral commentary and scientific digressions, he turned it 
into what he presented as historiography, insisting, like Benoît, and even more so, 
on the authenticity of his work, designed to help a learned readership, ‘ut separare 
sciant verum a falso’ [that they might know how to separate what is true from what 
is false].2

1	 Benoît de Sainte-Maure, Le Roman de Troie, ed. by Léopold Constans (Firmin Didot, 1904–12), 
vol. i, lines 45–46 and 51–56, pp. 3–4. The translation into English is borrowed from The Roman de 
Troie by Benoît de Sainte-Maure, trans. by Glyn S. Burgess and Douglas Kelly (D. S. Brewer, 2017), pp. 
43–44.
2	 Guido delle Colonne, Historia Destructionis Troiae, ed. by Nathaniel Edward Griffin (The 
Mediaeval Academy of America, 1936), p. 4. Unless otherwise indicated, translations from the Latin 
and the French are mine.
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Its appearance of veracity, and the fact that it was easily readable in Latin, gave 
Guido’s Historia widespread inf luence at a time when most European dynasties 
were inventing for themselves Trojan origins to strengthen their legitimacy. The 
Trojan matter thus became of special political import in the dukedom of Burgundy 
which, in the last decades of the fifteenth century, was not part of ‘the vasty fields of 
France’ but an independent state still in construction, an unstable conglomeration of 
territories, some of them recently acquired, gathering a plurality of fiefdoms, among 
which, not to list them all, the counties of Nevers, of Mâcon and of Charolais, with 
the county and the duchy of Burgundy in the south and, in the north, the duchies 
of Luxemburg and of Brabant, the counties of Zeeland, of Flanders, of Hainaut, 
of Artois, of Boulogne and of Vermandois, as well as Picardy. To try and unify 
territories that did not share the same language and followed different customs, it 
seemed necessary to create strong political and ideological bonds, among which the 
foundation of the order of the Golden Fleece and the promotion of the Trojan epic 
played no minor part.

In the second half of the fourteenth century, the historian of the city of Liège, 
Jean d’Outremeuse, opened Ly Mireur des Histors (1340) with an account of the 
Trojan origin of European nations. A century later, Edmond de Dynter, a diplomat 
of the Burgundian court, did the same in his Chronica Nobilissimorum Ducum 
Lotharingiae et Brabantiae ac regum Francorum (1442).3 More specifically, the historian 
of Hainaut, Jacques de Guise, in his Annales Historiae Illustrium Principum Hannoniae 
(1390–96), narrates in detail the life and achievements of a great king called Bavo, 
a relative of king Priam, who founded the city of Belgis, which gave its name to 
Belgium.4 Jean Wauquelin, writer and translator in the service of Philip the Good, 
duke of Burgundy, put into French Edmond de Dynter’s chronicle, which under 
his pen became the Chronique des Ducs de Brabant, as well as Jacques de Guise’s 
Annales, under the title of Chroniques de Haynaut (c. 1446–53). In his preface to 
the latter, dedicated to Philip the Good, Jean Wauquelin states that his translation 
‘polra a tous oans et lisans plainement apparoir la noble procreacion et lignie et 
coment est descendus mon dit tresredoubte et trespuissant seigneur du hault noble 
et excellent sang des Troyens’ [may clearly show to those who hear and read it 
the noble procreation and lineage of my said all dreaded and all mighty lord and 
his descent from the high, noble and excellent blood of the Trojans].5 In the 1448 
Brussels Ommegang, a civic pageant celebrating the Virgin Mary, the prologue of 
the first play reminded the citizens that ‘The pleasure garden of Troy, the noble 
seed, | Growing and f lourishing, is called Brussels’:6 court and city were meant to 
share the same foundation myth.

3	 Jean d’Outremeuse, Ly Mireur des Histors, ed. by Ad. Borgnet (M. Hayez, 1864), vol. i, pp. 27–28. 
Edmond de Dynter, Chronica Nobilissimorum Ducum Lotharingiae et Brabantiae ac regum Francorum, ed. 
by De Ram (M. Hayez, 1854), vol. i, part 2, I, 1, p. 7.
4	 Jacques de Guise, Annales Historiae Illustrium Principum Hannoniae, ed. by Fortia d’Urban 
(Sautelet and Arnold Lacrosse, 1826), vol. i.
5	 Jean Wauquelin, Chroniques de Haynaut, MS KBR 9242, vol. i, fol. 1v.
6	 Andrew Brown and Graeme Small, Court and Civic Society in the Burgundian Low Countries c. 
1420–1530 (Manchester University Press, 2007), p. 245, translated from the original text, ‘Tprieel uut 
Troyen, den edelen greyne, | Gegroyt, gebloeyt, es Bruesel genaemt’, Die eerste Bliscap van Maria en 
Die sevenste Bliscap van Onser Vrouwen, ed. by W. H. Beuken (Tjeenk Willink/Noordujn, 1978), p. 55.
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Interest in the matter of Troy at the court of Burgundy is further testified by a 
new translation into French of Guido’s Historia, made around 1459, known as Guido 
C in Marc-René Jung’s classification.7 At the instance of Philip the Good, Raoul Le 
Fèvre, his chaplain, wrote the Recueil des Hystoires de Troyes (c. 1464), later translated 
by William Caxton as Recuyell of the Historyes of Troye (1473–74), whose inf luence, 
in England, came to supersede that of Lydgate’s Troy Book, an expanded, verse 
rewriting of Guido delle Colonne. By 1472, the new duke, Charles the Bold, owned 
a set of eleven tapestries representing episodes in the Trojan War, for which the city 
of Bruges paid the merchant-weaver of Tournai, Pasquier Grenier.8 At the close of 
his detailed studies of the three sections that survive in the Metropolitan Museum 
of Art (New York), William H. Forsyth muses upon the unfortunate dispersion and 
partial destruction of the set, lamenting that ‘the luxury-loving Charles lived up 
to his name, apparently being bold enough to take his Trojan War set along with 
him to decorate his camp on his ill-fated Swiss campaign’, at the disastrous battle 
of Nancy on 5 January 1477 when, like his Trojan ‘ancestors’ he was killed fighting 
valiantly and the State of Burgundy was torn apart by Louis XI, as Troy had been 
by the Greeks.9

Charles the Bold’s father, Philip the Good, ruled as duke of Burgundy from 1419. 
The Hospices de Beaune, a jewel of Northern Renaissance civic architecture, were 
founded in 1443 and hosted Rogier van der Weyden’s retable of the Last Judgement 
from 1552. Around 1434, Jan van Eyck (otherwise unofficial ambassador for Philip 
the Good) painted the Arnolfini Portrait. At the height of the Burgundian splendour, 
under Philip the Good’s patronage, a rich cultural life developed, illustrated by the 
artistic production of the Early Netherlandish School of painters, or the expressive 
statuary of sculptors like Claus Sluter. Under Burgundian impulse, Arras, Brussels 
and Tournai became internationally renowned centres for the production of luxury 
tapestries. In parallel, an intense literary activity was encouraged and promoted, 
which produced creative works in the fields of religion, history and fiction, together 
with a huge effort of translation making Greek and Latin texts, as well as those 
in Spanish and Italian, accessible in French. The installation of the first printing 
presses of the Burgundian State in Louvain (Leuven) and Bruges in the early 1470s 
did not slow down an important production of manuscripts, which, with their rich 
illumination, are works of art, abundantly studied as such.

In 1449, Jean Miélot (1420–72) became Philip the Good’s ‘secrétaire’, serving 
the ducal library as copyist, translator and supervisor of the fabrication of books. 
Among his numerous translations, Buonaccorso da Montemagno’s De Vera 
Nobilitate (c. 1429) — Miélot’s Débat de Noblesse (1449) — and Giovanni Aurispa’s 

7	 Marc-René Jung, La Légende de Troie en France au moyen âge (Francke Verlag, 1996), pp. 582–85.
8	 Why those tapestries were bought is unclear. Jean-Paul Asselberghs, Les Tapisseries tournaisiennes 
de la guerre de Troie (Musées Royaux d’Art et d’Histoire, 1972), argues that they were a gift to celebrate 
the wedding of Charles the Bold and Edward IV’s sister, Margaret of York, in 1468, a theory refuted 
by Scot McKendrick, ‘The Great History of Troy: A Reassessment of the Development of a Secular 
Theme in Late Medieval Art’, Journal of the Warburg and Courtauld Institutes, 54 (1991), pp. 43–82.
9	 William H. Forsyth, ‘The Trojan War in Medieval Tapestries’, The Metropolitan Museum of Art 
Bulletin, New Series, 14.3 (Nov. 1955), pp. 76–84.
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De Praecedentia Alexandri, Hannibalis et Scipionis (1425), itself a translation of Lucian’s 
twelfth dialogue in Dialogues of the Dead — Miélot’s Débat de Honneur (1449–50) 
— contributed, among other works, to import Italian humanism into Burgundy. 
In 1455, Miélot was asked to provide a new edition of Christine de Pizan’s Epistre 
Othea, which survives in two manuscripts, Aylesbury, Waddesdon Manor 8 and 
Brussels, KBR 9392. Formal requirements were made in matters of pagination 
that resulted in inserting additional text to avoid leaving blank spaces between 
Christine’s sections.10 Miélot thus wrote additions for 63 of Christine’s 100 sections. 
The Trojan story — mainly drawn from Guido delle Colonne’s Historia Destructionis 
Troiae, gave him matter for almost one third (precisely twenty) of his additions.

The Source of Trojan Additions

Miélot praises his source for its ‘beau stile aorne des couleurs de rethorique’ [splendid 
style, adorned of the colours of rhetoric] (fol. 65r). It is not, however, Guido’s 
Latin original that he used, but Guido C, the Burgundian translation of Guido’s 
Historia into French, whose first version survives in five manuscripts, identified and 
described by Marc-René Jung. Unless otherwise specified, references to Guido C 
in this chapter are to MS 9253 (Brussels, Koninklijke Bibliotheek), which is known 
to have been present in Philip the Good’s library in 1467. Miélot’s borrowings, 
although they sometimes sum up an incident in the original text, or shorten 
a quotation to make it more appropriate to its new context, are frequently so 
faithfully literal that their source is easily identified. A few examples will suffice.

When the Greeks led by Jason on his way to conquer the Golden Fleece first land 
in Laomedon’s kingdom, they are sent a messenger to warn them off: in Guido C, 
this ambassador declares that

Le roy Laomedon qui est seigneur de ceste terre se donne grant merveille 
comment vous estes descendus en sa terre sans congie. Et pour ce il vous mande 
que incontinent vous voz en allez hors de sa terre, et se ce ne faittes il vous fera 
tous destruire. (KBR 9253, fol. 3r–v)

[King Laomedon, the lord of this land, stands in great wonder how you entered 
his land without permission. And therefore, he lets you know that he requires 
you to leave his land promptly and if you don’t do it he will have you all 
exterminated.]

Except for the omission of ‘qui est seigneur de cette terre’ [the lord of this land] the 
speech reappears identically in Miélot’s manuscript (glose 37, fol. 41r).11

In the episode of the first destruction of Troy, according to Guido C, when the 

10	 KBR 9392 has been fully analysed by Gianni Mombello in La tradizione manoscritta dell’ ‘Epistre 
Othea’ di Christine de Pizan. Prolegomeni all’ edizione del testo (Accademia delle Scienze, 1967), pp. 
147–53. More recently, Anne Schoysman offered a description of the two manuscripts in ‘Les Deux 
Manuscrits du Remaniement de l’Epistre Othea de Christine de Pizan par Jean Miélot’, Le Moyen 
français, 51/53 (2002/03), pp. 505–28. References in this essay are to KBR 9392.
11	 Christine’s text and Miélot’s additions are quoted from KBR 9392, but for convenience, reference 
is made both to folio numbering in KBR 9392 and to the number of Christine’s corresponding gloses 
in Gabriella Parussa (ed.), Epistre Othea (Droz, 2008).
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city was taken,

Lors survint Hercules le fort et le hardy, qui n’avoit son pareil ou monde [...] 
il encontra le roy Laomedon qu’il print a force et lui coppa le chief et le getta 
ou milieu de ses gens. Adont furent les Troyens desconfis et mors et peu en 
eschappa. (fol. 11v)

[Then came strong and hardy Hercules who had no peer in the world. He 
encountered King Laomedon whom he overcame and cut off his head and 
threw it amidst his followers. Then were the Trojans quite overwhelmed and 
dead, and few of them escaped.]

Accordingly, Miélot explains in glose 66 that

La premiere destruction de Troye fu ou temps du roy Laomedon, auquel 
Hercules le fort et hardy qui n’avoit pareil au monde trencha le chief et le jetta 
ou milieu de ses gens. Adont furent les Troyens tous desconfis et mors, et pou 
en eschappa. (fol. 70r)

[The first destruction of Troy occurred in the time of King Laomedon whose 
head strong and hardy Hercules, who had no peer in the world, sliced off and 
threw amidst his followers. Then were the Trojans quite overwhelmed and 
dead, and few of them escaped.]

After Achilles’ death, the Greeks assemble in council to decide whether they should 
go on with the war or, rather, desist. In Guido C,

Lors ot entre eulx pluiseurs diverses oppinions. Les uns loerent la guerre et les 
autres le blasmerent, et finablement ilz conclurent tous ensemble d’un accord 
de maintenir la guerre, disant se Achillez leur estoit failly, pour tant la promesse 
des dieux ne leur fauroient mie. Lors se leva Aiax d’entre eulx et leur dist: 
Se Achilles est mort, envoies querre son filz que le roy Nicomedes son aieul 
nourist et aprent aux armes, que je ne cuide point que sans lui nous puissons 
avoir victoire des Troyens. Son conseil sembla bon. (fol. 78r)

[Then were there between them several diverse opinions. Some were in favour 
of war and others disapproved of it, and finally all together fell in agreement 
and concluded to continue the war, saying that though they had lost Achilles, 
for all that, the gods’ promises would not fail them. Then Ajax stood up in their 
assembly and said: if Achilles is dead, send for his son, whom his grandfather 
King Nicomedes brings up and raises in the pursuit of arms, for I do not think 
that we can overcome the Trojans without him. His advice seemed good.]

Similarly, Miélot writes (glose 31),

apres pluseurs diverses oppinions les uns loerent la guerre et les autres la 
blasmerent. Finablement ilz conclurent tous ensamble de maintenir la guerre, 
en disant: se Achilles nous est failli, pourtant ne nous fauldront pas les certaines 
promesses des dieux. Lors se leva Aiax en disant: se Achilles est mort, envoiez 
querre son filz Neptholomus, autrement dit Pirrhus, que le roy Nichomedes12 
son ayeul aprent aux armes et je ne cuide point que sans lui nous puissons avoir 
la victore des Troyens. Son conseil sambla bon. (fol. 33r)

12	 Licomedes in the copy of Guido C in MS Paris, Arsenal 2226, fol. 63r, but Nicomedes in all 
other manuscripts of Guido C, first version.
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[after several diverse opinions, some were in favour of war and others disapproved 
of it. Finally, they all together concluded to continue the war, saying: though 
we have lost Achilles, the gods’ trustworthy promises will not fail us. Then Ajax 
got up and said: if Achilles is dead, send for his son Neptholomus, otherwise 
named Pyrrhus, whom his grandfather king Nichomedes raises in the pursuit 
of arms, and I do not think that we can overcome the Trojans without him. 
His advice seemed good.]

Guido C describes the Trojan Horse: ‘Ce cheval fist un moult saige maistre nomme 
Apius, et le fist si subtivement que par dehors on n’y veoit entree ne issue’ [This 
horse, a right wise master named Apius made it, and made it so subtly that no 
entrance nor exit could be seen from outside] (fol. 87v). According to Miélot in 
glose 96, ‘et le fist ung moult sage maistre nomme Apius, si soubtilement que par 
dehors on n’y veoit ne entree ne issue’ [And a right wise master named Apius made 
it, so subtly that no entrance nor issue could be seen from outside] (fol. 100r).

Implications and Consequences of Choosing Guido C

Christine found most of her Trojan matter in the Histoire ancienne jusqu’à César, but 
Miélot drew his from Guido delle Colonne’s Historia. Although the Histoire ancienne 
and Guido’s Historia both derive from the same source, Benoît de Sainte-Maure’s 
Roman de Troie, their treatment is different. While Histoire ancienne inserts the Trojan 
War in the vast, universal scope of providential history, Guido narrows down 
the focus on the fall of Troy, brought about by a grim combination of a series of 
human mistakes and the baneful mutability of an ungovernable Fortune. In James 
Simpson’s words, Guido’s relation is

resolutely secular and human in its purview [...] history is initiated by the 
volition of aristocrats and takes its course from the contingent and entropic 
force of events spiraling out of individual human control. It is for this reason 
that councils and diplomatic receptions are of vital significance.13

One reason that Miélot might have found Guido’s version attractive was its promise 
of historical authenticity, a feature that is even more emphasized in the text Miélot 
used than in Guido’s original Latin. Guido’s original Prologue claims that he only 
reports ‘ea que per Dytem Grecum et Frigium Daretem, qui tempore Troyani 
belli continue in eorum exercitibus fuere presentes et horum que viderunt fuerunt 
fidelissimi relatores’ [occurrences (related by) Dictys the Greek and the Phrygian 
Dares, who were continually present in their armies at the time of the Trojan 
War, and were highly faithful narrators of what they had seen].14 In Guido C, this 
protestation is made prominent as the main element of a shorter prologue where the 
translator states that Guido’s text is based on the

escrips de deux preudhommes qui furent au temps que les choses advindrent, 
l’ung en l’ost des gregois et cil avoit nom Ditis, et l’autre, qui avoit nom Dares 

13	 James Simpson, ‘The Other Book of Troy: Guido delle Colonne’s Historia destructionis Troiae in 
Fourteenth- and Fifteenth-Century England’, Speculum, 73.2 (1998), pp. 397–423 (p. 411).
14	 Historia Destructionis Troiae, ed. by Griffin, p. 4.
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fu en la cité avec les Troiens. Ces deux congneurent des le commencement 
de l’istoire que la chose seroit de grant fait, si se trouverent l’un avec l’autre et 
parlerent ensamble de ceste matiere et conclurent que chacun d’eulx mettroit 
toute diligence de scavoir tout ce que advenroit entre ceulx de son party et ainsi 
le firent durant la guerre d’entre les Gregois et les Troiens, et quant la guerre fut 
finée, ilz se retrouverent ensamble et recueillerent en ung escript tout ce qu’ilz 
avoient veu et sceu de celle guerre affin que si haulte histoire comme celle fu 
demourant en memoire.15

[The writings of two worthy men who were there at the time when these 
events occurred, one with the Greek army, who was named Ditis, and the 
other, who was named Dares, was in the city with the Trojans. Those two 
understood from the beginning of the story that the matter would be of great 
importance; so they met and talked together of this subject, and concluded 
that each of them would earnestly work at knowing everything that would 
occur in his party, and they did so during the war between the Greeks and the 
Trojans, and when the war was ended, they met again and gathered in writing 
everything they had seen and known of that war so that such noble history as 
this was might remain in memory.]

The nature of the narrative has changed towards added objectivity since it is 
presented as the result of the joint efforts of two witnesses, one in each camp, Dares 
the Phrygian and Dictys the Cretan, who agreed to put their heads together to 
produce a joint, true, reliable, unbiased report. This new prologue also announces 
that the story will be told ‘en brief ’ (Arsenal 2226, fol. 1r): the translator did 
abbreviate the text, not only to make it easy reading, but also in such a way that its 
general outlook is altered by the suppression of most of Guido’s learned digressions, 
mythographic excursions and misogynistic ref lections. More than the Latin 
original, Guido C offers a straightforward, factual narrative. Cancelling out Guido’s 
sense of fate, the translation gives even more prominence to personal responsibility, 
which enables the prologue to present the story as a warning against the dire effects 
of ‘orgueil et felonnie’ [pride and treachery] (Arsenal 2226, fol. 1v). The Burgundian 
translation of Guido chosen by Miélot thus gave him a text that proposed a vision 
of history claiming authenticity and objectivity as requisites. It made the succession 
of events depend on human choices rather than on an overarching universal design 
or the haphazard vicissitudes of Fortune, thus endowing history with potential 
exemplarity.

Coordination with Christine’s Text

That Philip the Good required a new copy of Christine’s Epistre Othea is in itself 
significant. The work was appreciated for its proximity with the Trojan story since 
it presented the precepts that Othea, the goddess of Prudence, is supposed to have 
offered Hector of Troy when he was fifteen years old, so that he could become a 
perfect Christian knight. Each section of Epistre Othea comprises three subdivisions, 

15	 MS Paris, Arsenal 2226, fol. 1r–v. With minor mistakes, KBR 9650–52, fol. 61r–v, gives 
substantially the same text. This prologue is missing in the other MSS of Guido C.
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a ‘text’ (generally a quatrain introducing a mythological subject) whose several 
meanings are explained and developed in the two paragraphs in prose that follow, 
a ‘glose’ in which the goddess develops the implications of the ‘text’ concerning 
appropriate behaviour according to the codes of chivalry; then, in an ‘allegory’ 
in the tradition of the Ovide Moralisé, she expounds the religious and spiritual 
precepts suitable for helping the knight achieve salvation and eternal life. In general 
terms, the Trojan theme and the exaltation of chivalry in a Christian context 
were congruent with the set of values favoured in the Burgundian court. More 
specifically, the nature of Miélot’s additions and the ways in which they coordinate 
with Christine’s text are also suggestive of his own intellectual inclinations or of 
what he knew to be the Duke’s fields of interest.

Miélot never intervenes at the levels of ‘text’ and ‘allegory’. All of his insertions, 
whether they relate to the Trojan matter or other topics, systematically and solely 
concern the level of the ‘glose’, which is the only area where he exerts editorial 
interference. In the early fifteenth century, when Thomas Walsingham did not 
include anagogical interpretations in his De Archana deorum, its editor Robert van 
Kluyve wisely concluded that such an omission might not denote a humanistic 
bent, but simply occurred because Walsingham used an abridged manuscript of 
Bersuire’s Reductorium Morale.16 In another context, Miélot’s non-intervention in 
Christine’s anagogical interpretations might be considered in a different light. It is 
contemporary with the Ovide Moralisé in prose (Prose i), written for René d’Anjou 
in 1466–67, where religious allegories subsist but, as the work progresses, tend to 
be replaced by moralizations of a rationalistic nature; it precedes by only a few 
years Colard Mansion’s Metamorphose d’Ovide Moralisé (Prose ii), where anagogical 
interpretations totally disappear. Outside the Trojan subject, Miélot’s additions 
to the ‘gloses’ in other fields are rationalistic, often taking the form of natural, 
historical, and moral interpretations of mythological themes: on Narcissus (glose 
16, fol. 20r), he insists on the natural properties of the f lower; Neptune, at his 
birth, was thrown into the sea but survived and was therefore called god of the sea 
(glose 33, fol. 34r); Apollo is said to have killed Phiton (Python) because falseness 
and cruelty can be defeated when they come to light (glose 9, fol. 13r). No such 
interpretation occurs in the Trojan additions. Considered as history, not mythology, 
the episodes of the war of Troy do not lend themselves to allegoric deciphering. 
In that particular field, Miélot’s contribution therefore concerns mainly the textual 
narrative and, indirectly, the field of chivalric courtesy, as well as state management.

In her study of Miélot’s manuscript from the perspective of art history, Rosalind 
Brown-Grant devotes a paragraph to the Trojan matter, aptly noting that on the 
whole, Miélot is mainly ‘concerned with giving supplementary information which 
further explains the events’.17 Christine’s allusions focus on unrelated incidents 
abstracted from their context to provide interpretative matter. With rare exceptions, 

16	 Thomae Walsingham De Archana Deorum, ed. by Robert A. van Kluyve (Duke University Press, 
1968), p. xiv.
17	 Rosalind Brown-Grant, ‘Illumination as Reception: Jean Miélot’s Reworking of the Epistre 
Othea’, in The City of Scholars: New Approaches to Christine de Pizan, ed. by Margarete Zimmermann 
and Dina De Rentiis (De Gruyter, 1994), pp. 260–71 (pp. 263–64).
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Miélot generally tends to re-contextualize them in the globality of their historical 
background. When Christine denounces Paris as more competent in the field of 
love than of arms (glose 75), Miélot recalls in a few words the succession of events 
that, starting with Paris’s abduction of Helen, led to the destruction of a whole 
civilization, with the human suffering it entailed (fols 78v–79r). He adds portraits 
of the main characters, transforming symbols into persons, with their characteristic 
features and their lineage, ancestors and descendants, informing the reader, for 
example, that ‘Ulixes fu le plus beau chevalier d’entre les Gregois mais il estoit 
deceveur, soubtil, grant menteur et disoit ses choses joyeusement et tant bien 
emparle estoit qu’il n’avoit son pareil’ [Ulixes was the handsomest knight among 
the Greeks, but he was deceiptful, subtle, a great lier, and said his things cheerfully 
and was so smooth-spoken that none was his equal] (glose 83, fol. 87r).

When Christine summarily mentions Hector’s death with the brief comment 
that caution requires that a knight should never be caught ‘descouvert’, that is, 
unprotected, (glose 91, fol. 94r), Miélot adds a detailed report of this central event 
drawn from Guido C (fol. 64r): unstoppable on the battlefield, Hector killed a great 
many Greeks and wounded Achilles before taking a prisoner:

Tandis Hector avoit prins ung baron de Grece et pour l’emmener plus aise il 
avoit mis son escu derriere son dos et descouvert son pis, et lors qu’il ne se 
prenoit garde de Achilles qui luy bouta sa lance dedans le corps, il chey mort 
a terre. (fol. 95r)

[While Hector had captured a baron of Greece and, to take him away more at 
his ease had put his shield behind his back, thus uncovering his chest without 
paying attention to Achilles, who thrust his spear into his body, and he fell dead 
on the ground.]

Miélot explains in detail the circumstances and the modality of a death which 
Christine views in the abstract, more as a moral strategist, while he views them 
as a historian interested in the development of events in relation to human 
motivation. That is why his expansions attach importance to councils in which 
policies are debated and decisions taken — be it the council held in the Greek 
camp after Achilles’ death (glose 31, fol. 38r) or Helenus’ admonitory speech in a 
Trojan meeting (glose 77, fol. 77r) — with the underlying assumption that major 
turning points in the development of the war are brought about by the power, or 
inadequacy, of rhetorical persuasion.

Miélot’s interest in the driving force of human sensitivity and personal feelings 
leads him to rewrite Hecuba’s hatred of Achilles and plea for revenge as an appeal 
to her son Paris expressed in direct speech, a dramatization inspired by Guido C 
(fol. 77r) that both parallels and contrasts with Christine’s distanced report of the 
same event:

Achilles se fia en la royne Hecuba, femme du roy Priam a qui il ot occis ses 
enfans par trahison et ala de nuit parler a elle pour traittier du mariage de 
Polixena sa fille et de luy, et la fut occis par Paaris et ses compaignons par le 
commandement de la royne sa mere ou temple appolin (glose 40, fol. 43v)

[Achilles trusted queen Hecuba, king Priam’s wife, whose children he had 
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treacherously killed, and went at night to discuss with her his marriage with 
Polixena, her daughter and Priam’s, and there was killed by Paaris and his 
companions by the command of the queen his mother in Apollo’s temple.]

Miélot enables his reader to witness the scene: Hecuba, in his version,

appella Paaris en plourant et luy dist secretement: Mon treschier filz, tu scez 
comment ce faulx trahitre Achilles a occis cruelement tes freres mes enfans, et 
pour ce me samble il bon qu’il soit tout ainsi murdri. Il m’a pluseursfois requis 
d’avoir a femme ma fille Polixene. Si luy manderay qu’il viengne parler a moy 
au temple d’Apollo, et tantost qu’il y sera venu, vous le mettrez a mort. (fol. 44r)

[called Paaris and, crying, told him in secret: My dearest son, you know how 
that false traitor Achilles has cruelly killed your brothers my children, and for 
that reason it seems to me appropriate that he should be similarly dispatched. 
He several times asked me to give him my daughter Polixene for wife. Thus I 
shall require him to come to Apollo’s temple to talk to me, and as soon as he is 
there, you will put him to death.]

And Miélot also picturesquely adds the gruesome detail that in the end, Paris’ body 
was exposed to dogs and birds.

Christine explains that Hector’s death was consequent upon his disobedience, or 
at least disregard of his father’s prayers not to go fighting on a particular day, and she 
increases his guilt by making him go to battle leaving Troy surreptitiously through 
an underground passage (glose 90). Concentrating instead on Andromache’s plea, 
Miélot radically alters the focus, once again using direct speech: in his words,

elle prit son petit filz et le mist a ses piez en plourant et luy disant: Aumoins se 
vous ne voulez avoir mercy de moy, ayes pitie de votre petit enfant, que moy et 
luy ne morons de mort amere ou soyons menez en servitude en estrange pays 
(fol. 94r)

[she took her young son and laid him at his feet and told him in tears: at least 
if you don’t want to have compassion for me, take pity on your young child, to 
prevent that he and I should die a bitter death or should be taken in servitude 
in a foreign country.]

Drawn from Guido C (fol. 63r), the image of the mother setting her child at the feet 
of the father is valued for its emotional impact and pathetic power which produce 
a dramatic effect. Similarly, in glose 85, a graphic description of Patroclus’ death, 
his head cut in two by Hector’s sword, inserts in Christine’s moralization a vivid 
vignette that highlights the ruthless violence of the battle (fol. 89r).

When Christine ascribes the fall of ‘le maistre dongion de Troye’ [the main tower 
in Troy] (glose 97), strong though it was, to the work of the mutability of Fortune, 
Miélot starts by restoring its accurate name of ‘Ylion’ and recalls that therein was 
situated the temple of Apollo, where Priam, lying in front of the high altar, awaited 
death. The final touch, declaring how Priam was cruelly massacred ‘devant l’autel 
qui fu tout sanglent de son sang’ [in front of the altar, which was all bloodied with 
his blood] (fol. 101r), adds the suggestion of a sacrilegious act. Alongside the abstract 
character of Christine’s philosophical ref lection, Miélot focuses on the pathos and 
the personal implications of a crucial event.
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Not infrequently, an addition of Miélot’s seems somewhat unrelated to, or even 
at variance with, Christine’s text. When Christine reports the episode of Ulysses 
blinding a giant — her version of Polyphemus — (glose 19), Miélot shows no 
interest for the marvellous and does not comment on the allegorization of blinding, 
but takes a byway instead, moving away from Christine’s theme to introduce an 
unrelated element, a summarized story of Ulysses’ two sons Thelamothus and 
Thelagonus and the latter’s unwitting murder of his father (fol. 23r). What attracts 
his attention here is the human interest of a potentially tragic situation.

His work also occasionally consists in correcting Christine’s text. In glose 53, 
Christine ascribes to Ganymede the story and the fate that are, in reality, those of 
Hyacinthus in Ovid’s Metamorphoses (x. 162–219). Miélot adds a note restoring to 
Ganymede his identity, his place in the Trojan lineage, and reinstates him in his 
historical context:

Ganimedes fu filz de Tros ou de Troyus, duquel Troye print son nom apres 
Dardanus. Cestui Troyus ot jadis guerre encontre Tantalus, roy de Frise, pour 
ce qu’il lui avoit ravy Ganimedes son filz qu’il avoit engendre aincois que Ylion 
et Asaricus, soubz lesquelles tempestes il fina ses derreniers jours. (fol. 57r)

[Ganimedes was son of Tros or Troyus, of whom Troy took the name, after 
Dardanus. That Troyus was formerly at war with Tantalus, king of Frise [i.e. 
Phrygia], who had abducted his son Ganimedes he had bred, as well as Ylion 
and Asaricus, under which storms he ended his last days.]

This factual correction is not drawn from Guido delle Colonne but from Boccaccio’s 
Genealogia Deorum Gentilium (vi. 3, ‘Tros’), which in Miélot’s time was the standard 
reference work on classical mythology. It reveals an interest in and a concern for 
textual reliability in Miélot’s procedure. His concern for accuracy leads him to insert 
in Christine’s text more information of a historical nature drawn from Boccaccio’s 
Genealogia. In glose 61, when Christine reproves Laomedon for his unwise attitude 
towards the Greeks, Miélot specifies that ‘Laomedon roy de Troye la grant, filz de 
Ylion, filz de Dardanus, engendra viii que filz que filles, c’est assavoir Anthigona, 
Exiona, Lampus, Clicion, Ychecaon, Ticon, Bucolion et Priam [Laomedon, king 
of great Troy, son of Ylion, son of Dardanus, engendered eight children, sons and 
girls, namely Anthigona, Exiona, Lampus, Clicion, Ychecaon, Ticon, Bucolion and 
Priam]’ (fol. 65r) — a list borrowed from Boccaccio (Genealogia, vi. 6–12) who had 
taken it over from Dictys.18

In glose 94, Christine shows Ajax fighting, out of inappropriate vanity, with an 
unprotected arm, a behaviour against which she advises a wise knight. Miélot, here, 
has one of his longer additions, in which he forgets about Ajax’s vainglory to choose 
another episode, with the effect of producing a different impression:

Aiax fu fil du roy Thelamon et de Exione fille du roy Laomedon, suer du roy 
Priam et tante de Hector de Troye. Cestui Aiax, cousin germain du preu et 
vaillant Hector se aborda une fois contre ledit Hector et luy livra ung grant 
et dur assault, et ainsi que en combatant ilz parloient ensemble, Hector le 

18	 Dictys Cretensis, Ephemeridos Belli Troiani Libri, ed. by Werner Eisenhut (Teubner, 1994), iv. 22, 
p. 100.
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recongnut son cousin. Lors par courtoisie il mist jus ses armes et fist tresgrant 
chiere au dit Aiax en luy priant qu’il veinst a Troye avec luy veoir son hault 
lignage de par sa mere, auquel dist Aiax qu’il n’y iroit mie icelle fois, mais lui 
pria que pour l’amour de luy il feist cesser la bataille pour ce jour. Et ainsi luy 
accorda Hector et fist retraire toutes ses gens en la cite (fol. 98r).

[Aiax was son of king Thelamon and of Exione, daughter of king Laomedon, 
sister of king Priam and Hector of Troy’s aunt. This Aiax, a first cousin of 
the valorous, chivalrous Hector, once attacked the said Hector and made a 
massive, relentless assault, and, as they were conversing during the fight, Hector 
recognized him as his cousin. Then, out of courtesy, he laid down his weapons 
and offered the said Aiax the warmest welcome, inviting him to accompany 
him to Troy to meet the high lineage that was his through his mother, to which 
Aiax answered that he would not go this time, but asked that, for the love of 
him, he might put an end to this day’s battle. Thus did Hector grant his request 
and ordered all his soldiers to retreat into the city.]

Miélot draws this passage out of its context in Guido C (fols 58v–59r), where 
Hector’s decision to stop the fight occurs at the very moment when the Trojan 
troops were overcoming the Greek army in what might have been a decisive 
victory. Thus isolated, the incident becomes a vignette of perfect courtesy on the 
battlefield, focusing on upholding chivalrous values the collapse of which was 
suggested by other episodes. While reproducing the text in Guido C, Miélot also 
introduces slight changes, which inf lect it in that direction: for Miélot; Hector’s 
welcome, from ‘grant’ becomes ‘tresgrant’; he does not repeat Guido C in giving 
Aiax, ‘qui ne entendoit que au salut des Gregois’ [who only meant to ensure the 
Greeks’ preservation], a selfish, strategic reason for refusing Hector’s invitation. 
And he omits the adjective ‘malheureux’ [unfortunate] which Guido C applies to 
Hector regarding his ill-considered decision to stop the battle. Guido C introduces 
Aiax simply as ‘filz du roy Thelamon et Exionne’ and ‘cousin germain d’Hector’; by 
insisting more precisely on the details of the genealogical tree, Miélot suggests, even 
more forcefully than Guido C, that the war, by tearing up family ties, comes close, 
in this instance, to a civil war, an idea that, perhaps through Lydgate, or through 
Caxton, or both, came to Shakespeare in his Henry VI plays, as Janice Valls-Russell 
shows in Chapter 8.

*  *  *  *  *

While testifying to an enduring interest in Christine’s work, Miélot’s manuscript 
introduces new inf lections that are not in the continuity of Christine’s philosophy 
and aesthetics. Rosalynd Brown-Grant has shown that the miniatures of Miélot’s 
manuscript do not attempt to represent the spiritual elements in Christine’s text, but 
concentrate instead on the narrative.19 The iconographical divergence she studies 
ref lects the shift of emphasis in Miélot’s additions. Through the Trojan story, 
Miélot also inserts new directions into the text, suggesting how history both results 
from and produces interweaving situations of human calculation, misjudgement 

19	 Brown-Grant, ‘Illumination as Reception’, pp. 265–71.
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and suffering. His conception of history requires what he believes to be reliable 
sources and a humanistic gesture leads him to correct the textual versions he 
identifies as erroneous. Far from being abstract, however, his narration of historical 
events leaves room for drama and pathos. Using the Trojan theme as a storehouse 
of symbols helping to read her own time, Christine assimilates to her present 
the stories of the past. In contrast, considering the war of Troy as history, Miélot 
distances it from his own time. Even so, like Christine, he sees it as a rich source 
of instruction, but not in the same field: where she offers guidelines to become an 
ideal Christian knight and gain eternal life, he is concerned about human affects 
in relation to the governance of the realm and to public affairs. He thereby seems 
to include Christine’s little medieval gem in the new trend of an intellectual and 
artistic movement partly inf luenced by Italian humanism that might be considered 
to constitute, or at least herald, aspects of an early Northern Renaissance.





CH A P T E R 3

v

Thomas Heywood’s Jacobean Troy: 
City and Book

Charlotte Coffin

In 1609 Thomas Heywood published his Troia Britanica: or, Great Britaines Troy 
with William Jaggard.1 With eight cantos out of seventeen devoted to the Trojan 
War, the poem shows his sustained engagement with this famous myth, unfolding 
the entire story from Priam’s sending Paris to kidnap Helen in retaliation for the 
Greeks’ abduction of Hesione a generation earlier, to the Trojan Horse subterfuge 
and the complete destruction of the city.

Early to mid-twentieth-century scholars have defended the book’s poetic quali
ties,2 criticized its historical ramblings,3 underlined its didactic framework4 and its 
popularization of history.5 In more recent times Troia has remained understudied 
despite the meticulously annotated edition published by Yves Peyré and his team,6 
and the renewed attention to Heywood’s Age plays, which draw on the poem.7 

1	 A shorter version of this chapter was presented at the 2024 RSA conference: I am grateful to 
my co-panellists and audience members for their insightful comments and questions. I also thank 
Francesca Rayner, Janice Valls-Russell, and Heidi Brayman for their thoughtful suggestions.
2	 John Tatlock, ‘The Siege of Troy in Elizabethan Literature, Especially in Shakespeare and 
Heywood’, PMLA, 30.4 (1915), pp. 673–770 (pp. 683–91); Arthur Clark, Thomas Heywood: Playwright 
and Miscellanist (Basil Blackwell, 1931), pp. 50–57.
3	 Clark, Thomas Heywood, pp. 50–57.
4	 Hoyt Edwin Bowen, ‘Thomas Heywood’s “Troia Britanica: Or, Great Britaines Troy” Edited 
with an Introduction and Notes’ (doctoral dissertation, Florida State University, 1955; ProQuest 
Dissertations Publishing), pp. 1–86; Sarah Jackson, ‘ “Aut Prodesse Solent Aut Delectare”: A Study of 
Four Non-Dramatic Works by Thomas Heywood’ (doctoral dissertation, Emory University, 1959; 
ProQuest Dissertations Publishing), pp. 18–64. Both emphasize Heywood’s motto, inspired from 
Horace: ‘Et prodesse solent, et Delectare Poetae’ [poets usually bring profit and delight].
5	 Louis Wright considers Troia in ‘Heywood and the Popularizing of History’, Modern Language 
Notes, 43.5 (May 1928), pp. 287–93.
6	 Thomas Heywood, Troia Britanica, ed. by Yves Peyré and others (2009–19), <https://shakmyth.
org> [accessed 6 October 2024]. All quotations refer to this edition, with canto and stanza numbers.
7	 The Collected Works of Thomas Heywood, Volume 3: Middle Plays, ed. by Barry Gaines and Grace 
Ioppolo (Oxford University Press, 2023). For detailed analyses, see Mark Bayer, ‘Popular Classical 
Drama: The Case of Heywood’s Ages’, in The Routledge Research Companion to Shakespeare and Classical 
Literature, ed. by Sean Keilen and Nick Moschovakis (Routledge, 2017), pp. 217–35; Charlotte 
Coffin, ‘Heywood’s Ages and Chapman’s Homer: Nothing in Common?’, Classical Receptions Journal, 
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However, recent scholarship has shed new light on Heywood’s classical erudition, 
which Richard Rowland revealed in his groundbreaking monograph.8 Thomas 
Heywood and the Classical Tradition (2021), edited by Tania Demetriou and Janice 
Valls-Russell, further explores how Heywood worked with multiple sources and 
combined different versions in a way that left deliberate disjunctions. The volume 
also moves beyond a narrow definition of the ‘classical’ tradition to encompass 
Heywood’s use of medieval and renaissance rewritings. This chapter builds on this 
intertextual research, as well as on book history and material culture studies.

My starting-point is the title of the book: ‘Troia Britanica’ hints at the persisting 
legend that Britain was founded by the Trojan prince Aeneas’s great-grandson 
Brute or Brutus. Disseminated in the twelfth century by Geoffrey of Monmouth’s 
Historia Regum Britanniae, the legend had long been rejected by historians, but found 
new impetus as James I, king of England and Scotland, seemed to restore Brute’s 
divided kingdom. Several civic ceremonies referred to Britain’s Trojan ancestry, 
such as the 1604 royal entry or the 1605 and 1612 Lord Mayor’s Shows.9 Scholars 
have investigated the survival of this propagandist motif.10 Yet Heywood’s title 
also has more literal implications: it offers a British Troy, or a Troy for Britain 
— which also means a Jacobean Troy, carefully adapted to fit present aspirations 
and needs. In the pages that follow I will first look at Troy as Heywood portrays 
it in Canto viii, wealthy, resplendent and freshly rebuilt by King Priam after it 
was sacked by Hercules (this is before Priam triggers the Trojan War). While the 
depiction follows a long tradition, Heywood inserts details suggestive of early 
modern London, and I will argue that his Troy ref lects contemporaneous fantasies 
of power and prosperity. I will then consider the book itself as Troy. Although it 
covers many topics, Heywood chose Troy for its title, implying that the book itself 
is a textual monument, a cultural structure carefully erected for preservation and 
use. Troy then becomes the metonymy for the comprehensive cultural equipment 

9.1 (2017), pp. 55–78; and Thomas Heywood and the Classical Tradition, ed. by Tania Demetriou and 
Janice Valls-Russell (Manchester University Press, 2021), especially the chapters by Janice Valls-
Russell, Yves Peyré, Richard Rowland, Camilla Temple, Chloe Preedy and Charlotte Coffin. Valls-
Russell’s ‘Rescripting Classical Stories of Rape from Page to Stage: Lucrece and Callisto’, pp. 69–98, 
does include Troia in its intertextual exploration of the Callisto myth.
8	 Richard Rowland, Thomas Heywood’s Theatre, 1599–1639: Locations, Translations, and Conf lict 
(Ashgate, 2010).
9	 Thomas Dekker, The Magnificent Entertainment Given to King James... (Thomas Creede and others 
for Thomas Man the younger, 1604); Anthony Munday, The Triumphes of Re-United Britania (William 
Jaggard, 1605); Thomas Dekker, Troia-Nova Triumphans (Nicholas Okes, 1612).
10	 On Troy and Brute in civic pageants, see Philip Robinson, ‘The Multiple Meanings of Troy 
in Early Modern London’s Mayoral Shows’, The Seventeenth Century, 26 (2011), pp. 221–39; and 
Scott Schofield, ‘According to “the common received opinion”: Munday’s Brute in The Triumphes 
of Re-United Britannia (1605)’, in Fantasies of Troy: Classical Tales and the Social Imaginary in Medieval 
and Early Modern Europe, ed. by Alan Shepard and Stephen Powell (Toronto Centre for Reformation 
and Renaissance Studies, 2004), pp. 253–68. On the broader persistence of the legend, see Philip 
Mark Robinson-Self, Early Modern Britain’s Relationship to Its Past: The Historiographical Fortunes of the 
Legends of Brute, Albina, and Scota (Medieval Institute Publications, Western Michigan University, 
2018), pp. 33–68; and Graham Parry, ‘Ancient Britons and Early Stuarts’, in Neo-Historicism: Studies in 
Renaissance Literature, History and Politics, ed. by Robin Headlam Wells, Glenn Burgess and Rowland 
Wymer (D. S. Brewer, 2000), pp. 155–78.
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which Heywood deems necessary for his Jacobean readers — and which he strives 
to make presentable.

Imagining the City

Early modern readers accessed the legend of Troy not only through Virgil, Ovid 
and Homer, but through a series of medieval texts that provided the full story of 
the conf lict. In this tradition Troy is rebuilt before it is destroyed, and the war starts 
with a description of the glorious city. The original passage is concise in Dares’s 
sixth-century De Excidio Troiae Historia:

	 Arriving in Troy, he [Priam] saw to the maximum fortification of the city, 
built stronger walls, and stationed a greater number of soldiers nearby. Troy 
must not fall again, as it had under his father, Laomedon, through lack of 
preparedness.
	 He also constructed a palace, in which he consecrated an altar and statue to 
Jupiter; sent Hector into Paeonia; and built the gates of Troy — the Antenorean, 
the Dardanian, the Ilian, the Scaean, the Thymbraean, and the Trojan.11

Benoît de Sainte-Maure expanded it in his Roman de Troie (c. 1160), which became 
the source of Guido’s Historia destructionis Troiae (1287), which in turn inspired works 
like John Lydgate’s Troy Book (1420) and Raoul Le Fèvre’s Recueil des hystoires de 
Troyes (c. 1464), the book William Caxton translated as The Recuyell of the Historyes 
of Troye (1473–74), providing Heywood with his major source. Critics concur on the 
significance of Guido’s Historia: Mary Elizabeth Meek notes ‘there may be as many 
as one hundred and fifty manuscripts’ and sees it as ‘the chief means by which the 
medieval Troy story was transmitted to later times’.12 Władysław Witalisz describes 
it as ‘one of the most popular medieval books’ and views Le Fèvre’s Recueil as ‘a 
French version of Guido’.13 Alex Mueller insists more particularly that ‘Guido’s 
significance within the English historiographic landscape cannot be overstated’.14 
C. D. Benson further considers its English derivatives, Lydgate’s Troy Book and 
Caxton’s Recuyell, as ‘the standard English source[s] for the medieval history of Troy 
through the Renaissance’.15 Because of their popularity I selected Guido’s, Lydgate’s 
and Caxton’s texts for comparison. Reading four descriptions of Troy in parallel, it 
appears that Heywood insists on merchants, mining, and monarchy.

11	 Dares the Phrygian, ‘The Fall of Troy, A History’, in The Trojan War: The Chronicles of Dictys of 
Crete and Dares the Phrygian, ed. and trans. by Richard Frazer (Indiana University Press, 1966), pp. 
133–68 (pp. 136–37).
12	 Guido delle Colonne, Historia Destructionis Troiae, trans. by Mary Elizabeth Meek (Indiana 
University Press, 1974), p. xi.
13	 Władysław Witalisz, The Trojan Mirror: Middle English Narratives of Troy as Books of Princely Advice 
(Peter Lang, 2011), pp. 42 and 47. See Chapter 2, ‘The literary transmission of Troy’, pp. 37–76, and 
his discussion of medieval descriptions of Troy, pp. 158–65, which pays special attention to Lydgate’s 
text.
14	 Alex Mueller, Translating Troy: Provincial Politics in Alliterative Romance (Ohio State University 
Press, 2013), Chapter 1, ‘Genealogy: Trojan Historiography in England’, pp. 19–39 (p. 26).
15	 C. D. Benson, The History of Troy in Middle English Literature: Guido delle Colonne’s ‘Historia 
Destructionis Troiae’ in Medieval England (D. S. Brewer, 1980), p. 97. Only Book iii of Caxton’s Recuyell 
recounts the Trojan War; Books i and ii relate other myths, as in Le Fèvre’s Recueil.
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Heywood describes Troy in Canto viii, Stanzas 48 to 62, in a vision written in 
the present tense and first person plural which creates a strong effect of immediacy: 
‘unto the buildings we look down’, ‘we next surview the town’ (viii. 48). Even 
the enumeration of gates becomes vivid as Timbria is ‘but scarce finished yet’ and 
‘we Chetas next descry’ (viii. 49). The vision seems to bring forward the image of 
the city through the centuries. After listing the gates, medieval texts turn to the 
buildings within the city, stressing number, height, and wealth. Guido underlines 
Troy’s clever design, with straight avenues ‘in the midst of which the brisk and 
invigorating air of dawn poured forth sweet and varied breezes’ and ‘vaulted arches’ 
protecting pedestrians from wind and rain. He next evokes the ‘places of business’ 
where ‘workers [...] toiled in their daily labors and trades’ — a long list of professions 
follows, potters, goldsmiths, tanners, etc., and ‘chapmen whom we commonly call 
merchants’.16 Caxton, following Le Fèvre, eschews most of Guido’s details. He 
mentions ‘diverse fayre places and pleasant for the Citezeins to ebastre [frolic] and 
playe’ and declares that ‘In thys Citie were men of all Craftes, and marchauntes that 
wente and came fro all the partyes of the World’.17 Heywood switches directly from 
palaces to merchants, ignoring urban planning and craftsmen:

Staples of foreign merchants now begun, 
Free-trafficked marts and wares of every rate, 
By which much wealth may be acquired and won; 
Nothing is wanting in this new-built town, 
That may acquire Troy riches or renown. (viii. 50)

This also contrasts with Lydgate, who before adapting Guido’s passage about artisan 
workers mentions those who rebuilt Troy, and connects the city’s prestige with 
high-quality craftsmanship:

Or who that wer excellyng in practik 
Of any art callyd mekanyk 
Or hadde a name f louryng or famus 
Was after sent to come to Priamus. 
For he purposeth, this noble worthi kyng, 
To make a cité most royal in byldyng.18

In Troia, good reputation is linked with wealth (‘riches or renown’) and acquired 
through trade. Troy’s expansion is commercial rather than artistic, and the focus 
is on ‘acquir[ing]’ rather than ‘byldyng’. Heywood also develops the generic term 
‘merchants’ (found in Guido and Caxton) into a whole lexical field of more specific 
‘staples’, ‘traffic’, ‘marts’ and ‘wares’. A staple is an authorized place of trade:19 in 

16	 Guido, Historia, p. 45–46, lines 139–69.
17	 The Recuile of the Histories of Troie, trans. by William Caxton (William Copland, 1553), Book 
III, fol. 2r. Peyré establishes that Heywood used one of the pre-1597 editions, possibly this one (see 
Introduction to Troia Britanica). In all quotations from early printed texts I have silently regularized 
u/v and i/j, deleted italics, and expanded contractions.
18	 John Lydgate, Troy Book: Selections, ed. by Robert Edwards (Medieval Institute Publications, 
1998), pp. 90–91, lines 490–534. The later list of artisans dwelling in Troy is on pp. 95–96, lines 
703–30.
19	 See ‘staple’, OED 1.a to 1.d.
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the words of John Cowell’s Interpreter, a town ‘whether the Merchants of England 
by common order, or commandement, did carie their wolles, wolfels [woolskins], 
cloathes, lead, and tinne, and such like commodities of our land for the vtterance 
[disposal] of them by the great’.20 The allusion is not just to commerce but to its 
regulation, and it seems out of place in the idealized description of a classical city, 
perhaps suggesting a contemporary Londoner’s perspective.

Heywood returns to merchants in the next stanza. In Guido the fact that 
‘Through the middle of the city ran a river called Xanthus’ leads to praise of 
the ‘many conveniences’ it offers in terms of mills and sewage system.21 Caxton 
concisely notes that ‘In the middell of the Citie ranne a greate River named 
Paucus, which bare shippes and did greate profyt and solace unto the habitaunce’.22 
Heywood has the river poetically ‘Bleeding her azure veins through every street’ 
and hints at the epic f leet that ‘In all tempestuous sea storms safely rides’ (viii. 51). 
But he quickly turns from the military to the commercial:

The merchant ferried, for his pleasure, meets 
His laden lighters, barks and ships of trade, 
Whom at their rich quays they with cranes unlade. (viii. 51)

Again the description is specific: Stanzas 50 and 51 both manifest Heywood’s 
‘fondness for catalogues’, especially lists of technical terms.23 This taste is perceptible 
throughout Troia and also in later works, as Valls-Russell underlines in her study of 
the 1637 pamphlet on the Sovereign of the Seas, for which Heywood drew on Textor’s 
Officina and Rider’s Dictionarie.24 In the present case he may also have found a 
description of boat types, with their names conveniently listed in the margins, 
in Langley’s Abridgement.25 The Oxford English Dictionary defines ‘lighter’ as ‘A 
boat, usually an unpowered, f lat-bottomed barge, used to load and unload ships, 
and to transport cargo to and from the wharf or between ships’26 — a meaning 
confirmed by Cooper’s Thesaurus, where ratirius is ‘he that occupieth a lighter or 
barge to transport marchandice from place to place’.27 Heywood elaborates on 
commercial practices as he turns from river to ‘quays’ and evokes the loading and 
unloading of merchandise, using tools like ‘lighters’ and ‘cranes’. While Guido, 
followed by Lydgate,28 thinks about water in terms of energy and public health, 

20	 John Cowell, The Interpreter: or Booke containing the signification of words ( John Legate, 1607), 
‘Staple (Stapulum)’.
21	 Guido, Historia, p. 46, lines 170–82. He extrapolates the sewage idea from Rome, supposing the 
Italian city was ‘made in the likeness of Troy by the Trojan Aeneas’ (lines 181–82).
22	 Caxton, The Recuile [Recuyell], iii, fol. 2r. Patricia Dorval, shakmyth.org editor for Canto viii, 
comments on the river’s names (note to viii. 51).
23	 Valls-Russell, ‘The Sovereign of the Seas: Thomas Heywood’s 3D Engagement with the Classics’, 
in Thomas Heywood and the Classical Tradition, ed. by Demetriou and Valls-Russell, pp. 266–91 (p. 272).
24	 Ibid., pp. 272–73.
25	 Thomas Langley, An Abridgement of the Notable Woorke of Polidore Vergile (Richard Grafton, 1546), 
Book iii, Chapter 11, fol. 80r–v.
26	 See the entry ‘lighter’, OED, n.d., <https://www.oed.com> [accessed 6 October 2024].
27	 Thomas Cooper, Thesaurus linguæ Romanæ et Britannicæ (Henry Denham, 1578).
28	 See Lydgate, Troy Book, pp. 96–97, lines 732–68. Lydgate is more copious than Guido, to whom 
he refers several times.
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Heywood literalizes Caxton’s ‘greate profyt’. His ‘rich quays’ are made so by the 
valuable goods deposited on them: the transfer is both figurative29 and material, and 
it reinforces Heywood’s suggestion that commerce is at the foundation of Troy’s 
splendour.

Heywood’s mercantilist view of Troy resonates with early modern discourses 
on London, one famous example of which is John Stow’s A Survey of London 
(first published in 1598 and revised in 1603). In his topographical and historical 
observations Stow repeatedly draws attention to merchants. In the opening section 
on ‘The antiquitie of London’, he asserts that it was always a commercial town: 
‘For Tacitus [...] saith that in the 62. yeare after Christ, it was albeit no Colonie of 
the Romanes, yet most famous for the great multitude of Marchants, provision, 
and intercourse’.30 This constructs retrospective prestige for current trade activity, 
which may also be why Heywood emphasizes merchants in classical Troy. When 
introducing the Thames among ‘ancient and present rivers’, Stow quickly switches 
from geographical course to commercial use: ‘the most famous river of this Iland’ 
f lows from Oxfordshire through London to ‘the French Ocean’, ‘to the great 
commoditie of Travellers, by which all kind of Marchandise bee easily conveyed 
to London, the principall store house, and Staple of all commodities within this 
Realme’.31 He further explains in the final section on the city’s ‘singularities’ that 
‘The private riches of London, resteth chief ly in the handes of the Marchantes and 
Retaylers’.32 Because ‘wee have no mines of silver or golde within our realme’, 
English aff luence ‘commeth to passe by the meane of Marchandise onely, which 
importeth necessaries from other Countries, and exporteth the superf luities of our 
own’.33 Stow discusses the necessary balance between imports and exports, but 
generally defends ‘the benefites that marchandise bringeth’ and argues that London 
merchants and retailers do not ‘profit themselves only, for the prince and realme 
both are enriched by their riches’.34 Heywood’s mercantilist view of Troy ref lects 
contemporary discourses, and suggests that his Troy is perhaps not so much an 
ancestor as a projection of early modern London.35

A second specificity of Heywood’s description is its mention of mining, which 
harks back to his survey of mineral extraction and forging tools in i. 19–23. In all 
the sources, Troy shines. When describing Priam’s palace, Guido declares that ‘The 
outer surface of this Ilium’s walls [...] did not glitter because some shining whitewash 
had perhaps been plastered over it, but because it was completely veneered with 

29	 The phrase is an example of hypallage or transferred epithet.
30	 John Stow, A Survey of London ( John Windet, 1603), p. 4.
31	 Ibid., pp. 11–12.
32	 Ibid., p. 560.
33	 Ibid., p. 561.
34	 Ibid., pp. 561 and 562.
35	 Rowland, Thomas Heywood’s Theatre, pp. 21–84, shows that Heywood drew on Stow for 
his two-part Edward IV (1599). Heywood expressed an interest in his merchant contemporaries 
throughout his career; see for instance part 2 of If You Know Not Me You Know No Bodie (1605), where 
London merchant Thomas Gresham founds the Royal Exchange; or the seven Lord Mayor’s Shows 
he wrote for the London guilds in the 1630s.
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slabs of marble’.36 Lydgate combines marble and gold, indicating that the workers

          putten in stede of morter 
In the joynturys copur gilt ful clere 
To make hem joyne by level and by lyne 
Among the marbil, freschely for to schyne 
Agein the sonne.37

This passage is about the city, but he notes a similar effect about the palace, ‘whan 
the soone schon, | Upon the gold meynt [mixed] among the stoon’.38 While Caxton 
merely repeats ‘ryche’ and ‘rycheste’ whenever he mentions buildings, Heywood 
pictures a palace ornamented with weathervanes and escutcheons ‘Whose shining 
gilt upon the town ref lect’, as well as ‘marble posts and porphyr columns bearing 
| Roofs of pure gold from the best mines select’ (viii. 52). Marble and porphyry 
evoke classical architecture; the detail about mines introduces a different tone. It 
eliminates the generic, allegorical connotations of gold and draws attention to the 
actual material, its extraction process, and the labour that produced the palace.

A similar detail occurs when Heywood develops Caxton’s notion that ‘the table 
where upon he [Priam] eate and holde his estate amonge hys Lordes and barons, and 
all that longed therto: was of golde and of silver, of precyous stones, and of Ivorie’.39 
In Troia, Priam entertains ‘stranger peers’ with pearl crockery:

Instead of plate, they precious liquors poured 
Into bright hollowed pearl rarely digested; 
Gold was thought base, and therefore for the nones, 
They dived for pearl, and pierced the rock for stones. (viii. 58)

Again Heywood mentions the materials’ provenance, introducing an awareness of 
both the human work and the exploitation of the land required to produce such 
luxury. Guido and Lydgate do not allude to the origins of materials or the necessity 
to ‘dive’, ‘pierce’ and ‘mine’ for them.

While England, as Stow laments, does not have silver or gold in its soil, by the 
early seventeenth century it was hoping to extract them from other people’s lands. 
Heywood wrote Troia in 1608, a year after the Virginia Company of London 
established the first English colony in North America. A dozen years earlier, Sir 
Walter Raleigh’s Discoverie of the Large, Rich, and Beautiful Empire of Guiana (1596), 
whose subtitle promises ‘a relation of the great and Golden Citie of Manoa (which 
the spanyards call El Dorado)’, stimulated its readers’ imagination with visions of 
endless gold. According to Raleigh, ‘The countrey hath more quantity of Gold 
by manifolde, then the best partes of the Indies, or Peru’, and ‘whatsoever Prince 
shall possesse it, that Prince shall be Lorde of more Golde [...] then eyther the king 
of Spaine, or the great Turke’.40 He depicts a land where wealth is ready for the 

36	 Guido, Historia, p. 47, lines 215–18.
37	 Lydgate, Troy Book, p. 94, lines 661–65.
38	 Lydgate, Troy Book, p. 102, lines 965–66.
39	 Caxton, The Recuile [Recuyell], iii, fol. 2r.
40	 Walter Raleigh, Discoverie of the large, rich, and beautiful empire of Guiana (Robert Robinson, 
1596), sig. A4r and p. 9.
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taking: ‘every stone that we stooped to take up, promised eyther gold or silver by his 
complexion’.41 The alluring account aimed to persuade the queen to launch another 
expedition.42 It also testifies to an early modern colonial imaginary where gold is 
the primary object of desire. The material details in Heywood’s description of Troy 
suggest contemporary fantasies of wealth acquired through colonial exploitation.

Thirdly, Heywood’s vision of Troy foregrounds kingship. All authors survey 
Priam’s palace, hall, throne, and statue of Jupiter. Comparing the palace with ‘one 
of Jove’s celestial bowers’, Heywood begins by introducing fantastic details about 
the hall whose ‘roof hung round with angels’ with ‘diamond eyes’ and ‘red rubies 
in their breasts’; about Priam’s throne, carved with lifesize ‘curlèd lions and grim 
bears’; and about the palladium, unconventionally depicted as an artificial tree, 
‘The fruit and blossoms stones, the branches gold’ (viii. 53–57).43 These elements 
depart from the sources, and I believe some may echo Spenser’s elaborate palaces in 
The Faerie Queene (1596), supplementing Caxton with the heroic poem.44 But then 
Heywood proceeds to build a triple parallel between Jupiter, Priam, and James I. 
He depicts Jupiter as a king: ‘aloft enthronèd stands | Jove’s statue, on his head a 
glorious crown’ — only Lydgate had pictured ‘A crowne of gold highe upon his 
hed’.45 Heywood further adds ‘An universe and scepter graced both hands’ and 
glosses ‘His front majestic, like him that commands’ (viii. 56). In this site of political 
rather than religious power, Heywood next extols his own sovereign:

With as great state as Trojan Priam could, 
I have beheld our sovereign strangers feast, 
In bowls as precious, cups as dearly sold, 
And high-prized liquors equal with the rest, 
When from the Landgrave and the Brunswick bold, 
The archduke and the Spaniard, legates pressed, 
But chief ly when the royal British James 
At Greenwich feasted the great king of Danes. (viii. 59)

The reference is to James I’s practice of ‘lavishly entertain[ing] foreign ambassadors’ 

41	 Walter Raleigh, Discoverie, p. 68. He acknowledges however that they were not always as 
precious as they looked (pp. 68–69).
42	 On Raleigh’s Discoverie and its use of gold as a trope, see Walter Lim, The Arts of Empire: The 
Poetics of Colonialism from Ralegh to Milton (University of Delaware Press, 1998), pp. 31–63. Lim seeks 
to underline the ‘tremendous sense of England’s potential as an emerging colonial power in the 
reigns of Elizabeth I and the Stuart monarchs’ and insists that ‘[t]his sense permeates the writings of 
the period in all the different genres’ (p. 23).
43	 Dorval suggests Heywood may have been thinking of Plutarch’s description of the Palladium 
at Delphi, which includes a copper palm tree and golden fruit (note to viii. 57).
44	 The closest example is Mercilla’s palace in Book v, Canto 9, Stanzas 21–30: ‘a stately pallace 
[...] | With many towres, and tarras mounted hye, | And all their tops bright glistering with gold, 
| That seemed to outshine the dimmed skye’ (21). The queen sits ‘Upon a throne of gold full bright 
and sheene, | Adorned all with gemmes of endlesse price, | [...] And all embost with Lyons and with 
Flourdelice’ (27); and it seems ‘litle Angels did uphold | The cloth of state, and on their purpled 
wings | Did beare the pendants’ (29). Edmund Spenser, The Faerie Queene, ed. by A. C. Hamilton, 
revised second edition, text edited by Hiroshi Yamashita and Toshiyuki Suzuki (Pearson/Longman, 
2007), pp. 572–73.
45	 Lydgate, Troy Book, p. 104, line 1021. Witalisz, The Trojan Mirror, p. 162, notes the unusual detail.
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and especially to the 1606 visit of King Christian IV of Denmark.46 The ambiguity 
of the deictic in the next sentence, ‘No king for wealth was to this king compared’, 
reinforces the imaginary superimposition of the Trojan and English monarchs (viii. 
60). Jupiter, Priam and James form a triangle of kings, and classical prestige ref lects 
back on the Jacobean ruler.

Heywood thus follows the main points of a long-established description but 
makes his own adjustments. He develops Caxton’s concise text, expanding its 
repetitive adjectives into graphic details. Several of them suggest an early modern 
perspective on the city whose opulence depends on the activities of merchants and 
the extraction of resources. Legend has it that London is a New Troy: Heywood’s 
portrayal symmetrically hints that Troy is London, with its idealized ruler and its 
mercantile and colonial aspirations.

Presenting the Book

I will now move from micro-passage to macro-structure, from city to book, 
following the title’s hint that the book itself is Troy. Heywood’s bilingual chiasmus 
moves from classical culture to vernacular appropriation: whereas Troia Britanica 
puts the myth first and makes its British adaptation a postmodifier, Great Britaines 
Troy puts Britain first and syntactically treats the legend as British property. It is this 
English, appropriative version that becomes the running title of the folio (without 
the ‘Great’), implying that the book will enable readers to make classical culture 
their own. I want to develop this idea and view Troia as a careful construction aimed 
at providing Jacobean readers with the cultural equipment they need, mythological 
and otherwise. In this reading ‘Troy’ becomes a metonymy both for the book and 
for the cultural capital it offers.

The full title of Troia reveals its material and generic heterogeneity: Troia Britanica: 
Or, Great Britaines Troy. A Poem Devided in xvii. severall Cantons, intermixed with many 
pleasant Poeticall Tales. Concluding with an Universall Chronicle from the Creation, untill 
the present Times. It is a ‘poem’ and a historical ‘chronicle’. It foregrounds Troy but 
promises a history of the world from the Creation to the 1600s. The participles 
(‘divided’, ‘intermixed’, ‘concluding’) suggest a complex articulation of diverse 
material. First, a Proemium or preamble describes the successive kingdoms of the 
Assyrians, Persians, Greeks, and Romans.47 Heywood then embarks on fifteen 
cantos of mythological tales, following Caxton’s and Le Fèvre’s compilations, 
which recount the stories of Saturn and Jupiter, then Hercules, then Troy. Moving 
back and forth between these central figures and related myths, the cantos provide 
a digest of classical mythology that draws on medieval accounts but also borrows 
from Homer, Virgil and Ovid.48 Heywood further ‘intermixes’ his material with 
digressions about the history of various technologies. He gives a history of weapons 

46	 See notes to viii. 59; Dorval identifies the various personalities Heywood is alluding to.
47	 Peyré observes that this division of classical history into four empires originates in Daniel 2. 
31–45, and that Heywood follows Melanchthon’s Chronicon Carionis (Notes to Proemium).
48	 The shakmyth.org edition identifies all borrowings. Tatlock, ‘The Siege of Troy’, pp. 687–89, 
gives a summary.
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before describing Troy:

But now since arms and battles, swords and spears, 
With other warlike engines we must use, 
Before Troy’s rich abundance touch our ears, 
With some delay we must restrain our Muse 
To show what people the first armour bears, 
And who they were first broke the general truce. (viii. 20)

The next five stanzas closely follow Langley’s Abridgement of Polydore Vergil’s De 
Inventoribus Rerum.49 Similarly, the claim that Saturn ‘minerals first found’ (i. 19) 
triggers a four-stanza discussion of the origins of ore extraction and metal-working, 
also adapted from Langley.50 Such passages suggest that the poem compiles not 
only historical and mythological knowledge, but also proto-scientific information. 
Marginal notes and endnotes provide further erudition. Finally, Cantos xvi and 
xvii chronicle ‘what famous kings | Governed in Britain, and how long they 
reigned’ from Brute to William the Conqueror, and then from William ‘till royal 
James claims his monarchal seat’ (xvi and xvii, ‘Argumentum’). These cantos do 
not focus only on Britain: Heywood collates events so that the reader may learn 
chronologically what happened both at home and abroad. Thus one learns when 
Plato ‘His Academy reared’ (xvi. 26) and when ‘Great Carthage was destroyed’ 
(xvi. 35); or more recently, when the printing press was first used ‘In Mainz’ (xvii. 
81). Troia therefore presents its readers with a triple compilation of information 
on Troy, England, and the world. The epistle to the reader advertises this wide-
ranging, multi-faceted material, proffering

a brief memory or epitome of chronicle, even from the first man unto us, this 
second time created Britons, with a faithful register, not only of memorable 
things done in Troy and this island, but of many and the most famous accidents 
happening through the world. (‘To the Two-fold Readers’)

While this survey might suggest that Heywood simply copy-pasted material into 
a patchwork potboiler, another approach recognizes that he was trying to offer a 
comprehensive yet concise compendium of knowledge. Nonna Crook and Neil 
Rhodes write perceptively about how the comparably digressive structure of 
his Gunaikeion (1624) creates an effect similar to hypertext links; it draws on ‘a 
skill that came more naturally to a culture closer to an oral tradition’, and may 
signal ‘Heywood’s sensitivity to the needs and limitations of his audience’, in 
particular their need for mental refreshment.51 Drawing on Louis Wright’s early 
acknowledgment of Heywood’s popularizing efforts,52 they highlight Gunaikeion’s 
‘democratizing move’ and the way Heywood is ‘placing the pith and marrow of 

49	 See Dorval’s note to viii. 20.
50	 See note to i. 20 by Frédéric Delord, shakmyth.org editor for Canto i.
51	 Nonna Crook and Neil Rhodes, ‘The Daughters of Memory: Thomas Heywood’s Gunaikeion 
and the Female Computer’, in The Renaissance Computer: Knowledge Technology in the First Age of Print, 
ed. by Neil Rhodes and Jonathan Sawday (Routledge, 2000), pp. 135–56 (p. 141).
52	 Wright, ‘Heywood and the Popularizing of History’, p. 292, insists that Heywood was ‘greatly 
concerned with making historical matter easily accessible to the generality of readers’. He also recog
nizes that the apparently lengthy Gunaikeion is in fact a ‘carefully condensed compendium’ (p. 289).
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countless texts within the reach of a sizeable segment of the literate population, 
which otherwise would find individual access to such texts, especially those not 
in the vernacular, extremely difficult, if not impossible’.53 Like Gunaikeion, Troia 
is a careful repackaging of existing knowledge, which in one small folio gathers 
everything its 1609 reader needs to know about classical myth, the history of 
Britain, and world history, together with recaps about technical inventions and 
useful rhetorical parallels between past and present. My point is not just that 
Heywood brings together this information, with Troy as the metonymy for the 
whole cultural structure, but that he takes pains to make it presentable.

One sign of this is his insistence on concision: ‘I have tasked myself to such 
succinctness and brevity that in the judicial perusal of these few cantos — with 
the scholies annexed — as little time shall be hazarded as profit from them be any 
way expected’ (‘To the Two-fold Readers’). The sentence suggests an awareness 
of readers who do not have much time on their hands and need tightly packaged 
information. Heywood is also anxious to provide guidance. Thus the Proemium 
‘may illustrate this poem if, in any place, it appear dark and intricate’.54 Heywood 
designates this section as a ‘short Epitome’ and stresses its function as ‘a Pylot’. 
His concern is to ‘guide your thoughts through those unknown deserts in which, 
without this direction, many readers may lose themselves’ (‘Proemium’).

The desire to help readers further appears in the layout of the book, whose visual 
arrangement is particularly neat and clear. Heywood published Troia in folio format, 
as he had done the year before with his translation of Sallust’s Conspiracy of Catiline 
and Jugurthine War.55 In his nuanced discussion of literary folios, Francis Connor 
recognizes that format alone does not necessarily ‘indicate literary seriousness’, 
though folios are generally associated with gravity and cultural prestige, ‘at least 
in part, because their size suggests a completeness and authority that distinguishes 
them’ from shorter texts.56 His remarks on Troia, building on Heywood’s anger at 
Jaggard’s reprinting some seventy pages in a ‘lesse volume’ (the 1612 octavo edition 
of The Passionate Pilgrim),57 show that Heywood is preoccupied with the physical 
and intellectual completeness of his book, and imply that he paid attention to the 
material aspects of publishing.58 In this context I will stress how legible the Troia 
folio is.59

53	 Crook and Rhodes, ‘The Daughters of Memory’, p. 137.
54	 Heywood recurrently expresses his concern for clarity, as Wright observes in ‘Heywood and the 
Popularizing of History’, pp. 292–93, quoting from The Iron Age (1632), The Hierarchie of the Blessed 
Angells (1635), and Londini Status Pacatus (1639).
55	 The Sallust volume is a slim folio of 110 pages. It was published by John Jaggard, William 
Jaggard’s father.
56	 Francis Connor, Literary Folios and Ideas of the Book in Early Modern England (Palgrave Macmillan, 
2014), pp. 1–21 (pp. 2–3).
57	 Heywood complains about William Jaggard’s piracy in An Apology for Actors (Nicholas Okes, 
1612), sig. G4r–v, in an appended letter ‘To my approved good Friend, Mr. Nicholas Okes’.
58	 Connor, Literary Folios, pp. 93–97 (especially pp. 95–96).
59	 My argument is concerned with layout and ignores printing mistakes. Clark, Thomas Heywood, 
p. 51, describes the book as ‘full of misprints and with the pagination hopelessly muddled’. Heywood 
himself complained about ‘The infinite faults escaped in my booke of Britaines Troy, by the negligence 



72     Charlotte Coffin

The cantos consistently begin with an ornamental frame containing the 
‘Argumentum’; then ‘CANTO’ in capitals with the number; and the text starting 
with an ornamental letter. The poem, in ottava rima (eight-line stanzas with an 
ABABABCC rhyme scheme), has numbered stanzas and one column of verse 
per page.60 Frames reinforce the impression of clarity: the poetic text is inscribed 
within a rectangle, with separate compartments for the running title and marginal 
notes. Each category of information has its own box, and the overall rectangle 
creates a smaller page within the page, leaving plenty of empty space.61 The page is 
neat and clear rather than intimidatingly overloaded with text.

A look at generically comparable folios confirms this impression. Heywood’s 
own Sallust is very similar: Troia probably builds on that previous experience. 
The thin 1608 folio also uses a system of rectangular frames, with each category 
of information neatly packaged into its own compartment. The differences are 
the notes printed on both sides of the page, and the elaborate reference system 
— numbers in chapter summaries correspond to divisions in the text, and the 
marginal notes are called by superscript letters in the text. The layout is neat but 
the references require attentive deciphering. The page is also less airy than in Troia 
because of the big blocks of prose. They are even bigger in Gunaikeion (1624), 
where Heywood and printer Adam Islip retained the framing system but made 
the overall rectangle closer to the actual size of the page. With about half as much 
empty space as in the Sallust volume, the visual effect is much more intimidating 
than the sparse Troia.62 Spenser’s The Faerie Queene, published in folio format for 
the first time in 1609, with numbered stanzas, has parallel columns of verse (two 
columns per page) which create a much fuller page, without any frames to delimit 
the space. Harington’s translation of Orlando Furioso, republished in 1607, uses 
‘arguments’, stanza numbers, marginal notes and endnotes. The arguments are 
set in ornamental frames, but otherwise there are no lines or boxes to organize 
categories of text. Again the verse is printed in two columns, creating a fuller page. 
Finally, Chapman’s The Whole Works of Homer (1616), printed like Troia by William 
Jaggard, offers a comparable arrangement of poetry and scholarly notes — without 
the frames. And because Chapman used fourteeners for his translation of the Iliad,63 

of the Printer, as the misquotations, mistaking of sillables, misplacing halfe lines, coining of strange 
and never heard of words’ (An Apology for Actors, sig. G4r).
60	 Tatlock, ‘The Siege of Troy’, pp. 683–84, comments: ‘The verse-form and general style were 
timely. Sir John Harington’s translation of Ariosto’s Orlando Furioso, 1591, and Edward Fairfax’s of 
Tasso’s Gerusalemme Liberata, 1600, to say nothing of other translations, had popularized the ottava 
rima and a type of narrative-poem somewhat rambling, long, varied, romantic, warlike, sentimental 
and pseudo-historical’.
61	 Bowen, ‘Thomas Heywood’s “Troia Britanica: Or, Great Britaines Troy” ’, p. 85, indicates 
‘The print page of the originals is approximately 189 x 117 mm’. Yves Peyré pointed out to me that 
the empty space invites readers to annotate the text, thus enabling them to further appropriate its 
contents.
62	 I consulted original folios of the Sallust translation, Gunaikeion, and Chapman’s 1616 Homer at 
the Mazarine Library in Paris; I rely on EEBO for the other books. Gunaikeion is more than twice as 
thick as the Sallust translation, though Chapman’s Homer is the thickest and heaviest of the three.
63	 He translated the Odyssey in pentameters; the difference is striking when one leafs through the 
volume.
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his lines are much longer than Heywood’s pentameters, visually crowding the page. 
Materially, therefore, Troia is a particularly neat ‘packaging’ of knowledge whose 
airy and highly structured layout strives at reader-friendliness.

While Heywood makes his material ‘presentable’ through intellectual and visual 
guidance, he also stresses its relevance to present times — in accordance with 
contemporary historiographical practices.64 As he puts it later in his career: ‘brief ly 
such is the benefit of History, that comparing what is past with the present, we 
may better prepare our selves for the future’.65 Thus Troia is peppered with parallels 
between classical past and early modern present. We noted earlier the comparison 
between Priam’s and James I’s banquets (viii. 59). Among other examples, Drake’s 
and Essex’s raids on Cádiz are compared with the destruction of Troy (vii. 87); 
Mary Sidney’s grief at her brother’s death, with Cassandra’s sorrow at losing 
Hector (xiv. 2–4); the Trojan Horse, with plots against Elizabeth I and James I 
(xv. 3–5). An analysis of these parallels is beyond the scope of this chapter, but I 
will stress their polyvalence. They encourage readers to think of the past in terms 
of the present, and of the present in terms of the past. They instruct through the 
power of exemplarity, and f latter through hyperbolic association. And they may 
invite readers to likewise appropriate classical stories for refined and expressive 
comparisons. In this respect ‘Troy’ is not just the symbol of a classical culture one 
should preserve and admire, but also a mine of f lattering rhetorical parallels one can 
redeploy in future productions.

I will conclude this chapter with a brief discussion of Heywood’s ambiguous 
target audience. On the one hand, the book repeatedly gestures towards the 
monarch. Its very structure is a compliment to James I, since the entire narrative 
is oriented towards his reign. In Canto i Heywood directly offers the poem to 
‘Renownèd James’:

O, may these artless numbers in your ears, 
Renownèd James, seem musically strung, 
Your fame, O Jove-starred Prince, spread everywhere, 
First gave my still and speechless Muse a tongue (i. 8)

And, having taken us from Adam through Saturn and Brute to contemporary 
England, he concludes with a praise of ‘King James’ (in big letters in the margin),

Whose virtues, graces, royal gifts and fame, 
Zeal, justice, learning, all without compare. 
For thousands such, my muse must needs adore him, 
Unrivalled yet by such as reigned before him. (xvii. 136)

Several pointed compliments occur through the poem, like the banquet reference in 
Canto viii. The coronation of Jupiter and Juno is compared with that of King James 
and Queen Anne (iv. 40). The reconciliation between Jupiter and Troos leads to 
praise of James I’s pacifist policy: ‘And our great England’s Jove for Spain’s best use, 

64	 See Daniel R. Woolf, The Idea of History in Early Stuart England: Erudition, Ideology, and ‘The Light 
of Truth’ from the Accession of James I to the Civil War (University of Toronto Press, 1990).
65	 Heywood, The Exemplary Lives and Memorable Acts of Nine the Most Worthy Women in the World 
(Thomas Cotes for Richard Royston, 1640), sig. **4r.
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| Hath at their suit, granted a termine truce’ (vi. 49). Hoyt Bowen proposes that 
Heywood was hoping to attract royal attention.66 The explicit aim is for aristocratic 
patronage as Heywood dedicates the volume to the Earl of Worcester.67 From the 
earl’s individual ‘desert and merit’, the verse epistle switches to a collective praise 
of the British elite:

’Tis fit those lords, which we from Troy derive, 
Should in the fate of Troy remembered be; 
For since their grandsire virtues now survive, 
And with the spirits of this age agree, 
It makes us fill our cantoes with such men 
As, living now, equalled their virtues then. 
� (‘The Epistle dedicatory’)

Heywood here harnesses the Trojan ancestry motif to court the English elite. The 
syntax at the end is confusing, but the double movement is clear: he aims both to 
remember Troy and to celebrate his contemporaries. The latter point is reaffirmed 
two stanzas later: ‘Ranked next to Troy, our Troynovant should be, | And next the 
Trojan peers, your places free’. The letter focuses on Troy and omits all the other 
topics Troia addresses, suggesting that Heywood’s purpose is to present the elite of 
the kingdom with a f lattering narrative of their legendary origins.

However, the epistle ‘To the two-fold Readers’ delineates a different project. 
It proffers the book ‘to thy general acceptance’. It outlines a ‘mingled subject (as 
well home-born as foreign)’. It explains the careful chronological organization and 
the opportunities for comparative history, stressing how much information readers 
will get in a short time. The patriotic tone now embraces all of ‘us, this second 
time created Britons’. The Trojan War, foregrounded in the dedication, has almost 
disappeared.

Connor warns against ‘presuming’ that patronage or royal power is ‘the main 
goal of publishing a book’:

Publishers were very unlikely to finance a book unless there was some 
expectation of a return, and, to try to ensure that, publishers needed to 
advertise books and make them appealing for a general, nonaristocratic reading 
audience, and, despite the high unit cost, literary folios may have reached a 
wider audience than many have assumed.68

Historian Daniel Woolf, discussing Heywood’s Life of Merlin (1641), observes that he 
wrote primarily for ‘an urban audience of merchants and well-to-do craftsmen’.69 
The Troia paratext really presents two different books to two different audiences. 
On the one hand it offers a retelling of the Trojan War, surrounded with learned 

66	 Bowen, ‘Thomas Heywood’s “Troia Britanica: Or, Great Britaines Troy” ’, p. 32.
67	 Worcester was a member of the Privy Council, the patron of the acting company Heywood 
worked with in his early career, and the dedicatee of several of his works. On their relationship, see 
Clark, Thomas Heywood, especially pp. 51–52; Bowen, ‘Thomas Heywood’s “Troia Britanica: Or, 
Great Britaines Troy” ’, pp. 6–10, 13–14, 32–33, 48–52; Jackson, ‘ “Aut Prodesse Solent Aut Delectare” ’, 
pp. 23–24, 70–71.
68	 Connor, Literary Folios, p. 11.
69	 Woolf, The Idea of History in Early Stuart England, p. 245.
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notes, as a homage to the country’s elite. On the other hand, it packages a huge 
variety of information in an accessible format, providing the aspiring middle 
classes with a cultural vade mecum. In both ways, however, Heywood serves the 
new regime: Troia makes a contribution to early Jacobean culture both through its 
f lattering appropriation of the Trojan legend, and through its careful provision of 
cultural capital for aspiring citizens. If Heywood’s Troy hints at mercantile, proto-
colonialist London, his Troia orients the whole of classical (and not-so-classical) 
culture towards contemporary use.
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v

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 



Ruin and the Trojan War in Troilus and Cressida     79

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” ’.
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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.
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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).



90     Vassiliki Markidou

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.
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Reinventing Trojan Origins, Figuring 
Race and Nation in John Higgins’s 

First parte of the mirour for magistrates (1574)

Joseph Bowling

The legendary history of Britain’s Trojan origins had suffered irrecoverable critique 
by the publication of its first full literary treatment in the First parte of the mirour 
for magistrates, containing the falles of the first infortunate princes of this lande (1574), an 
unauthorized addition to William Baldwin’s popular Mirror for magistrates (1559) that 
extended Baldwin’s project into the uncertain mists of antiquity. An Oxford-trained 
scholar and vicar, John Higgins, the author of the First parte, was undoubtedly 
aware of the various historiographical debunkings of the legendary history since 
at least Polydore Vergil’s Anglica Historia (written in 1513, first printed in 1534).1 
Nevertheless, Higgins found irresistible what the polymath John Selden, in his 
learned annotations to Michael Drayton’s Poly-Olbion, would decry several decades 
later as that ‘universall desire, bewitching our Europe, to derive their bloud from 
Trojans’.2 Bewitching indeed, the storied legendary Britons of the First parte appear 
as ghosts to a textual persona of Higgins in a dream vision: they narrate their lives 
and deaths and, in the de casibus form, extract from their individual tragedies moral 
wisdom for the contemporary reader. More compelling than the conventional 
sententiae, though, the First parte adopts a contradictory strategy in its treatment 
of the legendary narrative of Britain’s Trojan origin in its first tragic narrative. 
Competing visions of British identity interpenetrate Higgins’s poetic history — a 
celebration of imperial expansion, a condemnation of ambitious conquest. As the 
historically contested source of a politically contested identity, Higgins’s Trojan 
Brutus spurs the reader of the First parte to ref lect on the relation between origin 
and descent, distant ancient Britain and contemporary England, and to ask the 
question, as MacMorris poses in Shakespeare’s Henry V, ‘What ish my nation?’3

1	 For an overview of Vergil’s Historia in the development of English historiography, see F. J. Levy, 
Tudor Historical Thought (Toronto University Press, 1967).
2	 Works of Michael Drayton, ed. by J. William Hebel, 4 vols (Blackwell, 1961), iv, p. viii.
3	 William Shakespeare, Henry V, iii. 2. 120. All references to Shakespeare are to The Arden 
Shakespeare Third Series Complete Works, ed. by Richard Proudfoot, Ann Thompson, David Scott 
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In the First parte Higgins provides his English readers with a definitive answer: 
Britain. Contributing to the literary constructions of English nationhood that 
Richard Helgerson surveyed in his inf luential study on the topic, Higgins’s First 
parte imagines as the defining source for English national identity an ideal of 
Britishness that Trojan Brutus forged and subsequent inhabitants of the isle either 
lost or forgot. His de casibus history thus envisions the original Trojan Britons as 
offering readers the British essence of their contemporary England to which they 
should return. For his historical sources on the Trojan founder and his fellow 
settlers, Higgins turned to the historical tradition inaugurated with Geoffrey of 
Monmouth’s twelfth-century Historia regum Britanniae (c. 1136–38).4 The version of 
Britishness that Higgins extracts from the Galfridian tradition and reimagines in 
the First parte as a dream vision is the fantastical fulfilment of his own wish for a 
complete and insular account of the nation.5 In the preface to the readers, Higgins 
explains that he aims ‘to fetch our Histories from the beginning, & make them as 
ample as the Chronicles of any other Country or Nation’.6 More than a complete 
record, though, Higgins wants a history cleansed of foreign ‘stuffe’, which he sees 
as contaminating the extant English chronicles with ‘talk of the Romains, Greekes, 
Persians, &c. and [...] fill our histories with their facts and fables’.7 With his view of 
the legendary British past as a revealing mirror in which the English can see their 
true selves, his assumption that a national history free of foreign interference is even 
possible, and his untroubled equation of British with English identity,8 Higgins 
incorporates and expresses in his First parte a racializing logic that often attends 
projects of nationalist self-invention.9

Ignoring the inconvenient ruptures in descent, rule, and population that would 
otherwise undermine his reliance on a hollowed-out conception of Britain, Higgins 
conjures for his Tudor audience an impossible ‘racial consanguinity’ between the 
ancestral founders and contemporary readers, an imaginary descent on which rests 

Kastan and H. R. Woudhuysen (Bloomsbury, 2021).
4	 Geoffrey of Monmouth, The History of the Kings of Britain, ed. by Michael Reeve, trans. by Neil 
Wright (Boydell, 2007). Books i to iii (pp. 6–67) narrate Brutus’s founding of Britain up to Julius 
Caesar’s first invasion, which opens Book iv. Supplementing or perhaps even replacing his use of 
Geoffrey’s history, Higgins used Richard Grafton, Chronicle at Large (Richarde Tottle and Humphrey 
Toy, 1568–69); Thomas Lanquet, Epitome of Chronicles (William Seres for Thomas Marshe, 1559); 
John Stow, A summarie of Englyshe chronicles (Thomas Marshe, 1565); Matthew of Westminster, Flores 
historiarum (13th c. first printed by Matthew Parker in 1567); and the Chronicle of St Albans. See John 
Higgins, Parts Added to ‘The Mirror for Magistrates’, ed. by Lily Bess Campbell (Cambridge University 
Press, 1946), pp. 26–27.
5	 Harriet Archer describes the text as ‘an exercise in historiographical wish-fulfilment’. Unperfect 
Histories: The ‘Mirror for Magistrates’, 1559–1610 (Oxford University Press, 2017), p. 67.
6	 Parts Added, p. 35. All citations/line references to Higgins refer to this edition.
7	 Ibid., p. 7.
8	 Archer describes the Britain of Higgins’s text as lacking ‘any sense of hybrid identity’, becoming 
‘a site of negative identity, a blank slate’, onto which Higgins can project what he wishes. Unperfect 
Histories, p. 55.
9	 See Philip Schwyzer, Literature, Nationalism, and Memory in Early Modern England and Wales 
(Cambridge University Press, 2004), p. 10.
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the ‘shared nationality’ of Britishness with the English.10 In its depiction of the 
original Britons, the First parte produces a form of nationhood that Philip Schwyzer 
terms British nationalism, which uses the island’s ancient name to subsume its 
varied local and regional identities under a single identity, Britishness. How the 
text hollows out its vision of Britain and imagines racial consanguinity derives 
from its use of the legendary Trojan material, the tradition of translatio imperii et 
studii [translation of empire and learning], central to medieval and early modern 
ideologies of empire.11 These stories furnished writers across early modern Europe 
with a narrative schema of historical development driven by imperial conquest with 
which they could reconstruct a coherent worldview that had been fractured by 
encounters with and reports of indigenous peoples in the Americas. The coherence 
of this worldview assumed an emergent racial formation that shaped and responded 
to the rise of capitalism and the social transformations it wrought.12 I gesture 
toward this broader theorization of the early modern world to frame my study of 
Higgins’s First parte. Surprisingly, though, the text’s engagement with the broader 
tradition of translatio imperii et studii and its treatment of the local Galfridian history 
results in a nationalism that, unlike many of its fellow English and continental 
analogues, conceptualizes England’s empire not as territorially expansive but 
rather as exceptional and insular. Though conservative in its ambivalent treatment 
of imperial expansion, the First parte evinces a form of racializing thought in its 
peculiar national self-conception that would underpin the white supremacy of 
English society and empire in the centuries that followed. Analysing the First parte’s 
opening verse ‘Induction’ and its first tragedy, Prince Albanact’s, I read Higgins 
as staging his literary reinvention of the ancestral Britons in imitation of Virgil’s 
Aeneid, the blueprint for later origin myths. Virgil’s epic supplies the literary form 
with which Higgins rewrites the Galfridian founders into mythic, civilization-
creating Trojans whose essence persists within and awaits revival through the proper 
memorialization of the ancient name of Britain. Higgins imagines the historical 
figure at the centre of his idea of Britain, Brutus, as characterized by a paradoxical 
imperialism, exemplified by his settling of a new Troy, yet an imperialism tempered 
by a cautious, merciful, and devout prudence — a contradictory, though f lattering 
self-image.

Troy and the Translations of Race and Nation

In identifying a desire for Trojan blood bewitching ‘our Europe’, Selden calls 
attention to how monarchs and royal families across Europe found in the legends of 

10	 Schwyzer, Literature, Nationalism, and Memory, p. 116.
11	 See David Armitage, The Ideological Origins of the British Empire (Cambridge University Press, 
2000), pp. 24–60; Anthony Pagden, Lords of All the World: Ideologies of Empire in Spain, Britain and 
France c. 1500–c. 1800 (Yale University Press, 1995), pp. 11–62.
12	 ‘The process of race making, and its reverberations throughout the social order, is what we call 
racial formation. We define racial formation as the sociohistorical process by which racial identities are 
created, lived out, transformed, and destroyed.’ Michael Omi and Howard Winant, Racial Formation 
in the United States (Routledge, 2014), p. 109.
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Troy a foundational mythic unity from which emergent nationalisms in the early 
modern era develop. As expressions of the historiographical tradition of translatio 
imperii et studii, legends narrate the f leeing defeated Trojans whose westward 
settlements track and assign in time and space the global movement and boundaries 
of civilization. Identifying the ideological content of translatio texts, Richard 
Waswo finds in Trojan legends a fundamental schematic organization of the world 
according to the historical movements of empire, a shorthand for progress.13 
Medieval and early modern narratives of translation draw a divide between 
Western civility, manifested in Christendom, and Eastern barbarism, symptomized 
in its paganisms. As Waswo summarizes, the Trojan founder-hero departs from a 
superseded East and heads toward a predestined promised land in the West, where 
the Trojans eliminate an existing, ‘primitive’ native population to settle the land 
and spread civilization, telescoped into the founding of a walled city.14

Undoubtedly bewitching to Selden’s Europe, histories of Trojan origins glorify 
and praise, premised as they are on the prophetic Virgilian view of history that 
guarantees Trojan descendants an imperium sine fine. Geoffrey of Monmouth’s 
account follows this translatio schema closely, as summarized in a prophecy the 
goddess Diana delivers to Brutus and which Higgins translates as follows:15

O Brute farre vnder Phoebus fall, beyonde of Fraunce that raigne: 
An Ilande in the Ocean is, with sea tis compaste mayne. 
An Ilande in the Ocean is, where Giantes once did dwell: 
But now a deserte place thats fit, will serue thy people well. 
To this direct thy race, for there shalbe thy seate for aye: 
And to thy sonnes there shalbe builte, an other stately Troye. 
Here of thy progenye and stocke, shall mighty kinges descende: 
And vnto them as subiecte, all the worlde shall bowe and bende. (217–24)

Diana’s prophecy encapsulates how the structuring conceit of translatio histories 
spatializes civilizational development: Brutus will build a new ‘other stately Troye’ 
in the west, ‘farre vnder Phoebus fall’. Medieval authors found the translatio logic 
useful when advocating for their monarch’s imperial sovereignty against papal 
authority, and early modern writers found it useful when advocating for European 
colonial expansion in the Americas, as in the exhortation to the queen of John 
Dee, the English occultist and court counsellor, that she ‘[restore the empire] 
to the Originalls of BRVTVS’ through planting American colonies.16 As these 
two examples suggest, legends of Trojan descent typically celebrate one dynastic 
legacy, even when texts acknowledge a rival kingdom’s Trojan legends, rather than 
celebrating a common identity on the basis of a shared heritage.17 While Peter 

13	 Richard Waswo, ‘The History that Literature Makes’, New Literary History, 19.3 (1988), pp. 
541–64.
14	 Waswo, ‘The History that Literature Makes’, p. 546.
15	 The passage is a condensation and reworking of Jupiter’s prophecy in i. 254–96 of Virgil’s 
Aeneid.
16	 Qtd. in William Sherman, John Dee: The Politics of Reading and Writing in the English Renaissance 
(University of Massachusetts Press, 1995), p. 247, n. 116.
17	 Lemaire, for example, distinguishes between the Gauls, e.g. France and Burgundy, who share 
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Burke cautions that ‘the sense of being European was less widespread and less 
deep’,18 there did exist among the Christian monarchies a sense of who could and 
could not claim Trojan descent. Pope Pius II, among others, expressed outrage over 
the Ottomans’ invention of the Trojan Turcus as their heroic founder.19 A sense 
of being ‘European’ may not have penetrated deeply, but belonging to one side of 
the civilizational divide certainly did. Writing in the mid-sixteenth century, the 
Francophone poet Jean Lemaire de Belges makes clear for whom Trojan origins 
may apply: ‘the glorious resplendency of almost all the Princes who now dominate 
the Western nations consists in the true remembrance of the high Trojan acts’.20 
The bewitching desire was certainly neither truly universal, nor a desire that the 
Christian European kingdoms thought all could indulge.

In distinguishing between who may or may not write their national histories 
according to the Virgilian translatio model, European writers illustrate what we 
can now see as a racializing logic motivating legends of Trojan origins. This logic 
is further clarified in the scholarship of Caspar Hirschi on the longue durée of 
nationalist thought. Though Hirschi avoids the language of race and racialization, 
it is implicated in his argument that the translatio tradition gave shape to cultural and 
discursive international competition from which forms of nationalism would arise. 
For Hirschi, the nation is ‘formed by a multipolar and equal relationship to other 
communities of the same category (i.e. other nations)’, each nation distinguishing 
itself by claims of ‘singular qualities, a distinct territory, and political and cultural 
independence and an exclusive honour’.21 Nations ‘are thus products and producers 
of competitive culture and engage in endless contests about material and symbolic 
values’ — that ‘competitive culture’ congealing into a sense of Europeanness, 
however shallow or ‘deep’ — measured by the opposed criteria of ‘national honour 
and national shame’.22 Among the nations engaged in competition there arises 
a ‘considerable degree of mutual understanding’ and ‘cultural common ground’, 
Hirschi points out, since each must have an ‘idea of how other nations see themselves 
in order to characterize oneself ’.23 The shared Trojan legends, Hirschi reasons, 
constituted part of this common ground, as writers retold their nation’s Trojan 
origins in response to others’ legends as an act of competitive self-definition and 

a direct descent from Hector and other kingdoms with roots in less illustrious Trojans. See Marian 
Rothstein, ‘Jean Lemaire de Belges’ Illustrations de Gaule et singularitez de Troyes: Politics and Unity’, 
Bibliothèque d’Humanisme et Renaissance, 52.3 (1990), pp. 593–609.
18	 Peter Burke, ‘Foundation Myths and Collective Identities in Early Modern Europe’, in Europe 
and the Other and Europe as the Other, ed. by Bo Strath (Peter Lang, 2000), pp. 113–23 (p. 118).
19	 See Margaret Meserve’s chapter on ‘The Rise and Fall of the Trojan Turks’, in Empires of Islam 
in Renaissance Historical Thought (Harvard University Press, 2009), pp. 22–64.
20	 ‘La glorieuse resplendissance presques de tous les Princes qui dominent auiourdhuy sur les 
nations occidentales, consiste en la rememoration véritable des hauts gestes Troyens’. Jean Lemaire 
de Belges, Oeuvres de Jean Lemaire de Belges, ed. by Auguste Jean Stecher, 4 vols (Louvain, 1882), i, p. 
4. Translation mine.
21	 Caspar Hirschi, The Origins of Nationalism: An Alternative History from Ancient Rome to Early 
Modern Germany (Cambridge University Press, 2011), p. 47.
22	 Ibid., p. 75.
23	 Ibid., p. 39.
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self-praise. In his praise of London, John Stow articulates this dynamic, contrasting 
London (as representing England) to Rome: ‘As Rome the chiefe Citie of the world 
to glorifie it selfe, drew her originall from the Gods, Goddesses, and demy Gods, 
by the Troian progeny. So this famous Citie of London for greater glorie, and in 
emulation of Rome, deriueth it selfe from the very same original’.24

The terms of national competition changed dramatically in the sixteenth century 
as European kingdoms embarked on genocidal, extractive colonial projects in 
the Americas. Whereas the competition via translatio had largely occurred at the 
cultural level, studium — e.g. through Trojan genealogies and courtly romances — 
it now extended directly to imperium, a conception of sovereignty now redefined 
through colonization of peoples defined as barbaric and excluded from the category 
of nations. The barbarian outsiders, moreover, become the necessary exclusion 
constitutive of the nation’s self-image.25 Ian Smith puts the point succinctly in his 
study of how England deployed the category of the barbarian against those it wished 
to dominate: to be barbaric is to be ‘denied [the] component on which the construct 
of the nation rests’.26 In this way, Smith brings to the surface what he names the 
‘racial project’ that attended early modern nationalisms and underlies Hirschi’s 
theorization of nationalism as emerging from the translatio tradition.27 A racial as 
much as a political project, nationalism entails a triangulation of one’s community 
in relation to one’s perceived equals and those imagined as lacking the necessary 
civilizational development to constitute a nation and thus to possess sovereignty. 
From this perspective, the British nationalism of Higgins’s First parte, written 
when the English did not have imperial holdings outside the British archipelago, 
offers a case study in this process of racialization turned inward, as a work that 
anxiously justifies England’s lack by reconstructing this lack as the source of its 
national honour.

Contextualizing Higgins

To help clarify how Higgins’s First parte articulates its British nationalism, though, it 
should be situated within the competing responses to England’s ‘empire nowhere’.28 
Writers cited the legends of Trojan origin amid the proliferation in Tudor England 
of ‘expansionary visions’.29 Some like Dee called for colonial ventures, others, such 

24	 John Stow, A Survey of London ( John Windet, 1598), p. 1.
25	 Hirschi makes this point by drawing a comparison between early modern Europe and ancient 
Rome, whose disregard for those outside of their imperium precluded recognition of ‘the self-image 
of those humans they viewed as barbarians’. ‘Quite the opposite’, Hirschi continues, such nations 
had to disregard such peoples’ self-image since ‘it could not be reconciled with their own image of 
the “barbarian” other’. Origins of Nationalism, p. 39.
26	 Ian Smith, Race and Rhetoric in the Renaissance: Barbarian Errors (Palgrave, 2009), p. 9.
27	 Ibid., p. 7.
28	 With this phrase I reference Jeffrey Knapp’s study of literary responses to the absence of English 
imperial holdings: An Empire Nowhere: England, America, and Literature from ‘Utopia’ to ‘The Tempest’ 
(University of California Press, 1992).
29	 Derek Hirst, Dominion: England and its Island Neighbours, 1500–1707 (Oxford University Press, 
2012), p. 88.
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as Higgins, for an insular empire. At question, for example, was how to understand 
Diana’s promise of a global empire to Brutus’s descendants, his ‘race’, to whom ‘all 
the worlde shall bowe and bende’?30 By the 1570s, Queen Elizabeth had adopted 
a view of empire that was ‘conservative, backward-looking, and fundamentally 
defensive rather than expansive’,31 with factions forming in her court that supported 
or challenged her position. On one side, Elizabeth’s ‘prudent and cautious’ secretary 
of state, William Cecil, made Lord Burghley in 1571, and his followers advocated 
cautious diplomacy and self-preservation, while, on the other side, the queen’s more 
militaristically minded Master of the Horse, Robert Dudley, Earl of Leicester, and 
his coterie of poets and soldiers endorsed a policy of aggressive intervention and 
expansion in service of a global Protestant mission.32

While I avoid topical analysis of Higgins’s First parte that aligns him too firmly 
with any specific faction or policy, the division at court captures the fault lines in 
English society that nonetheless inform his work. Overall, the national and imperial 
self-image Higgins offers stresses a conservative approach to empire in line with 
Elizabeth’s. Higgins frames his text with a paean to temperance, which his opening 
preface to magistrates upholds as the cardinal virtue that should govern political and 
diplomatic policy. Drawing on Plotinus and Cicero, Higgins defines temperance as 
‘couet[ing] nothing which maye bee repented: not to exceade the bandes of measure, 
and to keepe desire vnder the yoke of Reason’,33 to protect against ‘lust and other 
euil assaultes of the minde’ and to cultivate ‘sure and moderate dominion and rule’ 
against ‘an immoderate desire of honore, rule, dominion, and superioritie’.34 The 
enemy of temperance is ambition, ‘to lette will runne at random’, which results in 
the ‘destruction of all estates’, the lesson Higgins draws from the falls of Alexander 
the Great, Caesar, Pompey, among other famous rulers. As these leaders warn 
against, ambition brought ‘so many learned, politike, wise, renoumed, valiaunt 
and victorious personages [...] to such vtter decaye’.35 Ambition strikes close at 
home, Higgins laments, leading to ‘the very destruction of nobilitie, and commune 
weales’ and bringing ‘great decay also to our country, and countrymen’.36 Though 
generally preservationist rather than expansionist, Higgins’s British nationalism 
nonetheless relies upon a racializing triangulation of itself against rival Christian 
nations and others deemed barbaric.

While this quick summary of political factions at court helps to illuminate the 
general orientation of Higgins’s text, his poetic construction of Brutus’s translatio 
imperii more immediately responds to the importance the humanist tradition placed 

30	 England’s legal break from Rome in the 1533 Act of Appeals (‘Where by divers sundry old 
authentic histories and chronicles it is manifestly declared and expressed that this realm of England 
is an empire, and so hath been accepted in the world’).
31	 David Armitage, ‘The Elizabethan Idea of Empire’, Transactions of the Royal Historical Society, 14 
(2004), pp. 269–77 (p. 274).
32	 Robert Bucholz and Newton Key, Early Modern England 1485–1714: A Narrative History (Wiley-
Blackwell, 2009), p. 119.
33	 Parts Added, p. 31.
34	 Ibid., pp. 33–34.
35	 Ibid., p. 31.
36	 Ibid., p. 34.
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on the national importance of the vernacular. Crucial to the self-image of the 
British nation that Higgins constructs, then, is his Trojan Britons’ use of vernacular 
English, which figured centrally in England’s racial project. ‘The English language 
had to be promoted as the civilized essence of the nation that legitimized its 
ascendant supremacy’, Smith argues, especially in response to England’s ‘growing 
interaction with a barbarian world’.37 Through its portrayal of the Trojan originals, 
Higgins’s First parte thematizes vernacular English as the ‘civilized essence’ that 
should bestow national honour. What better subject to prove this civilized essence 
than myths of origin, since the prevailing views of etymology were ‘predicated on 
the belief [...] that origins are perpetually present in linguistic traces’.38

In translating the Galfridian legends to the de casibus form, though, Higgins 
runs into a problem. Per the conventions of de casibus tragedy, especially as in 
Baldwin’s Mirror, the Trojan Britons must narrate their own tragic falls, to speak for 
themselves. Rather than shy away from the linguistic gap between the ancients and 
Higgins’s contemporary readers, he imagines his First parte as enacting a translation 
that bridges the divide and insists that an essential continuity between past and 
present exists. Grounding this continuity in the name Britain, the etymological and 
genealogical origin of which lie in Brutus, Higgins conveys the etymological view 
of history in early modern Europe which saw in the origins of names ‘the origins 
of peoples’, their etymology promising ‘a rich source of knowledge about the 
past’.39 What we find in the First parte, then, is a framing ‘Induction’ that establishes 
the text as dream vision, introduces the Trojan ancestors, and allows Higgins to 
imagine the British originals up to Nennius (in the 1574 edition), speaking in 
vernacular English, the most important of whom is Albanact, the point of whose 
tragedy is not any moral lesson concerning his folly but the metonymic origins of 
Britain in Brutus.

Higgins’s Dream Work

The First parte opens with an origin story of its own composition in the ‘Induction’. 
In a first-person account, Higgins narrates, first, his inspiration for writing the 
tragedies and, second, his dreamt encounter with the Trojan Britons. He describes 
how, after purchasing, reading, and excitedly re-reading Baldwin’s Mirror, he falls 
asleep and dreams he is visited by the god Somnus, who orders his underling 
Morpheus to grant Higgins a vision of the ghostly Trojan Britons who will 
share ‘their names, and lyues: their haps, and haples days’ (135). Before the ghosts 
begin their tragedies, though, Higgins describes their frightening and unsettling 
appearance. Upon first seeing the ‘men mighty bigge’, disfigured (121), hulking and 
fierce (120, 130), Higgins recoils in shock — ‘thrice I shrinkte a syde, and shunde 
the sight: | And three times thrice I wishte my selfe away’ (113–14). Even worse, 

37	 Smith, Race and Rhetoric, p. 97.
38	 Angus Vine, ‘Etymology, Names and the Search for Origins: Deriving the Past in Early Modern 
England’, Seventeenth Century, 21.1 (2006), pp. 1–21 (p. 1).
39	 Ibid., p. 2.
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when the first of the Trojan Britons attempts to speak, Higgins is ‘amasde [...] to 
beholde’ the incomprehensible utterances of his ancestor, whose attempt at speech 
Higgins describes not in vocal but physical terms: ‘Depe from his breste, he threwe 
an vnked sounde’. The word choice here strips the Briton of language. Rather 
than speaking, his voice is thrown; rather than a voice, let alone speech, he throws 
merely ‘sounde’, the alterity of which Higgins emphasizes with the adjective vnked, 
meaning ‘unnatural or abnormal, esp. in a disturbing way; ghastly, horrible’.40 Not 
only are the original Britons utterly foreign to the contemporary English in their 
language — perhaps Higgins is playing on Geoffrey’s description of the Trojans as 
speaking ‘crooked Greek’ — they are, to his surprise, barbaric.

‘Straunge’, ‘wylde’, and ‘men dispeyring mad’, Higgins first describes the 
appearance of the Trojan Britons in terms that echo how ancient Latin sources 
depicted the ancient Britons, their dominant characteristic being feroce (fierce, 
cruel, savage). Their characterization ref lects what Jodi Mikalachki describes 
as humiliating historical discoveries that associated the ancient Britons with a 
‘primitive savagery’ rather than ‘civilized and powerful’ ancient Romans.41 We 
find in Higgins an example of what Smith, building on Mikalachki, describes 
as a common response to these historical discoveries: a reinterpretation of the 
ancient Britons that exorcizes their primitivism: ‘A suppression of barbaric savagery 
recuperates whiteness from the remains of a bifurcated ancestry (primitive yet, 
nevertheless, white) as the solution to a renovated national identity’.42 However, in 
the transition from his initially menacing encounter with his ancestors at the end 
of the ‘Induction’ to the start of the text’s first tragedy, the unsettling alterity of the 
Trojan Britons dissolves and reappears in the linguistic familiarity of the vernacular, 
in which Albanact speaks. It is in and through the vernacular that the ancient 
Britons metamorphose into illustrious Trojans, with the contrasting barbarism of 
the former accentuating the civility of the latter.

In weaving a densely allusive web of descriptions that draw on ancient Latin 
histories and contemporary travelogues in order to heighten the shocking alterity of 
the Trojan Britons, Higgins stages a sort of conquest and colonization of the self in 
which his vernacular poetics will enact the civilizing process. He details the visual 
appearance of his ancestors in such a way that associates them with peoples displaced 
from imperium and studium in the translatio framework: the indigenous Americans 
in the West who will suffer the same fate as the giants of Albion and the Ottoman 
Turks in the East who represent an empire that history has left behind:

And eke their faces all and bodies were 
Destainde with woade, and turkish berds they had, 
On th’ouer lippes moutchatoes long of heyre: 
And wylde they seemde as men dispeyring mad. 

40	 See the entry ‘unked’, OED, n.d. <https://www.oed.com> [accessed 6 October 2024].
41	 Jodi Mikalachki, The Legacy of Boadicea: Gender and Nation in Early Modern England (Routledge, 
1998), pp. 4, 3. See also Andrew Escobedo, Nationalism and Historical Loss in Renaissance England: Foxe, 
Dee, Spenser, Milton (Cornell University Press, 2004); Mary Floyd-Wilson, English Ethnicity and Race 
in Early Modern Drama (Cambridge University Press, 2003), pp. 12–19.
42	 Smith, Race and Rhetoric, p. 6.
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Their looks did make my fearfull harte full sad, 
And yet I could not for my life eschewe 
Their presence: or their myndes I likewise knewe. (127–33)

Higgins’s description of the Trojan Britons’ faces and bodies as ‘distainde by 
woade’43 recalls the island’s past as a Roman colony. The line alludes to an epigram 
of Martial’s that describes Claudia Rufina as deriving from the ‘caeruleis . . . 
Britannis’ (‘blue . . . Britons’, xi. 53. 1, referring to the British practice of painting 
their skin with woad),44 as well as to Julius Caesar’s account of how the ancient 
Britons ‘setteth a blewish color vppon them: and it maketh the[m] more terryble to 
beholde in battell’.45 Caesar’s description informed visual depictions of these Britons 
as well as historical accounts of the island. In his popular chronicle, Johannes 
Sleidanus associates woad with the Scots and Picts. He writes that ‘Scots and Pictes, 
did vexe & trouble England, but they were defeycted by the succour that the 
Emperour Honoryus sent thether’. He includes a marginal gloss that references the 
passage from Caesar: ‘they were the auncyent inhabitauntes of England. Who, as 
Ceser sayeth, vsed to paint them selues with woad to seme more terrible vnto their 
enemyes’.46 For English readers, these Roman descriptions drew an uncomfortably 
close parallel between the ancient Britons and the indigenous peoples of the 
Americas. In the early 1570s, the Dutch immigrant Lucas De Heere produced a 
manuscript describing Britain, the Corte Beschryvinghe van Engheland, Schotland, ende 
Irland, which featured paintings of the ancient Britons that John White, colonial 
governor and artist, would later imitate in watercolour. White’s paintings ended 
up in Thomas Harriot’s Briefe and true report of the new found land of Virginia (1590), 
glossed with the comment that ‘the Inhabitants of the greate Bretainne have bin in 
times past as sauvage as those of Virginia’.47

More potentially troubling for Higgins’s readers, though, is the reference to the 
Trojan Britons’ ‘turkish berds [...] | On th’ouer lippes moutchatoes long of heyre’. 
On the one hand, the description calls attention to how elastic the fiction of the 
translatio tradition of Trojan origins can be. The Ottomans had their own version, 

43	 John Churchson equates woad with earth and opposes it to gold and silver: ‘not onely of golde, 
and syluer, to honoure, but of woade and earth, also to dyshonour’, A brefe treatise declarying what and 
where the church is ( John Cawod, 1566), sig. D7v.
44	 Martial, Epigrams, Volume iii: Books 11–14, ed. and trans. by D. R. Shackleton Bailey, Loeb 
Classical Library 480 (Harvard University Press, 1993). Higgins included his own translations of the 
Roman poet’s epigrams (1.65, 2.7, 4.54, 12.54, 13.46, and 14.18) in his edition of Huloet’s dictionary. 
See James Sledd, ‘The English Verses in the Huloet-Higgins Dictionarie of 1572’, Modern Language 
Notes, 63.4 (1948), pp. 251–54.
45	 The eyght bookes of Caius Iulius Cæsar, trans. by Arthur Golding (Willyam Seres, 1565), p. 117. 
References to the Britons’ barbarism appeared in many of the ancient histories circulating in early 
modern England, e.g. in Diodorus Siculus’s Bibliotheca historica (v. 32. 3), Dio Cassius’s Historia Romana 
(lxxvii. 12. 1–4), and Herodian’s History of the Roman Empire (iii. 14. 6–8). See Floyd-Wilson, English 
Ethnicity and Race, pp. 26–47.
46	 A famouse cronicle of oure time, called Sleidanes Commentaries, trans. by John Daus ( John Daie for 
Nicholas England, 1560), sig. cccxjv.
47	 Thomas Harriot, Briefe and true report of the new found land of Virginia (R. R. Robinson, 1588). Sam 
Smiles, ‘John White and British Antiquity: Savage Origins in the Context of Tudor Historiography’, 
in European Visions: American Voices, ed. by Kim Sloan, pp. 106–12 (British Museum, 2009).
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much to Pope Pius II’s dismay, who decried yet at the same time popularized their 
tradition for Latin readers. On the other, it presents an additional contemporary 
reference to Caesar’s description of the ancient Britons. Noting the ancient Britons’ 
grooming habits, Caesar describes their preference to ‘weare their heare long, and 
shaue al partes of theyr bodyes sauing ye head and the vpper lip’.48 The description, 
as well as Higgins’s overall image of the Trojan Britons in the ‘Induction’, resonates 
with Nicolas de Nicolay’s account of Ottoman grooming in his Quatre premiers 
livres des navigations (1567): Ottoman janissaries ‘let their mustaches grow very long, 
grosse & thicke’, a ‘defiguration’ they use to appear to their enemies ‘very horrible, 
hideous, & feareful’.49 Higgins’s description deploys an allusivity that invites 
inferences of historical and civilizational difference rather than continuity but that, 
in so doing, prepares the reader for a redeeming reversal.

Higgins concludes the ‘Induction’ by indicating how the ensuing tragedies of 
the First parte will perform their imaginative renovation of the barbaric into the 
civil, the translation from primitive to Trojan Britons: prosopopoeia, the rhetorical 
device of speaking for another person or object.50 Often associated with the verse 
complaint modelled after Ovid’s Heroides, prosopopoeia grants a voice to that which 
cannot otherwise speak and allows it the power of address, capturing the addressee 
in an affective sympathetic bond. As a rhetorical strategy, prosopopoeia serves as 
a powerful inducement to an ‘intimate affect constitutive of corporate feeling’,51 
with Higgins’s intended effect, as Harriet Archer argues, the production of ‘a 
compassionate corporate identity’ arising from the Trojan Briton’s orations.52 To 
facilitate this identification, Higgins repeats the rhetorical strategy of emphasizing 
alterity before its reappearance in familiarity, the English vernacular. In the final 
line, Higgins presents himself as the medium through which Albanact’s words 
obtain intelligibility. He prepares the reader for a perspectival shift by reiterating his 
initial confusion at Albanact’s words before his gradual comprehension:

With Ecco so did halfe his words rebounde, 
That scarce at first the sence might well appeare. 
At last, mee thought, hee spake as you shall heare. (145–47)

Higgins sets up the governing conceit of the following tragedies, direct transcriptions 
for his readers of what the Trojan Britons told his dream persona, beginning with 
Albanact. Prosopopoeia thus effects a slippage between speakers and auditors, 
Albanact-as-Higgins to Higgins-as-readers. When the tragedy of Albanact begins, 
then, Higgins blurs the distinction between his own voice and Albanact’s, tunes the 

48	 The eyght bookes of Caius Iulius Cæsar (1565), p. 117.
49	 The nauigations, peregrinations and voyages, made into Turkie, trans. by Thomas Washington 
(Thomas Dawson, 1568), p. 73v. Elsewhere Nicolay recounts his travels to the former site of Troy: 
see the introduction (Francesca Rayner and Janice Valls-Russell) to this volume.
50	 James Paxson, Poetics of Impersonation (Cambridge University Press, 1994), p. 16; Gavin 
Alexander, ‘Prosopopoeia: The Speaking Figure’, in Renaissance Figures of Speech, ed. by Sylvia 
Adamson, Gavin Alexander, and Katrin Ettenhuber (Cambridge University Press, 2007), pp. 97–112.
51	 Claire McEachern, The Poetics of English Nationhood, 1590–1612 (Cambridge University Press, 
1996), p. 12.
52	 Archer, Unperfect Histories, p. 71.
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barbaric ‘vnked’ sounds of the ancestors with the civil versification of the English 
vernacular.

No longer ‘threwe[ing]’ his words but carefully composing them, Albanact 
delivers in decorous poetic fashion a five-stanza proem in which he introduces 
himself as the son of Brutus and previews the story he will repeat. Assuring 
his auditor of the veracity of his tale, Albanact insists on the uniqueness and 
authenticity of his story to Higgins: ‘giuste an eare to heare not heard before’, he 
exhorts Higgins, a ‘storye all so right’ that ‘no whit haue neede t’inquyre no more’ 
(30–32). Its authoritative finality, as Albanact insists, derives not from historical 
record but from his undead presence, confirmed by the terror Higgins feels and 
must overcome, as Albanact commands: ‘marke me here that firste in presence 
stande’ and, ‘when thou wel my wounded corps hast scande’, then ‘our elder liues to 
wryte thou mayst be bolde’ (4–5, 14). The spur to attend calmly to his tale repeats 
several times, as Albanact assures Higgins ‘thou nedst not feare at al’: ‘Lay dreade 
aside, let nothing thee amase’; ‘Ne haue dispaire’; ‘Leaue of on mee with fearfull 
looks to gase’ (15–17). Albanact only begins reciting his narrative after, as he tells 
Higgins, ‘I see thou putst apart thy fright’ (29). Only once Higgins has calmed 
himself will he apprehend ‘what tale I mynde to frame’ and use ‘thy pen [...] for 
such a tale as myne’ (18), consisting of ‘all my fathers Lyne’ (19) — a one-stanza 
recap of the events of the Aeneid — and the narrative of how and why Brutus ‘with 
Troianes mande | His voyadge made and founde this noble lande’ (20–21). (While 
Albanact does promise to relate his own ‘life and death’, he devotes a mere two 
stanzas to his demise (22–23, 575–88)). In his proem, Albanact exhorts his audience 
to transmute fear into sympathy, to see him anew not as ‘straunge’, ‘wylde’, and 
‘dispeyring mad’, but as one who holds the true record of British origins, a poetic 
double and stand-in for Higgins.

The Invention of Brutus and the Reinvention of Britain

In Albanact’s tale, more than just the identities between poet and personified speaker 
blur into one another. The distinction between poetry and history, the invention 
and discovery of Brutus likewise becomes muddled, as Albanact’s tragedy follows 
the model of Virgilian epic more than de casibus tragedy. Through the personified 
voice of Albanact, Higgins imagines not the event of Brutus’s translatio but the event 
of its telling, the primal scene of ‘a gathering, and someone [...] telling a story’ of a 
people’s ‘origin, of where they come from, or of how they come from the Origin 
itself — them, or their mates, or their names, or the authority figure among them’.53 
The rehearsal of Trojan origins adopts a ‘Virgilian perspective’, ‘one of old empires 
lost, and more importantly, of new empires won. The return of Virgil, or of the 
Virgilian mode of historiography, allows for a self-consciously political present’.54 
Albanact narrates British origins from the ‘Virgilian perspective’ and anticipates 

53	 Jean-Luc Nancy, The Inoperative Community, ed. by Peter Connor, trans. by Peter Connor and 
others (University of Minnesota Press, 1991), p. 43.
54	 Sylvia Federico, New Troy: Fantasies of Empire in the Late Middle Ages (University of Minnesota 
Press, 2003), p. xv.
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that which Jean-Luc Nancy attributes to European myths of national origins and 
which paraphrases Hirschi’s argument: these origin stories produce the ‘very Idea of 
the West, with its perpetual representation of the compulsion to return to its own 
sources in order to re-engender itself from them as the very destiny of humanity’.55 
The authority of Higgins’s First parte derives more from its Virgilian mimesis, a full 
account of which is beyond the scope of this chapter, than its historical veracity.

Approaching Albanact’s tale as an event of poetic rehearsal and British translatio 
studii attunes us to its formal structure. Following the proem, Albanact’s ‘tale’ divides 
into two halves, the first relating Brutus’s ‘voyadge’ (stanzas 4–46), the second his 
‘founding’ of a New Troy (stanzas 47–86). In the first half, Brutus’s ‘voyadge’, 
Albanact recounts the familiar beats of the Galfridian narrative. In the second 
half, Brutus’s ‘founding’ of Britain, we find Higgins’s unique vision of a Trojan 
Britain. Albanact brief ly describes the Trojan extermination of the giants living on 
the isle, praises the settlement of New Troy as achieving ‘perfecte peace and reste’ 
(330), and ventriloquizes a long speech Brutus delivers to the Trojan Britons before 
his death. In sum, across the first half, Albanact rehearses the glorious acts with 
which Brutus won the island; in the second, the ref lection of Brutus’s virtue in the 
original laws and institutions of Britain he erected. Before he concludes his tale, 
though, Albanact quickly recounts his own death while foolhardily rebuffing an 
invasion that the Hungarian King Humber attempts after learning about Brutus’s 
demise. Albanact’s narrative thus depicts Brutus’s heroic journey that culminates 
in a new Troy, Britain, as an ideal, peaceful commonwealth, one that enjoyed a 
golden age soon eclipsed by ineluctable historical change, the tragic necessity of de 
casibus narratives.

The argument of Albanact’s tale, the core of Higgins’s British nationalism, is 
that Britain under Brutus’s reign experienced a state of civilizational exception 
and excellence, the memorialization of which is imperative as the source of the 
English’s true national identity. Two moments in the tale make this idea clear. The 
first appears when Albanact interrupts himself, calling attention to the multiple 
poetic frames around Brutus’s story, to comment on how Brutus’s founding made 
the ‘deserte place’ of Albion into ‘an other world’ (377). Through Albanact, Higgins 
recontextualizes Virgil’s famous description of Britain in the Eclogues as an island 
‘penitus toto diuisos orbe Britannos’ (i. 66), which Abraham Fleming renders as 
“Britan Ille, cut of from the wide world” in his 1575 translation.56 The allusion 

55	 Nancy, The Inoperative Community, p. 43.
56	 Virgil, Eclogues, trans. by H. Rushton Fairclough, rev. by G. P. Goold, Loeb Classical Library 
63 and 64 (Harvard University Press, 1999). The bucolikes of Publius Virgilius Maro (Iohn Charlewood 
for Thomas Woodcocke, 1575), sig. ciir. In 1560 both Cecil and his Scottish correspondent William 
Maitland of Lethington quoted the Virgilian commonplace in private letters advocating for Elizabeth 
I’s marriage to James Hamilton, 3rd Earl of Arran, in order to return the isle to a unified Britain: 
‘the best worldly felicity that Scotland can have is to either continue in a perpetual peace with the 
kingdom of England or to be made one monarchy with England as they make but one isle, divided 
from the rest of the world’, Cecil wrote, the wording of which Maitland echoed: ‘By this means 
the Queen of England would be the strongest prince of Christendom upon the seas and establish 
a certain monarchy itself in the oceans divided from the rest of the world’. Mark Loughlin, ‘The 
Career of Maitland of Lethington c. 1526–1573’ (unpublished doctoral dissertation, University of 
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appears just after Brutus and the Trojans finish ridding the island of giants, now 
‘extincte, the monsters all’ (357). After praising the Trojan Britons as ‘faithfull men 
so valiaunt bolde and stout’ who won ‘an Isle and liue deuoyde of doubt’, Albanact 
corrects himself:

An Isle saide I? naye namd the world throughout 
An other world, sith Sea doth it deuide 
From th’earth, that wants not all the world beside. (376–78)

Higgins reimagines the Virgilian commonplace to present the newly founded 
Britain as an illustrious empire, one that possesses (‘wants not’) ‘all the world’ 
despite its division ‘from th’earth’ — a paradoxical fulfilment of Diana’s promise of 
‘all the worlde’ to Brutus. Albanact repeats this paradox when he describes Brutus’s 
settling of Albion as bringing him and his people ‘welthe, and eke the worlde at 
will’ (336). Albanact imagines this ancient and original Britain as a world to itself 
that, in its insular exceptionality, holds the rest of the world in thrall — not, it 
seems, in terms of territorial possessions but civilizational superiority.

Britain’s exceptionalism derives, moreover, from Brutus, his glorious, Aeneas-
like journey and his name, which he bestows upon the island and which reminds 
its inhabitants of their status. The connection between the two, Brutus’s journey 
and his name, figures centrally in Albanact’s tale, quite literally in its central stanzas 
(316–47). Albanact stresses the importance of this legendary etymology, the guiding 
principle of the First parte’s British nationalism and its ‘metonymic figure’.57 As the 
founder, the source, and the inventor of Britishness, Brutus expresses its essence, 
recoverable though forgotten.58 I read this as the essential idea expressed in the 
central stanzas with which Albanact transitions from Brutus’s ‘voyadge’ to his 
‘founding’:

And then this Ile that Albion had to name, 
My father caused Britayne called bee: 
And eke the people Britaynes of the same: 
As yet in auncient recordes is to see. 
To Corinaeus gaue he franke and free, 
The lande of Cornwall, for his seruice don, 
And for because, from Giauntes he it won.

Edinburgh, 1991), pp. 50, 89 <https://era.ed.ac.uk/handle/1842/6894> [accessed 15 September 2024]. 
Virgil’s description became, however, a central trope in the sixteenth century for English writers to 
celebrate their insular identity. Most famously, in Shakespeare’s Richard II John of Gaunt delivers a 
panegyric to England as ‘this sceptrd isle [...] | This blessed plot, this earth, this realm, this England’ 
(ii. 1. 40, 50). See Gerald MacLean, Time’s Witness: Historical Representation in English Poetry, 1603–1660 
(University of Wisconsin Press, 1990), esp. Chapter 2. See also Knapp, An Empire Nowhere, Chapter 2.
57	 Andrew Hadfield, Shakespeare, Spenser and the Matter of Britain (Palgrave, 2004). p. 103.
58	 Likely motivating Higgins’s use of Brutus is the early modern understanding of origins, as 
Marian Rothstein summarizes: ‘Sources, origins, are [...] perceived as active guides to how a thing 
is to be regarded [...]. The source functions as something perpetually present [...]. The parameters 
of what a thing (actually or potentially) is can be defined by knowing its origin’, ‘Etymology, 
Genealogy, and the Immutability of Origins’, Renaissance Quarterly, 43.2 (1990), pp. 332–47 (p. 333).
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Then sith our Troiane stocke came first from Troy, 
My father thought that dutie did him bynde, 
Sithe fortune thus had saude him from anoye, 
The auncient towne againe to call to minde. 
He builte new Troye, and Troian lawes assignde, 
Wherby his stocke to his eternall fame: 
Might kepe of Troye the euerlasting name. (316–29)

Mirroring each other in a chiastic movement from the founder’s feats to his 
‘eternall fame’, the stanzas enact the transfer from the winning of the island to its 
settling, bookended by reminders of the legendary histories invoked by the island 
and its inhabitants’ new names, ‘Britayne’ and ‘Britaynes’. But while the first stanza 
emphasizes the name Britain, the second repeats the name Troy: by bestowing the 
island, its peoples, and institutions with his name, Brutus imbues Britain not only 
with his own virtue but the memory of Troy itself. Higgins treats the name Britain 
like the island that bears the name: ‘a site of negative identity, a blank slate for the 
Trojan refugees’. Like the Trojans’ eradication from Albion of all its prior inhabitants 
to replace them with a ‘new Troye’, Higgins empties Britain of its contested histories 
and meanings, from Roman historiography to Welsh and Scottish resistances 
against the English, to replace them with the memory of Brutus’s fictive enactment 
of the translatio imperii et studii.

Albanact’s Tale and the Translation of Brutus

The First parte’s foregrounding of its literary reinvention of the Galfridian history — 
through the ‘Induction’ and Albanact’s proem — now takes on a new significance. 
If the story of Brutus expresses the essence of Britishness, that truth of Englishness 
for Higgins, then Higgins allows himself to fashion the meaning of Britishness 
through the fashioning of Brutus. In short, he makes clear his poetic invention of 
Britain. I conclude this chapter, then, with a brief discussion of the two halves of 
Albanact’s tale, Brutus’s ‘voyadge’ and ‘founding’, specifically exemplary passages in 
each make clear the meaning Higgins attributes to Brutus’s ‘euerlasting name’. The 
first is a speech that Brutus’s counsellor Mempricius delivers after the Trojans defeat 
Pandrasus, in which the counsellor advises a policy of diplomatic temperance. The 
second is Brutus’s own death speech, in which he counsels his British subjects on 
politic, virtuous living and compels them to preserve his memory by never straying 
from his orders.

Delivered after Brutus defeats the Greek Pandrasus and frees the captured 
Trojans, Mempricius’s speech directs Brutus to act temperately in order to reverse 
the tragic fortune of the Trojan War and, rendering it a felix culpa, found a greater, 
second Troy. In it, Mempricius advises Brutus what he should do with Pandrasus 
and his kingdom. Leading up to the counsel speech, Albanact applauds Brutus’s 
civil clemency in contrast to the ‘wicked, heynous’ violence of the Greeks (115). 
Where the Greeks slew as many Trojans as they could during the Trojan War, 
Brutus shows mercy: ‘my father, tooke their King that night’ but ‘sau’d his life as 
seem’d a worthy wight’ (104–05). Having won against Pandrasus, Brutus calls on 
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Mempricius to counsel him regarding how to proceed. Mempricius advises Brutus 
against either razing or claiming the Greek kingdom: regarding the former option,

Wee rather ought by clemency to rayse 
Our fame to skie, not by sauage guise, 
Sith Gods and men both, cruelty despise. (117–19)

Regarding the latter, Mempricius admits that some will advise Brutus to ‘receiue 
the scepter’ from Pandrasus, but warns that this would be an ‘vniustice’ (144). 
Avoiding taking what is not rightfully his, Brutus should not ‘him selfe ambitiously 
t’abuse’, nor should he ‘a king vnkindly so to vse’ (147), despite Pandrasus’s ‘force 
gainste vs’ (151). Mempricius urges Brutus to avoid acting in a ‘sauage guise’, to 
prove his comparative civility, overlooking the fact that Pandrasus

              the quarrel with vs first begon, 
And though wee owe the fall of Troyes requite, 
Yet let reuenge thereof from gods to lighte. (124–26)

Instead, Brutus should only ask of Pandrasus marriage with his daughter Innogen, 
and a dowry that sufficiently provides the Trojans with the means to ‘seeke some 
deserte shore, | Where we and ours, may raigne for euer more’ (160–61). Taking this 
course of action, Brutus will gain not only a land for his people, but a reputation, 
‘fame’, and a wife who ‘surmounts’ Helen ‘in bewty braue and grace’, exceeding 
‘all the reste that come of Grecian race’ (134–37). The lesson of Mempricius’s speech 
is clear: leave vengeance to either the cruel or the gods, avoid ambition, and seek 
only what is lawful.

The gist of Mempricius’s advice reappears in the speech Brutus delivers to his 
subjects. Before ventriloquizing Brutus, though, Albanact offers a sententious 
summary of the founder’s overall message, the lesson of Britain’s founding: as long 
as his descendants preserve Brutus’s ‘euerlasting name’, then they should not fear 
any foreign incursion:

Wherby if foes, inuasion after ment, 
The Britaynes might not feare of foraine landes: 
But kepe by fight, possessions in their handes. (341–43)

The threat becomes real as soon as Brutus dies and his sons mismanage their 
respective lands. The point for Higgins’s readers is clear: the nation should, as he 
writes in the first dedicatory epistle, preserve itself through ‘sure and moderate 
dominion and rule’ (60), which Brutus reiterates in his death speech. ‘If you shall 
as you begon procede’, the founder affirms, ‘Of kingdomes fall or foes there is no 
dreede’ (447–48). Whether or not the Trojan Britons hew to their origins, as they 
‘begon’, will determine, Brutus warns, ‘if [my] paynes were well bestowde, | Or 
if I spente my gratefull giftes in vayne’ (435–36). Recalling Mempricius’s earlier 
advice, Brutus delivers a series of political commonplaces: ‘auoyde contention’, ‘be 
faithfull all, as brethren ought agree’, ‘neuer one at others welthe repine’, ‘byde still 
bounde with friendly lyne’. Overall, Brutus exhorts his subjects and, by extension, 
his descendants to maintain the memory of his virtue — his ‘fame’ — if they wish 
to keep the empire he translated to the island: ‘There is no doubte, but euermore 
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with fame: | You shall enioye the Britaynes realme and name’. If they ‘abuse’ the 
memory of their ‘prince’, then ‘The Goddes on you for such an heinous facte: | To 
take reuenge be sure will neuer misse’ (436–37), resulting in the Britons losing what 
Brutus won for them: ‘to[o] late you will repente the acte, | When all my realme 
and all your welthes are sacte’ (445–46).

What the British have to lose — what they do in fact lose after his death — 
is a peace and prosperity that, as Albanact explains, derives from the Britons’ 
ref lection of Brutus in their hearts.59 For Brutus to give his descendants his ‘name’, 
in Albanact’s telling, is for the people to become expressions of his character, the 
enactment of his virtuous desire:

Wherein was praise or glorye greate to finde: 
And to their leidge bare faithful harts so kinde, 
That what he wild they all obeyde his heste, 
Nought els was currant, but the kings request. (368–71)

If in the preface Higgins warns readers against an intemperate and self-destructive 
ambition for glory, then here, through his personification of Albanact, he presents 
the true path for ‘glorye greate’ as lying in devotion to Britain’s founder and origin, 
Brutus. During the founder’s life, when the original Trojan Britons committed 
themselves to serving Brutus, they achieved a near-Edenic state, a far cry from the 
tumultuous conditions of the 1570s:

What subiects eke more happye were then these? 
Had such a king of such a noble hart, 
And such a lande enioyde and liude at ease, 
Whereof eche man almost might chose his part: 
No feare of foes, vnknowen was treasons arte, 
No fayning frends, no fawning Gnatoes skill: 
No Thrasoes brags, but bearing ech good will. (379–85)

The Arcadian image Albanact paints of this world apart is what Brutus promises 
the Britons as long as they never betray ‘the Troian blood’ of ‘this noble Realme 
with Britaynes fearce and good’, as Albanact concludes his account of Brutus’s reign 
(519–20).

Conclusion: Brutus and the Whiteness of Britain

The Brutus that Higgins conjures in the First parte is marked by contradiction: 
though absent from the ghostly throng of Trojans, Brutus is present as the original 
ideal from which they and their descendants have all degenerated; though the 
admitted literary invention of Higgins-as-Albanact, Brutus manifests a truth of 
British identity beyond historical verification; though venerated for his military 
triumphs across Europe and conquest of Albion, Brutus exemplifies divine mercy 
and temperance. In Higgins’s Brutus and the ideal of Britishness that the First parte 

59	 Chapter 8 ( Janice Valls-Russell) in this volume examines the rivalry between Brutus’s sons and 
the motif of civil strife endangering the unity of Britain in a discussion of Locrine and Shakespeare’s 
Henry VI trilogy.
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fashions in his image there is a defining self-contradictory ethos of abnegation and 
acquisition, liberation and domination, clemency and exterminating brutality,60 
the transvaluation of each quality into its opposite as needed. Higgins’s Brutus 
embodies those equally spectral qualities of whiteness, as Richard Dyer anatomizes 
in his inf luential study,61 and as Arthur Little Jr. has more recently analysed in its 
early modern context: a racial identity without content, constructed through what 
it is not.62 Showcasing a peculiar reinvention of race, Higgins offers his English 
readers an origin myth and founding hero, Brutus, that defines their identity 
in the self-f lattering, opportunistic, and imperialistic terms that would charac
terize the whiteness of the later British Empire’s white supremacy, but articulated 
through the residual, soon-to-be vestigial historical tradition of the translatio imperii 
et studii. After all, what is whiteness but a prism through which violence reappears 
as beneficence.

60	 For a survey of these contradictions in seventeenth- and eighteenth-century European political 
philosophy, see Domenico Losurdo, Liberalism: A Counter-History, trans. by Gregory Elliott (Verso, 
2011), pp. 35–66; Laura Doyle, Freedom’s Empire: Race and the Rise of the Novel in Atlantic Modernity, 
1640–1940 (Duke University Press, 2008), pp. 27–78.
61	 Richard Dyer reads as a constitutive contradiction of whiteness its valuation of a spirituality 
that transcends the bodily, a self-mastery that tames desire and commits to self-improvement: i.e. 
‘enterprise’, an imperialist virtue ‘associated with the concept of will — the control of self and the 
control of others’, White: Twentieth Anniversary Edition (Routledge, 2017), p. 31.
62	 Arthur Little Jr, ‘Re-Historicizing Race, White Melancholia, and the Shakespearean Property’, 
Shakespeare Quarterly, 67.1 (2016), pp. 84–103; see also Seeking the (In)Visible: Whiteness and Shakespeare 
Studies, ed. by David Sterling Brown, Patricia Akhimie, and Arthur Little Jr, special issue of 
Shakespeare Studies, 50 (2022).
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v

‘A Fortunate Journie unto Troye’: 
Gender and Geography in 

Jane Lumley’s Iphigeneia at Aulis

Marion Wynne-Davies

Jane Lumley’s loose translation of Euripides’ Iphigeneia at Aulis depicts the moment 
of Iphigenia’s sacrifice to the goddess Diana so that Agamemnon, her father, 
may undertake ‘a fortunate journie unto Troye’.1 This chapter sets out to explore 
how Lumley employs the relationship between the Trojan War and Tudor female 
identity through the character of Iphigenia. The argument begins with a focus upon 
the text and a series of what might appear to be mistranslations, as well the play’s 
recognized historical allusions to the execution of Lady Jane Grey.2 However, it 
goes on to focus upon the locus of the play’s composition and possible performance 
— Nonsuch Palace — and interrogates what Troy and the Trojan War signified for 
early modern women.

Jane Lumley (1537–78) was the daughter of Henry Fitzalan, Earl of Arundel, and 
Catherine Grey; as such she belonged to a staunchly Catholic family who were 
among the first to support Mary I’s accession to the throne in 1553. Subsequently, 
Arundel was rewarded for his loyalty: in 1556, Mary transferred the lease of 
Nonsuch Palace with its lands from Thomas Cawarden to him and, sometime after 
1553 she also allowed him to acquire Archbishop Cranmer’s extensive library.3 

1	 Jane Lumley, The Tragedie of Euripides called Iphigeneia translated out of Greake into Englisshe (British 
Library, MS Royal 15.A.ix); and in Three Tragedies by Renaissance Women, ed. by Diane Purkiss 
(Penguin Books, 1998), pp. 1–35. Quotations are from this edition.
2	 I have chosen to italicize mistranslations to draw attention to early critics’ hasty dismissal of 
Lumley’s text. See David. H. Greene, ‘Lady Lumley and Greek Tragedy’, Classical Journal, 36 (1941), 
pp. 537–47 and Frank D. Crane, ‘Euripides, Erasmus, and Lady Lumley’, Classical Journal, 39 (1944), 
pp. 223–28. The former comments on her ‘very inaccurate translation’ (543), while the latter judged 
that she knew no Greek and that her play is ‘simply a translation of Erasmus, and a poor one at that’ 
(228).
3	 After Cranmer’s arrest in 1553 his property was confiscated by the Crown, but there is no record 
of the library. Yet, when John Lumley had an inventory made in 1590, called The Red Velvet Book 
because of its binding, those owned by Cranmer are included and the names listed — Cranmer, 
Arundel, Lumley — may still be seen in the works which became the foundation of the Royal 
Collection in the British Library. See The Lumley Library: The Catalogue of 1609, ed. by Jayne Sears 
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Both Cawarden and Cranmer had been leading Protestant figures and so Arundel’s 
procurement of both demonstrates the ways in which material objects and property 
were seen as inextricably bound to politics and faith. Indeed, these associations were 
to have a significant impact upon Jane Lumley’s translation.

For Lumley, the consequence of having access to Cranmer’s library was that it 
allowed her to pursue her scholarship, hone her translation skills and develop an 
interest in drama. Even before the acquisition of the books she had undertaken 
five translations of Isocrates’ dialogues, the rough copies of which may be found 
in her commonplace book (British Library MS Royal 15.A.IX). Her husband, John 
Lumley, shared these academic interests as may be evidenced from their names 
which are inscribed in the books that they added to the library. Iphigeneia is one of 
the pieces included in the commonplace book. The play is written on distinctive 
paper with a watermark showing a f lower emerging from a hand in a glove, which 
had been used by Cawarden in his role as Master of the Revels.4 As such we may 
date the play to around or shortly after 1557 when the Lumleys had already started 
living in Nonsuch. The play may also be linked to Cranmer’s library since Jane 
Lumley translated it from one of his books recorded in the catalogue as Euripidis [et] 
Hecuba Iphigenia tragediae graece.5 This volume includes Euripides’ original Greek text 
alongside Erasmus’s translation into Latin and Lumley used both in her translation. 
Cranmer’s library was, however, extensive and so it is important to understand why 
Jane Lumley chose Euripides’ Iphigeneia over, say, any of the other Trojan stories and 
why she focused — with considerable ambiguity — upon the ‘fortunate’ conclusion 
to the tragedy.6

Certainly, Lumley’s decision to focus upon a translation for which she had both 
the Greek source and the Latin version would have been inf luenced by the use of 
both Euripides and Erasmus in humanist learning.7 That does not mean, though, 

and Francis R. Johnson (Trustees of the British Museum, 1956).
4	 The books are at the Folger Shakespeare Library, MSs L.b.129 and 130, and L.b.24 respectively. 
The watermarks are described in the Gravell Watermarks Database available at the Folger. See 
also Marion Wynne-Davies, ‘The Good Lady Lumley’s Desire: Iphigeneia and the Nonsuch 
Banqueting House’, in Heroines of the Golden Stage, ed. by Rina Walthaus and Marguérite Corporaal 
(Reichenberger, 2008), pp. 111–28 (p. 121).
5	 This work was a Greek companion text to Erasmus’s Latin translation and might well have been 
used by Jane Lumley in her translation since it is the only Greek version of Iphigeneia that appears in 
the Lumley Inventories. See Sears and Johnson, The Lumley Library, numbers 1591a (Erasmus) and 
1736 (Euripides). For a good summation of texts possibly used by Lumley see Purkiss (ed.), Three 
Tragedies, pp. 168–69. On the Greek text and Erasmus’s Latin translations of Hecuba and Iphigenia in 
Aulis in the Lumley library, see also Carla Suthren, ‘Iphigenia in English: Reading Euripides with 
Jane Lumley’, in Acquisition Through Translation: Towards a Definition of Renaissance Translation, ed. by 
Alessandra Petrina and Federica Masiero (Brepols 2020), pp. 73–92 (pp. 81–84).
6	 Elaine Beilin suggests that Jane Lumley chose to translate Iphigeneia on her husband’s suggestion, 
a claim since challenged by Patricia Demers, amongst others. See Elaine Beilin, Redeeming Eve: 
Women Writers of the English Renaissance (Princeton University Press, 1987), p. 157; and Patricia 
Demers, ‘On First Looking into Lumley’s Euripides’, Renaissance and Reformation, 23.1 (1999), pp. 
25–42 (p. 27).
7	 Jaime Goodrich, ‘Returning to Lady Lumley’s Schoolroom: Euripides, Isocrates, and the 
Paradox of Women’s Learning’, Renaissance and Reformation, 35.4 (2012), pp. 97–117; Tanya Pollard, 
Greek Tragic Women on Shakespearean Stages (Oxford Scholarship Online, 2017), pp. 43–56.
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that she undertook what we would consider a literal translation and we should not 
judge that her work is ‘very inaccurate’ or ‘too difficult for her’, as did early critics 
David H. Greene and Frank D. Crane respectively.8 Rather than for educational 
purposes, therefore, it might be that Lumley’s choice of Euripides derived from 
the political events that had led to her father’s ownership of both Nonsuch and 
Cranmer’s library: the accession of Mary I and the execution of Lady Jane Grey. 
This was a personal link for Lumley since Jane Grey was her first cousin and her 
father was instrumental in Grey’s death. Perhaps, for a family that had benefited 
so much from Grey’s death, the presentation of the nine days queen as a justified 
sacrifice for the good of the nation might have appeared both pertinent and 
problematic and this conundrum has been the focus for present-day scholarship.

Critics now commonly accept that Lumley’s translation associates Jane Grey 
with Iphigenia; for example, Stephanie Hodgson-Wright argues that ‘It is not very 
surprising that whilst looking through those books which her father had acquired 
as an indirect result of betraying Jane Grey, Lumley’s attention should be drawn 
to a play which is disturbingly reminiscent of the death of her cousin’.9 At the 
same time, there is considerable uncertainty about the impact of Lumley’s choice 
of text and whether or not it criticized her father, Arundel, for his role in Grey’s 
execution. In the first modern edition of the play, Diane Purkiss points out that if 
the play’s composition post-dates Jane Grey’s execution in 1554 — and we know 
that it does because of the water-marked paper — then ‘it might have made very 
uncomfortable reading for Arundel, and raised questions about just who had been 
sacrificed and how willingly’.10 A year later, in 1999, Patricia Demers pointed out 
the clear connections between contemporary politics and the play’s narrative, but 
argued that Lumley ‘positions Agamemnon, the strategist king, in enough shadow 
to caution against uncritical encomium or clear parallels with her own family’.11 
More recently, Tanya Pollard highlights ‘the complex stakes of Lumley’s critiquing 
a male aristocrat’s politically motivated sacrifice of his daughter, especially in the 
context of her dedication of the play to her father, who had played a key role in the 
recent death of Lady Jane Grey, his niece and Lumley’s cousin’.12 In addition Jaime 
Goodrich argues that

Lumley implies that aristocratic women could transform the domestic sphere 
into an arena for limited political action. This depiction of Agamemnon’s 
family life seems germane to Lumley’s position as the daughter and wife of men 
with established, and sometimes embattled, political careers.13

8	 Greene, ‘Lady Lumley and Greek Tragedy’, p. 546; Crane, ‘Euripides, Erasmus, and Lady 
Lumley’, p. 226.
9	 Purkiss (ed.), Three Tragedies, p. xxv. Stephanie Hodgson-Wright, ‘Jane Lumley’s Iphigenia at 
Aulis: multum in parvo, or, Less is More’, in Readings in Renaissance Women’s Drama: Criticism, History 
and Performance, ed. by S. P. Cerasano and Marion Wynne-Davies (Routledge, 1998), pp. 129–41 (p. 
134).
10	 Purkiss (ed.), Three Tragedies, p. xxv.
11	 Demers, ‘On First Looking’, pp. 25–26 and 37.
12	 Pollard, Greek Tragic Women, p. 49.
13	 Goodrich, ‘Returning to Lady Lumley’s Schoolroom’, p. 113.
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Finally Alynna Ward adds a summation that, while so ‘much work has already been 
done on the relation between Lumley’s play and the circumstances of Lady Jane 
Grey; a connection that can hardly be missed’, the text is ‘less of an attack upon her 
own father’s involvement with her cousin Lady Jane Grey and more of a study on 
the place of women in the sixteenth-century political world’.14 There is, therefore, 
considerable consistency in the analyses of Lumley’s complex depiction of Jane 
Grey’s death, which is seen as ‘uncomfortable’ (Purkiss), ‘complex’ (Pollard) and 
‘limited’ (Goodrich), so that we need to exercise ‘caution’ (Demers) and perhaps 
recognize that the play is not ‘an attack’ on Arundel (Ward). In stringing these words 
together, I have no intention of simplifying the erudite works that I have quoted 
from; rather, I want to suggest that Iphigeneia resists simple categorization because it 
is so replete with surprising interpretations that it defies the expectations of what an 
early modern young noblewoman should be doing. Such mystification begins with 
the outrage of Greene and Crane as they attack the adequacy of Lumley’s translation 
because, within the patriarchal norms of humanist learning, she should not have 
attempted to translate Euripides, even with Erasmus’s version alongside. Subsequent 
feminist criticism registers, as we have seen, surprise — even doubt — that Lumley 
could question her father’s actions because the gender power relationship certainly 
made her both dependent upon, and subservient to, him. Moreover, with regard 
to a possible staging of Iphigeneia, the play has been categorized as a closet drama 
and considered unperformable because early modern women did not write for the 
public stage — an issue I will return to in the next section of this chapter. Yet, the 
evidence shows that Jane Lumley wrote a loose translation of a Greek play from 
the Trojan legend which she imbued with Tudor politics, and that the play was 
imagined for, and perhaps performed on, a specific stage. This conf luence was only 
possible because she had access to Cranmer’s library, an intimate knowledge of one 
of the key political events of her day, and a staging space in front of the banqueting 
house a ten-minute walk from her home in Nonsuch Palace. In order to explore 
these elements and their impact upon sixteenth-century female identity within the 
context of the Trojan narrative this chapter looks first at Lumley’s translation with 
its political import and then turns to the possible use of the banqueting house and 
its spatial relationship with Nonsuch Palace.

Iphigenia and Translation

One of the most straightforward ways to explore how Lumley updates Euripides’ 
original play for a sixteenth-century readership/audience of women is to locate 
where she transposes historical Greek materiality and custom into those more 
suitable for her contemporaries. Take, for example, Clytemnestra’s comment to 
Iphigenia when they first arrive at the Greek camp:

trulye it is a token of good lucke that so manye noble women meate us. 
Let us therefore comme downe from our charet, that they may bring us to 
Agamemnons lodginge.15

14	 Allyna E. Ward, Women and Tudor Tragedy: Feminizing Counsel and Representing Gender (Fairleigh 
Dickinson University Press, 2013), n. pag.
15	 Purkiss (ed.), Three Tragedies, p. 19.
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Here, Lumley makes significant changes. First, as throughout the play, she excises 
the Chorus’s long poetic speeches, so that Clytemnestra responds to a group of 
women who have seven lines of prose rather than thirty-three lines of poetry. 
Moreover, Lumley transforms the Greek Chorus, more usually represented as 
common people, into ‘noble women’, thereby reworking the imagined setting 
into an early modern scenario in which an aristocrat and her daughter are met and 
welcomed by an assembly of similarly upper-class women. This image is reinforced 
by Lumley’s use of ‘charet’ and ‘lodginge’. By the mid-sixteenth century richly 
embellished chariots had become the preferred means of transportation for noble 
women, especially when they were visiting one another, since such expensive 
vehicles were seen to denote wealth and power. It is hardly surprising, therefore, 
that Lumley chose to place Clytemnestra and Iphigenia in a ‘charet’, in reference to 
this favoured means of transportation in aristocratic circles and in her transposition 
of Erasmus’s currus (812, 820) and vectabulum (818), which can be translated either as 
‘waggon’ or, more obviously, ‘carriage’.

In Lumley, Clytemnestra and Iphigenia go to the ‘lodging’. The shift here is 
significant. The Greek word μέλαθρον (612) refers to a beam supporting a roof 
so that it could therefore mean ‘house’ but could also mean ‘tent’. Erasmus uses 
‘atrium’ (813), which can be metonymically used for a house. Lumley’s ‘lodginge’ 
emphatically suggests a building in which it is possible to reside, even if only 
temporarily.16 Indeed, an excellent pictorial example of a queen arriving in a chariot 
at her lodging may be seen in Joris Hoefnagel’s The Progress of Queen Elizabeth I to 
Nonsuch Palace (1568), where Elizabeth is depicted being driven past the south wall 
to the Palace.17 Even if Lumley was not referring to this specific visit, Hoefnagel’s 
drawing evidences the manner in which noblewomen travelled to Nonsuch in the 
mid-sixteenth century. I shall return to the conf luence between the translation and 
the palace in the next section. Here, it is important to recognize that this is not 
a set of mistranslations, but rather a deliberate presentation of Clytemnestra and 
Iphigenia as wealthy early modern noble women.

However, Lumley’s focus upon nobility, wealth and material goods is not 
confined to the introduction of Clytemnestra and Iphigenia; rather, it re-emerges 
into one of the most important and powerful speeches of the play — when Iphigenia 
proclaims to her mother that she is prepared to be sacrificed:

I muste nedes die, and will suffer it willingelye. Consider, I praie you mother, 
for what a lawfull cause I shalbe slaine. Dothe not bothe the destruction of 
Troie, and also the welthe of grece, whiche is the mooste frutefull country 
of the worlde, hange upon my deathe? And if this wicked enterprise of the 
Trojans be not revenged, than truly the grecians shall not kepe neither their 
children, nor yet their wives in peace: And I shall not onlie remedie all thes 
thinges withe my deathe: but also get a glorious renowne to the grecians for 
ever. Againe remember how I was not borne for your sake onlie, but rather for 
the commodite of my countrie.18

16	 Unless otherwise indicated, references to the Greek text are to Euripides, Bacchae. Iphigenia at 
Aulis. Rhesus, trans. by David Kovacs, Loeb Classical Library 495 (Harvard University Press, 2003).
17	 Joris Hoefnagel, The Progress of Queen Elizabeth I to Nonsuch Palace, 1568, drawing, The British 
Museum, Prints and Drawings, ref. 1943, 1009.35.
18	 Purkiss (ed.), Three Tragedies, p. 30.
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This is a long quotation and needs to be unpacked carefully because Lumley 
includes here several disconcerting or, perhaps, unexpected elements as she 
transforms Euripides’ original Greek and Erasmus’s Latin version into an English 
sixteenth-century drama. First, Lumley chooses English words that suggest material 
wealth: Iphigenia claims that if she is not sacrificed the ‘welthe’ of Greece, the 
‘mooste frutefull country’, will be threatened, and that she has been born for the 
‘commodite of her country’. These words, ‘welthe’, ‘frutefull’ and ‘commodite’ 
are ambiguous and problematic. Wealth can mean prosperous in the sense of 
both happiness and aff luence. Fruitful suggests being either abundantly beneficial 
or highly remunerative. Commodity may be interpreted as a general help or a 
commodity that may be used or sold. Moreover, these words coalesce into two 
distinct discourses. Either Iphigenia sees herself as someone who can help her 
country, so that her death benefits Greece and ensures its continued happiness, or 
she presents her body as an object that may be used in order to pay for the continued 
success and aff luence of the state. Returning to Euripides, the original text suggests 
that Iphigenia offers advantages to Greece and these are specifically linked to the 
narrative event of allowing the ‘sailing of her galleys’ in order to defeat Troy, 
while ‘commodite’ may be aligned with Ἕλλησι κοινὸν (1386), which might be 
translated as ‘for all the Greeks in common’, or ‘the common good of the Greeks’: 
Erasmus’s ‘communiter’ similarly implies a sense of shared or public benefit. In the 
Greek text, therefore, there is very little that suggests that Iphigenia’s identity is 
connected to monetary value or material wealth. Erasmus’s Latin translation follows 
Euripides more closely than Lumley, so that Greece becomes the first and greatest 
of countries, Graeciae primum illa tellus, quae quidem est amplissima (1960) — amplissima 
is what Lumley translates as ‘most fruitful’.19 Lumley’s translation thus suggests a 
mastery of subtleties of Erasmus’s text and an ability to transpose this to her own 
environment; with its opposing discourses of moral worth and material value, it 
suggests that the idea of commodity needs further investigation.

Intriguingly, the word commodity is used by two critics in their analyses of 
Lumley’s play. First, Demers uses the term when discussing Lumley’s upbringing; 
she notes ‘the commodity value of Jane Lumley’s education’, and she goes on to 
quote Purkiss on how that learning would have had, for Arundel, a value of ‘wealth, 
prestige, power and fashionableness’.20 Second, Trudie Messent discusses how 
Iphigenia is treated as a ‘commodity’, while also drawing attention to Iphigenia’s 
use of the word ‘purchase’ when she asks the Greek women to sing of her death; 
she also notes that Iphigenia repeats that her sacrifice is ‘for the commodite of 
all grece’.21 Similar to Purkiss’s reference to Lumley’s education, Messent points 

19	 All quotations are from Euripides, Iphigenia in Aulis, ed. by Christopher Collard and James 
Morwood (Aris and Phillips, 2017).
20	 Demers, ‘On First Looking’, p. 28.
21	 Trudie Messent, ‘The Tragic Heroine as “cõmoditie”: Iphigeneia by Lady Jane Lumley and The 
Execution of Lady Jane Grey by Paul Delaroche’, Vides, 3 (2015), pp. 213–27 (pp. 219–20). Purkiss (ed.), 
Three Tragedies, pp. 33–34. Messent’s main purpose in the article is to compare Lumley’s play with 
Paul Delaroche’s painting, The Execution of Lady Jane Grey, and, therefore, she does not need to draw 
out the full economic implications of her perceptive use of quotation.
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out that these words link the play to ‘Jane Grey’s importance as a commodity to 
family ambition’.22 It is significant that Iphigenia repeats the reference to herself 
as a commodity and adds further monetaristic value to her death as a means to 
‘purchase’ victory. Tellingly — although this is not noted by Messent — the word 
‘purchase’ is not used in either Greek or Latin source texts and, in both, the rites 
of sacrifice described by Euripides and Erasmus, including ‘garlands [...] f lowers 
[...] [and] blossoms’, are omitted by Lumley. Instead, the early modern text strips 
Iphigenia of any ritualistic imagery and denies her the poetic speech in which she 
lays claim to a beautiful eulogy, leaving the harsh and realistic prose assertion of 
woman as commodity. Combined, the words wealth, fruitful, commodity and 
purchase suggest that Lumley has replaced the ritualistic tenor of the original with 
a distinctly early modern understanding of how noblewomen were used as material 
objects within political negotiations. Moreover, as Purkiss and Messent point out, 
this objectification was equally applicable to both Lumley and Jane Grey; the 
former’s classical education making her attractive on the marriage market, and the 
latter’s execution becoming a political expediency in the ascent of Mary Tudor to 
the throne. There is, however, one further commodity — the text itself.

Jane Lumley’s translations need to be considered together, so that Isocrates’ 
dialogues are set alongside Iphigeneia. Goodrich argues persuasively that these 
‘schoolroom productions’ should be compared to the more mature work derived 
from Euripides with its ‘political commentary’ and that ‘Lumley translates her 
sources in ways that emphasize their political applications, showing an interest 
in commonwealth theory and, eventually in her Iphigeneia, its ramifications for 
aristocratic women’.23 One of these ‘ramifications’ may be ascertained from the 
dedication to her father that prefaces the second and third orations, in which she 
offers the work to him as a ‘donno’ or gift.24 Lumley, therefore, acknowledges the 
classical education provided for her by Arundel and demonstrates that his money 
has been well spent by presenting him with the fruits of her labour. While there is 
no matching dedication for Iphigeneia, the play would certainly have been known 
about by her father and she may have thought of him as either a reader of the text 
or one of the spectators at a possible performance. Indeed, Goodrich argues that 
both the Euripides and Isocrates translations might have offered ‘political guidance 
to her father’.25 Lumley’s play-text thus becomes a further commodity in the library 
that Arundel had seized from Cranmer, a text that could be considered alongside 
the Trojan narratives by Euripides and Erasmus as a way to engage in early modern 
political discourses, but one which was particularly relevant to women.

At this point, however, I would like to return to Iphigenia’s speech when she 
proclaims her sacrifice to be worthwhile because there is a further difference from 
both Euripides and Erasmus. Iphigenia claims that, ‘if this wicked enterprise of the 
Trojans be not revenged, than truly the grecians shall not kepe neither their children, 

22	 Messent, ‘The Tragic Heroine’, p. 34.
23	 Goodrich, ‘Returning to Lady Lumley’s Schoolroom’, pp. 98–99.
24	 Goodrich, ‘Returning to Lady Lumley’s Schoolroom’, p. 113.
25	 Goodrich, ‘Returning to Lady Lumley’s Schoolroom’, p. 102.
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nor yet their wives in peace’. In contrast, Euripides makes it clear that Iphigenia’s 
death will save Greece’s γυναῖκας (women or wives, 1382), from ὄλεθρον (‘ruin, 
destruction, death’, 1382) brought on by βάρβαροι (‘the barbarians’, 1380), and again 
links the idea to the wider Trojan story recalling Helen, whom ‘Paris abducted’ 
(ἣν ἀνήρπασεν Πάρις, 1382).26 Erasmus again follows Euripides referring to the 
use of force (‘vim ferentes’, 1964) and threat of abduction (‘raptu abducere’, 1965). 
Of course, it is not surprising that Lumley omits any reference to rape; as Demers 
notes, ‘when it comes to representing the sexual betrayals that have necessitated a 
virginal daughter’s sacrifice, Lumley is much less explicit’.27 Such careful excision of 
inappropriate material is echoed by Lumley’s omitting any reference to, as Alynna 
Ward notes, ‘Euripides’ wanton Clytemnestra’, pointing out that perhaps she ‘was 
reluctant to use the language of promiscuity in a play presented to her father as a 
new year’s gift that might perhaps one day be staged within their household and 
potentially before England’s queen’.28 However, I would like to suggest that Lumley 
does more than excise any allusion to rape or adultery; rather, she reinterprets the 
effect of Iphigenia’s sacrifice: the focus is upon ‘peace’ and the protection of the 
family — ‘children’ and ‘wives’.29 Lumley, therefore, makes alterations that shift the 
focus of Iphigenia’s speech away from the Trojan War narrative and turn it towards 
a discourse more appropriate for sixteenth-century English politics. And, here, it is 
illuminating to undertake a second comparison, this time not with the Greek and 
Latin source texts but with the contemporaneous speech made by Lumley’s father to 
his fellow peers as he persuaded them to support Mary Tudor instead of Jane Grey:

the forces of this crown [ Jane Grey’s rule] will fail, owing to such dissension, 
which will ultimately bring into the Country foreign armies, and we may 
expect to find ourselves at the mercy of the foreign soldiers, with our properties, 
our children and wives, with the complete ruin of our nobility.30

Note that Arundel makes no mention of faith. Instead, he claims that if allowed 
to remain as queen, Grey’s rule will lead to ‘dissension’ and war that will threaten 
‘our properties, our children and wives’. In Lumley’s play, Iphigenia makes a 
similar claim that the ‘welthe of grece’ and the safety of the Greeks’ ‘children 
nor yet their wives’ depend upon her sacrificing her own life. This comparison 
suggests that, only by the elimination of Iphigenia/Grey can Greece/England 
secure their wealth and keep their families safe. Indeed, the death of Jane Grey did 

26	 See Chapter 7 (Alison Findlay) in this volume for a discussion of the complex representations 
of Helen in the early modern world.
27	 Demers, ‘On First Looking’, p. 33.
28	 A. E. Ward, Women and Tudor Tragedy, n.pag.
29	 Purkiss (ed.), Three Tragedies, p. 30.
30	 Incidentally, this is very different from Jane Grey’s own opinion of her execution. In a letter to 
her father she blames him and categorically asserts her innocence: ‘Father, although it hath pleased 
God to hasten my death by you, by whom my life should rather have been lengthened; yet can I so 
patiently take it, as I yield God more hearty thanks for shortening my woeful days [...] in this I may 
account myself blessed, that washing my hands with the innocency of my fact my guiltless blood 
may cry before the Lord, Mercy to the innocent!’ See John Foxe, The Church Historians of England: 
The Acts and Monuments of John Foxe (Seeleys, 1858), vi, ii, p. 417.
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lead to Arundel’s acquisition of considerable ‘welthe’, an extensive library and an 
impressive property — Nonsuch — as well as security for his family, in particular 
his daughter, Jane Lumley. Perhaps, then, the conf luence of Euripides’ text and 
Lumley’s own political and personal circumstances make her choice to translate 
Iphigeneia doubly ‘fortunate’. Yet, that reading would rely upon accepting that Jane 
Lumley supported her father’s treatment of her cousin, Jane Grey, something that, 
as we have seen, is not endorsed by current scholarship. Moreover, if we return 
to the analyses of the play as ‘uncomfortable’ and ‘complex’ with its ability to 
challenge gendered early modern conventions, it becomes essential to consider that 
final surprise: Jane Lumley certainly imagined Iphigeneia as suitable for acting and, 
given her geographical proximity to a staging space, the play might well have been 
performed.

Iphigeneia and Performance

The debate about whether or not plays written by early modern Englishwomen 
are capable of being acted has long been decided in favour of performability. In 
the case of Iphigeneia Marta Straznicky has argued that ‘readerly and performative 
devices’ suggest that ‘the play was designed for performance’, and there have 
been several successful recent productions/readings: the Rose Theatre Company 
(2013–14), Female Experience in Early Modern England Conference (2020) and 
A Script-in-Hand (2023).31 This chapter, however, does not engage with present-
day performances, but rather seeks to explore the significance of Nonsuch as a 
possible imagined site for a contemporaneous production of the play and how that 
material space interacts with the Trojan narrative. Since the relationship between 
text and geographical site is central to the argument here, it is useful to have a 
detailed understanding of the palace and its grounds. Nonsuch was built in the 
early 1540s by Henry VIII and immediately attracted lavish praise; for example, 
John Leland is credited as writing, ‘The Britans oft are wont to praise this place, 
For that through all The realme they cannot show the like, and Nonesuch they 
call it’.32 The first pictorial representation of the palace was made by the Flemish 
artist, Joris Hoefnagel, in 1568, which clearly depicts the numerous carvings and 
representations that adorned the walls.33 A more detailed engraving was made in 
1610 for John Speed’s map of Surrey Described and Divided into Hundreds.34 In each 
case the magnificence of the palace is clear, but I would like to focus on the colour 
of the walls, because they are white. The reason for the colour is given by Anthony 
Watson in his description of Nonsuch Palace and gardens in 1582; he explains 
how the decorated panels have been made: ‘From the powdered ashes of stones, 
carefully moistened, a substance was made which was suitable for taking any kind 

31	 Marta Straznicky, Privacy, Playreading, and Women’s Closet Drama, 1550–1700 (Cambridge 
University Press, 2004), p. 44.
32	 John Dent, The Quest for Nonsuch (Hutchinson, 1962), Plate 1.
33	 Dent, The Quest, p. 61. Although, as Dent points out, these words were ascribed to Leland by 
William Camden.
34	 John Speed, Theatre of the Empire of Great Britaine ( John Sudbury & George Humble, 1611–12).
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of impression’.35 The colour is further verified by Thomas Platter, a Swiss visitor 
to Nonsuch, who noted that ‘the Palace exterior is built entirely of great blocks 
of white stone’.36 Given the play’s Trojan narrative it’s interesting to think about a 
possible connection between the walls of Nonsuch and contemporary depictions of 
the walls of Troy and ask: was there any way that the Tudor palace could be seen 
to represent the ancient city?

There are no descriptions of Troy that would equate to Nonsuch in classical 
literature, in particular, in the plays of Euripides. Instead, it is more pertinent 
to explore what images Jane Lumley would have had access to from the library 
purloined from Cranmer, and this is where John Lydgate’s Troy Book becomes 
significant. One of the most richly illustrated manuscript versions of this work 
belonged first to Cranmer, then to Henry Fitzalan and finally to John Lumley; we 
know this because pictorial figures depicting the Arundel and Lumley arms are 
successively recorded in BL MS Royal 18 d ii. Jane Lumley would have certainly 
known of the work, which was clearly of importance to her father and husband, 
and when translating one of the stories of the Trojan War, she could have either 
consulted it or recalled its detailed and sumptuous images. The work contains a 
number of representations of Troy (fols 82v, 66v, 87v, 123v, and 124v) and in each 
case the walls are coloured white. It is important to point out that mid-sixteenth 
century Tudor palaces were not generally white — one of the reasons for Nonsuch’s 
fame — nor are there significant literary or pictorial precedents for depicting Troy’s 
walls as white — certainly not from the texts and images in Cranmer’s library. 
This significant pictorial parallel between Troy and Nonsuch is one element of the 
argument that I will return to later when considering the whole of the estate. But 
before that point, I would like to move away from the house in order to explore 
the relevance of the gardens and banqueting house.

Banqueting houses were, as W. R. Streitberger notes in his book, Court Revels, 
1485–1559, ‘used for dinners, suppers, banquets, and for revels’.37 They were 
constructed to various designs but had a single feature that allowed the diners 
to eat within the privacy of a sheltered building while being able to watch a 
performance of some kind either through windows or from viewing platforms. 
The first recorded use by Arundel of the banqueting house at Nonsuch was as 
part of the entertainments provided for Elizabeth I in August 1559. Indeed, Pollard 
argues persuasively that Lumley’s Iphigeneia might well have been envisaged for a 
performance before Elizabeth and calls attention to the ‘presentation of the heroic 
powers linked with both virginity and maternity’ that would have made the play an 
apt production to stage before the Queen.38 The entertainments included a masque, 
a play, a view of the hunt and music. By this point, Jane Lumley had been living 
in Nonsuch for at least two years, so that her familiarity with the performance 
possibilities of the banqueting house must have been clear, a fact evidenced by the 
sophisticated use of the building in 1559.

35	 Quoted in Dent, The Quest, p. 58.
36	 Quoted in Dent, The Quest, p. 63.
37	 W. R. Streitberger, Court Revels, 1485–1559 (University of Toronto Press, 1994), p. 13.
38	 Pollard, Greek Tragic Women, p. 55.
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At this point it is useful to explain the location of the banqueting house 
in relation to the palace. Here the archaeological digs at Nonsuch provide 
invaluable information, in particular the exemplary work of Martin Biddle in his 
comprehensive and informative account of the gardens at Nonsuch that includes a 
plan which reconstructs the layout.39 Arundel’s guests would have left the palace 
by the southern entrance and walked west along a path through the wilderness in 
order to reach the Grove of Diana. We can be fairly certain that this is the route 
they would have followed since it correlates with the tour recorded by guests at 
Nonsuch.40 The most detailed account and that which is closest to Iphigeneia’s 
composition date was Magnificae et plane regiae domus quae vulgo vocatur Nonesuch 
brevis et vera descriptio (c.1582), by Anthony Watson.41 Watson describes the grove and 
refers to a tableau of Diana and her nymphs bathing, followed by Acteon being trans
formed into a stag. Subsequently, emerging from the trees the guests would have 
reached the banqueting house, which was set on a small mound that was enclosed 
with brick walls with viewing platforms at each corner. The balconies allowed 
guests to watch various entertainments such as hunts, chivalric re-enactments and 
plays, as were performed for Elizabeth in 1559. By examining the plan, it becomes 
possible to identify two sites that have relevance to the Trojan story both in Iphigenia 
and the wider narratives: the grove of Diana and the white Troy-like walls of 
Nonsuch.

First, the grove of Diana: at the end of Lumley’s play Iphigenia is led away to be 
sacrificed, so that she is probably taken eastwards from the performance space in 
front of the banqueting house back towards the grove, since that would make most 
sense in terms of the plot. Immediately, however, the Nuncius returns to declare to 
Clytemnestra that a ‘wonder hathe happened at the sacrifisinge of your daughter’.42 
The description of that ‘wonder’ is worth quoting in full because it provides another 
moment when Lumley alters her Greek and Latin sources in order to present an 
imaginative scene that would have resonated with an early modern audience.

The preste taking the sworde in his hande, began to loke for a place convenient, 
wher he might sle your daughter; soddenly there chaunced a grete wonder, for 
although the people harde the voice of the stroke, yet she vanished sodenlye 
awaye. And whan all they mervelinge at it, began to give a greate skritche, then 
ther appeared unto them a white harte lieinge before the aultor, strudgelinge 
for life.43

Euripides’ original and Erasmus’s translation both specify a sword. Surprisingly, she 

39	 Martin Biddle, ‘The Gardens of Nonsuch: Sources and Dating’, Garden History, 27.1 (1999), pp. 
145–83 (p. 163). Further details about the house itself may be found in Martin Biddle, Nonsuch Palace: 
The Material Culture of a Noble Restoration Household (Oxbow Books, 2005).
40	 Biddle points out that ‘the natural route’ from palace to banqueting house must pass through 
the Grove of Diana and that of the fourteen extant travel diaries that record a visit to Nonsuch the 
path ‘appears to have been more or less the same’. Biddle, ‘The Gardens’, p. 159.
41	 Anthony Watson, Magnificae et plane regiae domus quae vulgo vocatur Nonesuch brevis et vera descriptio, 
Trinity College Cambridge, MS R.7.22. See Biddle, ‘The Gardens of Nonsuch’, pp. 168–78.
42	 Purkiss (ed.), Three Tragedies, p. 33.
43	 Purkiss (ed.), Three Tragedies, p. 34.
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omits the word ‘throat’, used both by Euripides and Erasmus, and replaces it with ‘a 
place’, which she would have found in Erasmus, ‘locum’, which he uses in addition 
to ‘throat’. In Lumley’s play, it is almost as if Calchas looks about him to find a 
‘place’ or site ‘wher’ he may go to sacrifice Iphigenia. This squeamishness is noted 
by Demers, who writes that, ‘Lumley’s details of the death are minimal, omitting 
any reference to the knife and how the priest searches the young woman’s neck for 
the best place to strike’.44 Demers’s overall interpretation of Lumley’s shying away 
from grisly details is correct and suggests a pervading reluctance to represent the 
actual death of a young woman. This discomfort is, I think, mirrored in another 
divergence from Euripides and Erasmus when she substitutes the male hart for 
the female doe/hind. Euripides’ μεγίστη διαπρεπής (1588), which David Kovacs 
translates as ‘a doe, large and conspicuous to behold’, and Erasmus translated as 
‘cerva’ (2288), emphasizes the animal’s female gender and dwells on its exceptional 
size, which is replicated by Erasmus’ reference to bulk. In addition, neither of the 
sources refers to the deer as white. For an early modern writer, a white hart and/
or hind would have symbolized Christ and Pollard points out that ‘critics have 
observed the Christ-like imagery linked with Iphigenia’s voluntary sacrifice’.45 
Yet, when Lumley substitutes a ‘harte’, her source might also have been Lydgate’s 
Troy Book which refers to how Diana would not ‘suffre a maide ful of Innocence’ 
to be slain in her temple and so ‘in hir stede unwarly cast an herte’.46 Altogether, 
Lumley retains the noble death-by-sword, but substitutes a Christianized white 
hart for a large deer, thereby allowing her audience to imagine the noble execution 
of a young woman espousing martyrdom.47 Moreover, the possible allusion to the 
Troy Book suggests that Lumley envisaged such a sacrifice within the grounds of 
Nonsuch with its grove of Diana and the white walls of the palace.

*  *  *  *  *

The conf luence of text, dramatic impact and geography suggests that Iphigeneia is 
very far from being a mistranslation. Rather, Lumley’s translation suggests, as Carla 
Suthren observes, that her

experience of Euripides was shaped not only by the Greek and Latin words she 
read, but also by the traces left by previous readers. She was encouraged to read 
Euripides in certain ways by Erasmus, whose comments on the style of Iphigenia 
in Aulis may have inf luenced her own choice of stylistic register.48

Through her translation, Lumley brought together the accessibility of Cranmer’s 
library and Cawarden’s estate to posit new questions about the ways in which 

44	 Demers, ‘On First Looking’, p. 36.
45	 Pollard, Greek Tragic Women, p. 49. See also notes to the excerpt in Early Modern Catholicism: An 
Anthology of Primary Sources, ed. by R. S. Miola (Oxford University Press, 2007), pp. 338–43.
46	 Lydgate’s Troy Book, ed. by Henry Bergen (Early English Text Society, 1906), Part i, p. 322.
47	 For a discussion of this, see also Suthren, ‘Iphigenia in English’, who suggests that ‘Lumley’s 
“white herte” is a placeholder for both Christ and Iphigenia’, pp. 89–90 (p. 90).
48	 Carla Suthren, ‘Shakespeare and the Renaissance Reception of Euripides’ (unpublished doctoral 
dissertation, University of York, 2018), p. 97.
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women’s lives were sacrificed and families were driven asunder by the political 
machinations of the dominant hierarchy. Indeed, a number of critics have suggested 
that the play’s conclusion presents a challenge to patriarchal expectations. Patricia 
Demers argues that ‘an ambivalence about the value or disposability of a woman’s 
life is at the heart of this tragedy’ and that Iphigenia’s free choice, thereby allowing 
the Greeks to continue to Troy, ‘subverts commonplaces about a woman’s negligible 
worth’.49 Hodgson-Wright points out that ‘the demand for Iphigenia’s death is 
fashioned exclusively by men’, so that her body’s ‘assumption into heaven’ on 
‘Diana’s’ wishes ‘frustrates the male characters’ truth claims’.50 Pollard concludes 
that ‘the play insists not only on women’s capacity for moral and rhetorical 
greatness, but also on their right to claim the glory that this capacity can confer’.51

Remember, however, that after the conclusion of a performance at the 
Banqueting House the impact of the Trojan narrative would not have concluded, 
any more than Iphigenia’s sacrifice ended the Greek’s quest for vengeance against 
Troy. Instead, the audience would have had to retrace their steps through the grove 
of Diana, past the artificial wilderness, until they emerged to face the splendid 
façade of Nonsuch Palace. Just so, Iphigenia’s death would have liberated the Greeks 
so that they could depart from Aulis on their ships, now blessed with the winds 
procured by Iphigenia’s death, but only so that they could sail towards the walls 
of Troy. Every participant at a staged — or imagined — performance would have 
known the story of Troy, would have known that the locational movement from 
Aulis, liberated by the sacrifice of a young woman, would lead to a further battle, 
the siege of the Trojan city, a devastated nation, with women raped, enslaved, and 
slaughtered. Remember, too, that the co-text in the Euripides volume Lumley used 
for her translation was Hecuba, that together with Iphigeneia, bookend the Trojan 
War with female sacrifice. Indeed, this knowledge of the Trojan War narrative 
suggests a deeper ambiguity of Lumley’s translation, because any performance, 
imagined or otherwise, leads to the conundrum that is Nonsuch.

Here is the point at which text and library collide with place and palace. For, 
if Nonsuch may be linked to Troy — and its white walls suggest that it is — then 
Arundel, Jane Lumley’s father, becomes associated with downfall and destruction 
rather than pugilistic dominance and triumph. As such, there is a contradiction 
embedded in Jane Lumley’s translation of Euripides’ Iphigeneia at Aulis because, 
through the contemporary political allusions in her play, she demands that both 
benefits and dangers are recognized. Yes, the death of Jane Grey/Iphigenia might 
bring peace to families, those ‘Mothers and children’, as well as the sustaining of 
the property interests and ‘welthe’ of the supposed victors, but at the same time 
cataclysm beckons. If we set Iphigeneia alongside Hecuba and combine those plays 
with the pre-knowledge of any audience of what happens to women in the Trojan 
War, the play offers a stark reminder of what could happen to early modern women, 
like Jane Grey, who were caught up in the power play of the Tudor court. Finally, 

49	 Demers, ‘On First Looking’, pp. 35–36.
50	 Hodgson-Wright, ‘Jane Lumley’s Iphigeneia’, p. 136.
51	 Pollard, Greek Tragic Women, p. 56.
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think back to the white walls of Nonsuch and add in the fabled destruction of the 
walls of Ilium. Perhaps Jane Lumley’s translation suggests, not so much her family’s 
victorious show of power and wealth, but rather a Cassandra-like prophecy that 
the hubris of her father might be based upon a substance as insubstantial as the 
‘powdered ashes’ of the figures depicted upon the walls of Nonsuch.
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v

Shakespeare and the 
Corruption of Troy

Alison Findlay

When Lavatch, the Clown of All’s Well That Ends Well, is ordered to fetch Helen 
to the Countess, he bursts into an impromptu ballad about Troy (i. 3. 69–78).1 The 
Countess complains ‘you corrupt the song, sirrah’ (i. 3. 80–81), a remark that has 
multiple layers of meaning. My chapter considers how the Clown’s ‘corruption’ or 
altering of the song is part of a wider refashioning of the Troy story for strategic 
purposes in retellings by Shakespeare and his contemporaries. The Troy story 
was significant because, as Thomas Fenne pointed out, ‘the vanity of the English 
nation is such to derive their genealogie from the Trojans’, via the Romans ‘who 
chalenged their pedegree from the Trojans’.2 William Warner’s Albion’s England 
(1597) described how the Roman Brute searched for a fit place in England ‘For rased 
Troy to rear a Troy’ and chose to ‘build up his Troy-novant, inclosing it with wall on 
the Thames’.3 The fullest elaboration of this myth, Thomas Heywood’s epic poem 
Troia Britanica: or Great Britaines Troy (1609), draws parallels between British and 
Trojan history.4 In canto xiv, for example, grief for the death of Hector, expressed 
by Priam, Hecuba and Cassandra, is echoed by figures in distant and recent 
English history: Edward III’s loss of Edward the Black Prince; Queen Margaret 
of Lancaster’s tears for the murder of her son Prince Edward; and Mary Sidney, 
Countess of Pembroke’s sorrow for the death of her brother Philip Sidney, ‘Whose 
fame for Arts and armes the whole world sounded’.5

1	 Unless otherwise stated, all quotations are to William Shakespeare, All’s Well That Ends Well, 
ed. by Suzanne Gossett and Helen Wilcox, The Arden Shakespeare Third Series (Bloomsbury, 2019). 
All other quotations are from The Norton Shakespeare, 3rd edn, ed. by Stephen Greenblatt and others 
(Norton, 2016).
2	 Thomas Fenne, Fennes frutes which worke is devided into three Severall Parts; the first, a dialogue 
betweene fame and the scholler ... The second, intreateth of the lamentable ruines which attend on warre ([T. 
Orwin] for Richard Oliffe, 1590), fol. 90v. See Chapter 5 ( Joseph Bowling) in this volume for a 
discussion of Troy and British identity.
3	 William Warner, Albions England a continued historie of the same kingdom ( J[oan] B[roome, 1597), 
p. 63.
4	 See Chapter 3 (Charlotte Coffin) in this volume for an analysis of Heywood’s ‘Jacobean Troy’.
5	 Thomas Heywood, Troia Britanica: or, Great Britaines Troy (W. Jaggard, 1609, reprinted Georg 
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Despite Troy’s power to inspire myths, its fate made those myths just as fragile as 
the cloud-kissing towers of Ilion, to echo Shakespeare’s Rape of Lucrece (1370). Fenne 
thought the English desire to seek ancestry from the Trojans was ‘follie’.6 Richard 
Rainolde’s guide to rhetoric offered an exemplary argument that ‘It is not like to 
be true, that is said of the battaill of Troie’ because

It semeth a matter of folie that so many people, so mightie nacions should bee 
bewitched, to raise so mightie an army, hassardyng [sic] their lives, leaving their 
countrie, their wives, their children, for one woman. Be it so, that Helena passed 
all creatures, and that Nature with beautie had indued her with all vertue, and 
singularitie: yet the Grecians would not be so foolishe, that universallie thei 
would seke to caste doune their owne wealthe, and moche more the common 
wealthe of Grece, and kingdome, to stande in perill.

He asks: ‘coulde wise men and the moste famous nobles of Grece so occupie their 
heddes’ and then ‘hasarde their lives for a beautifull harlot[?]’.7

Early modern retellings of the Trojan War, from translations of Homer’s Iliad and 
long poems to fragmentary texts like the ballad in All’s Well That Ends Well, offer 
very different interpretations of who or what was to blame for the fall of the city. 
Investigating these intertexts, particularly their representation of women, allows 
us to reassess fragmentary perceptions of Troy in Shakespeare and elsewhere. After 
analysing Lavatch’s ballad fragment and drawing attention to the varied literary 
representations of Troy, this chapter offers a focused discussion of John Ogle’s 
Lamentation of Troy as a possible intertext for Lavatch’s ballad and Shakespeare’s 
rewritings of the Troy story in The Rape of Lucrece and All’s Well that Ends Well. It 
draws topical connections between the latter and the marital situation of Penelope 
Devereux who, like Helen of Troy, was both eulogized and reviled.

Lavatch’s ballad addresses the question of who caused the Trojan War from the 
outset:

Was this faire face the cause, quoth she, 
Why the Grecians sacked Troy, 
Fond done, done, fond was this King Priams joy, 
With that she sighed as she stood, bis. 
[With that she sighed as she stood,] 
And gave this sentence then, among nine bad, if one be good, among 
nine bad, if one be good, there’s yet one good in ten.8

The ballad, as it appears in the First Folio, may indeed be ‘corrupt’ since editors 
have had difficulty making sense of it or finding a source. The Folio text includes 
‘bis’ in the fourth line, indicating a musical repeat, the third line may be incomplete, 
and the final lines have been set as prose by the compositor to save space (perhaps 

Olms Verlag 1972), original pagination, pp. 358–59.
6	 Fenne, Fennes Frutes, fol. 90v (sig. Bb2v).
7	 Richard Rainolde, A booke called the Foundacioun of rhetorike ( John Kingston, 1563), sigs G1v and 
G2v.
8	 This is the ballad as reproduced in the First Folio edition, Mr. William Shakespeares Comedies, 
Histories, & Tragedies (Isaac Jaggard and Ed. Blount, 1623), p. 233.
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because of additional material).9 The fair face is, of course, that of Helen, wife 
of Menelaus and Queen of Sparta, whom Paris, the son of King Priam of Troy, 
abducts. In an obvious sense, Helen’s beauty is the cause of the war and the fall of 
Troy. Her name functioned as ‘a byword for sexual appetite or disaster or both’ in 
the Renaissance, as Laurie Maguire points out.10 Words may have been omitted 
from the next line ‘Fond done, done’,11 but the Folio punctuation ‘fond was this 
King Priam’s joy’12 makes a coherent phrase referring to Paris, who is called ‘King 
Priam’s joy’ in another song of 1596 which describes his infatuation with Helen and 
blames her as the cause of the war:

The soone inticed Graecian Dame 
Whose lustfull love with Priams ioy 
Kindled the fire where grew the f lame 
That after burnt faire blooming Troy.13

The singer and central perspective in this song, from a romance by Christopher 
Middleton, is female; an aged Helen, who looks back with ‘brine-salt teares’ to 
lament her ‘former sinne’ of ‘lustfull love’.14 The ballad fragment in All’s Well 
likewise adopts a sorrowful female voice, but there are insufficient parallels to 
suggest Middleton’s song is the sole source. Lavatch’s song may be, rather, a 
conf lation of ballad fragments and verse retellings of the Troy story.

Indeed, the conditions of performance suggest it may have been improvised. The 
Clown was played by Robert Armin, who was famed for his improvisatory comedy 
and for his singing. As Catherine A. Henze has argued, these two talents combined 
in Armin’s ability to improvise revisions of a familiar song or song fragment in 
performance. The Countess’s complaint that the Clown has corrupted the song 
may thus have provoked laughter since this was Armin’s characteristic style.15 Her 
objection relates more immediately to the Clown/Armin’s misogynist tone in the 
last lines:

lavatch	 Among nine bad if one be good, 
		  Among nine bad, if one be good, 
		  There’s yet one good in ten. 
countess	 What, one good in ten? You corrupt the song, sirrah. 
lavatch	 One good woman in ten, madam, which is a purifying 
		  o’ th’ song. (i. 3. 76–82)

9	 See Susan Snyder (ed.), All’s Well That Ends Well (Oxford University Press, 1994), p. 223.
10	 Laurie Maguire, Shakespeare’s Names (Oxford University Press, 2007), p. 77.
11	 G. K. Hunter (ed.), All’s Well That Ends Well, The Arden Shakespeare (Methuen, 1962), claims 
the line ‘is defective metrically’ and ‘gives neither rhyme nor sense’ (p. 24 note to lines 67–76); Susan 
Snyder (ed.), All’s Well That Ends Well (Oxford University Press, 1994), notes that it could match the 
tetrameter pattern when sung with four long notes (p. 98); and Arden editors Gossett and Wilcox 
(2019) refer to Ross W. Duffin’s comment in his edited volume Shakespeare’s Songbook (Norton: 2004), 
p. 426.
12	 This is the punctuation in the Folio.
13	 The song is part of C[hristopher] M[iddleton]’s romance, The first part of the nature of a woman, 
Fitly described in a Florentine historie (Valentine Simmes for Clement Knight, 1596), sig. C2v.
14	 Middleton, The first part, sig. C2v.
15	 Catherine A. Henze, ‘ “Wise Enough to Play the Fool”: Robert Armin and Shakespeare’s Sung 
Songs of Scripted Improvisation’, Comparative Drama, 47.4 (2013), pp. 419–49.
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William Warburton speculates that the joke is Lavatch’s corruption or inversion of 
an original song in which Hecuba laments that, of her ten good sons to Priam, Paris 
is the only bad one. This does not seem very convincing;16 the ballad’s speaker has 
been referring to Helen so the ‘one good in ten’ judgement appears to be about 
women. The Clown’s riposte, that he has improved rather than corrupted the 
judgement against women, draws on King Solomon’s supposed view that ‘among a 
thousand Women hee found not one good’.17 Such misogyny is frequently directed at the 
figure of Helen in early modern debates over the nature of women. For example, 
Thomas Proctor’s poem to a gentlewoman who claimed all men were false, argued 
that Paris ‘proov’d himselfe a Lover just | Till stately Troy was turnd to dust’ and 
used Helen to blame women more generally:

If any fault bee found at all, 
To womens lot it needs must fall: 
If (Hellen) had not bin so light, 
Sir Paris had not died in fight.18

Similarly, Thomas Drant’s 1566 translation of Horace’s third satire judged that 
before ‘that cytyes had their walls, | or, Helen, came to Troye, | have women 
bathde the worlde in blood | (the cause of dyre annoye)’.19 William Goodyear’s 
1581 translation of Jean de Cartigny’s Voyage du chevalier errant paints an even more 
negative picture of Helen, associating her with witchcraft. A personified ‘Folly’ 
recounts that Helen

by my counsell, went from her husband Menelaus, and suffered her selfe to be 
ravished of a yong lecherous Troyan named Paris, surnamed Alexander, the 
sonne of king Priam. She brought bloud & dethe to Troye, in steede of dowrie. 
For by her occasion, Troye was destroyed, and Priam with the most part of his 
children killed. And to the ende that her adulterous mate Paris or Alexander, 
should not leave her and goe to his owne lawfull wife Pegasis Enone, she 
bewitched him with certeine drinkes, wherein she was her crafts Mistres.20

16	 Warburton’s speculation is noted by Wilcox and Gossett (eds), All’s Well, p. 158; Shakespeare 
credited Priam with fifty or fifty-one sons (Titus Andronicus, i. 1. 83 and Troilus and Cressida, i. 2. 
146–53). The only similar comparison I can find is Priam’s lament for Hector in The Lamentation of 
Troy: ‘Death of a private sonne doth grieve one sore, | But losse of such a one gals ten times more’; 
John Ogle, The Lamentation of Troy for the Death of Hector whereunto is annexed An Olde Womans Tale in 
hir Solitarie Cell (William Mattes, 1594), ll. 209–10. I shall be returning to this poem.
17	 The statistic, derived from Ecclesiastes 7. 30, is interpreted by Frances Meres in Gods Arithmeticke 
(Richard Jones, 1597): ‘Hee that had seven hundred Concubines, and three hunderd [sic] Wives, 
which makes up a thousand women, hee sayeth, Eccles. 7. that among a thousand Women hee found not 
one good’ (fol. 15r). The evil reputation of women is a source of humour in John Heywood’s interlude 
The Playe Called the Foure PP (William Middylton, 1544) where the Pardoner says that Lucifer readily 
allowed him to pardon women ‘that unto us there come no mo[re]’ since hell was overcharged with 
them. As a result ‘to heven I do procure | Ten women to one man be sure’ (sig. B4r).
18	 Thomas Proctor, A gorgious gallery, of gallant inventions. Garnished and decked with divers dayntie 
devises, right delicate and delightfull, to recreate eche modest minde withal (Richard Jones, 1578), sig. A3v.
19	 Thomas Drant, A medicinable morall, that is, the two books of Horace his satyres, Englished accordyng to 
the prescription of saint Hierome (Thomas Marshe, 1566), sig. B6r. It was republished the following year.
20	 Jean de Cartigny, The voyage of the wandering knight. Devised by John Carthenie, a Frenchman 
and translated out of French into English by William Goodyear of Southampton, merchant (Thomas East, 



Shakespeare and the Corruption of Troy     129

Such accounts of Helen amply support Laurie Maguire’s view that ‘a name 
associated with sexuality, adultery, and the downfall of ancient civilization (the first 
two causing the last) was simply too much for a girl to bear’.21

Who gets to speak in retelling the Trojan story inevitably reinscribes or challenges 
such stereotypes. Helen does get a voice in Books iii, vi and xxiv of early modern 
English translations of the Iliad by Hall (1581) and Chapman (1611).22 She is not 
personally blamed, but she is objectified as ‘the fair’ in Homer’s epic.23 This set a 
phallocentric pattern for, as Montaigne observed, nothing lives ‘so in men’s mouths’ 
and is ‘so known and received as Troy, as Helen and her wars’.24 Retellings of 
the Trojan War were a man-made history in which women’s voices were largely 
eclipsed, a point acknowledged by Bishop Antonio de Guevara, author of the much 
reprinted Diall of Princes, translated by Thomas North. Referring to Evandor’s wife, 
Nicostrata (Carmenta), who was famed for ‘her eloquence & wisdome’, and powers 
of prophecy, he claimed:

if that which this woman wrote of the warres of Troy, had not bene through 
envy cast into the fire: the name of Homere had at this day remained obscure. 
The reason hereof is, because the woman was in the time of the destruction of 
Troy, and wrote as a witnes of sight.25

De Guevara points out that a female eye-witness would tell a very different story 
of the destruction of Troy; one dangerous enough to be burned like the city itself 
because of its power to destabilize established accounts. Although Nicostrata’s 
history of Troy is lost, women’s protesting voices can be glimpsed in subsequent 
female-authored commentaries like Christine de Pizan’s Boke of the Cyte of Ladies 
(1405, trans. by Brian Anslay, 1521). The author praises Nicostrata as ‘a grete clarke 

1581), pp. 21–22. In Ovid’s Heroides (v. 2), Oenone refers to herself as ‘Pegasis Oenone’, a nymph 
associated with springs, in reference to those Pegasus created by striking the ground with his hoof. 
Ovid, Heroides. Amores, trans. by Grant Showerman, rev. by G. P. Goold, Loeb Classical Library 41 
(Harvard University Press, 1977).
21	 Laurie Maguire, Shakespeare’s Names, p. 77.
22	 In Arthur Hall’s Ten Books of Homers Iliades, translated out of French (Ralph Newberie, 1581), 
Helen is presented as modestly lamenting to Priam her part in the war and wishing she had not been 
born (iii, sigs 48v, 50r). In Book vi she also admonishes Aphrodite’s intervention in the single combat 
between Menelaus and Paris designed to end the war, and in Book xxiv of George Chapman’s 1611 
translation, she shows further tragic awareness as discussed below: The Iliads of Homer Prince of Poets 
(Nathaniell Butter, 1611), xxiv, p. 340.
23	 See for instance Hall, Ten Books of Homers Iliades, Hall, iii, sigs 48v, 50r. John Austin, in Helen of 
Troy and her Shameless Phantom (Cornell University Press, 1994), notes that because of the high value 
attached to it, ‘whoever possessed beauty in Homeric society would possess the world’ (p. 24), but it 
does not seem to give her a voice.
24	 Michel de Montaigne, Essays written in French by Michael Lord of Montaigne, Knight of the Order of 
S. Michael, gentleman of the French Kings Chamber, trans. by John Florio (Edward Blount and William 
Barret, 1613), p. 422.
25	 Antonio de Guevara, The Diall of Princes, trans. by Thomas North ( John Waylande, 1557; repr. 
Richard Tottill and Thomas Marshe, 1568; Richard Tottill, 1582 and 1619). The quotation is from 
the 1582 edition, fol. 182v (fol. 2v of an unnumbered gathering between Z and AA). De Guevara’s 
opinion circulates in other handbooks such as Robert Allott’s Wits Theater of the little World ( James 
Roberts for Nicholas Ling, 1599), p. 248.
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in the letter of Grece’ and compares her to Cassandra, ‘so greate a clark that she 
knew all the craftes’. Cassandra is emblematic of the silencing of female voices. 
Christine remarks that the Trojans ‘toke no charge of all her wordes’, and ‘sayd she 
was a fole’, beating her and imprisoning her ‘to put awaye her noyse from theyr 
eares’. However, ‘it had ben better that they had byleved her’ as events proved 
them fools.26 Cassandra’s silencing was emphasized by the British Sign Language 
performance of Charlotte Arrowsmith in the Royal Shakespeare Company’s 
2018 production of Troilus and Cressida, especially in Act v Scene 3 where her 
eloquent signed warnings to Hector that ‘Troy roars, Hecuba [...] cries out, poor 
Andromache shrills her dolor forth’ (v. 3. 82–84) spoke for the other women on 
stage, but received no response other than an angry dismissal by Troilus.27

Nevertheless, female-authored retellings of the Trojan War and its cost have 
emerged. Lady Jane Lumley’s highly performable 1557 play Iphigenia at Aulis (the 
first English translation of Euripides’ tragedy) is discussed by Marion Wynne-Davies 
in this volume.28 The 2018 RSC production of Troilus and Cressida cast female actors 
in leading roles, offering them and composer Evelyn Glennie new opportunities to 
recreate the story.29 Twenty-first century novels like Natalie Haynes’s A Thousand 
Ships, Pat Barker’s excellent The Silence of the Girls and The Women of Troy (2022) 
have imaginatively recreated women’s experiences.30

The need to reassess representations of the Trojan women was recognized in 
the early modern period too. Marie de Gournay observed that Helen deserved a 
reappraisal:

Helen had overturned Asia by her inappropriate marriage — was anything 
more justifiable than detesting and stoning her? Nevertheless, we see that when 
she weeps for Hector at his death, she says, among other praises, that he was the 
only person in Troy from whom she had never heard an angry word — nay, 
many consolations for those of others.31

26	 Christine de Pizan, The Boke of the Cyte of Ladyes, trans. by Brian Anslay (Henry Pepwell, 1521). 
All quotations are from The Boke of the Cyte of Ladyes, ed. by Hope Johnson (Arizona Center for 
Medieval and Renaissance Studies, 2014), pp. 199–201.
27	 Bea Webster and Charlotte Arrowsmith, Interval Drinks vodcast, <https://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=SDK9R5IV1Qo> [accessed 31 August 2024].
28	 See Chapter 6 (Marion Wynne-Davies) in this volume. Lady Jane Lumley, The Tragedie of 
Euripides called Iphigenia Translated out of Greake into Englisshe (British Library, MS Royal 15.A.ix). A 
printed text appears in Three Tragedies by Renaissance Women, ed. by Diane Purkiss (Penguin, 1998). 
The play has been produced at Sunderland University (dir. Stephanie Hodgson-Wright, 2000); by the 
Rose Company Theatre (dir. Emma Rucastle, 2013–14); and in a staged reading at the University of 
Auckland (dir. Tom Bishop, 2020), <https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=MMIl71x_l2M&t=1466s> 
[accessed 31 August 2024].
29	 Troilus and Cressida, dir. by Gregory Doran (Royal Shakespeare Company, Stratford-upon-
Avon, 2018), was introduced by Helen as Prologue and included cross-casting of major roles: 
Agamemnon (Suzanne Bertish), Ulysses (Adjoa Andoh), Aeneas (Amanda Harris), Thersites (Sheila 
Reid), Calchas (Helen Grady) — with a brilliant score by Evelyn Glennie.
30	 Natalie Haynes, A Thousand Ships (Mantle, 2019), Pat Barker, The Silence of the Girls (Doubleday, 
2018), discussed in Chapter 2 (Casey Dué) of this volume, and The Women of Troy (Penguin, 2020).
31	 Marie Le Jars de Gournay, ‘The Promenade of Monsieur de Montaigne’ (1594), in Apology for 
the Woman Writing and Other Works, ed. and trans. by Richard Hillman and Colette Quesnel, The 
Other Voice in Early Modern Europe series (University of Chicago Press, 2002), pp. 58–59.
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Engaging with female voices in male-authored poetry, such as the mourning of 
Helen referred to by de Gournay, opened different perspectives on Helen and the 
war. The resonance of women’s voices, like those lamenting Hector in Book xxiv 
of Homer or in Caxton’s Recuyell of the Historyes of Troye (first published 1473–74, 
republished 1553 and 1597), could be magnified by the rhetorical technique of 
ethopoeia, a form of prosopopoeia where the poet adopts the voice of ‘a person 
knowne though dedde’.32 Lynn Enterline explains that female speakers in Ovid’s 
Heroides, for example, ‘had the capacity to disrupt the plot of epic masculinity in 
favor of female characters, whose emotions demonstrate the “cost of civic duty” 
and undercut normative, teleological narratives of nationhood and masculinity’.33 
A cleverly constructed manuscript letter by Lady Elizabeth Dacre to Sir Anthony 
Cooke demonstrates how women could use these texts to speak. The supposedly 
‘silent Dacre’ refers to Ovid’s account of Penelope’s speechless ‘tristis amor’ to Ulysses 
to express how she, Elizabeth, has suffered and held fast in faithful love to her absent 
lover Cooke.34

Lavatch’s ballad in All’s Well That Ends Well unequivocally adopts a female 
persona. G. K. Hunter identifies Hecuba as the probable speaker and cites a ballad 
listed as ‘The Lamentation of Hecuba and the Ladies of Troy’ in the Stationers’ 
Register on 1 August 1586 as a possible but lost source.35 Pollard notes how texts 
like Peele’s The Tale of Troy (1589) popularized a Hecuba who ‘inhabits a liquid 
realm of tears, which she recreates in those who witness her grief ’.36 Hecuba is an 
icon of passionate female complaint, most famously in Hamlet (ii. 2. 422–79).37 Her 
affective power was undoubtedly magnified by the rhetorical technique of ethopoeia 
where, as Rainoldes explained, the speaker must ‘faigne the maners of the same’, 
and imitate them to produce an oration that ‘altogether expresseth the mocion 
of the mynde’. By way of illustration, Rainoldes offers a ‘patheticall and dolefull 
oracion, Hecuba the quene made, the citee of Troie destroied, her housbande, her 
children slaine’.38 His sample oration repeats the misogynistic views of Helen as a 
dissembling ‘harlotte’, but also criticizes Menelaus’ lack of wisdom for pursuing her. 
Hecuba’s pain at her loss and the fall of Troy in dust and blood is made tangible 
through the power of rhetoric:

The sorowes depe doe passe my joyes, as Phebus light with stormes caste doune. 
Hectors death did wounde my hart, by Hectors might Troie stiffe did stande, 
my comforte Hector was, Priamus joye, of Troie all the life, the strength, and 

32	 Rainolde, A booke, sig. N1v, fol. 49v.
33	 Lynn Enterline, ‘Drama, Pedagogy and the Female Complaint: or What’s Troy Got To Do 
With It?’, in Drama and Pedagogy in Medieval and Early Modern England, ed. by Elisabeth Dutton and 
James McBain (Narr Francke Attempto Verlag, 2015), pp. 185–210 (p. 207).
34	 See Elaine Treharne, ‘Tristis Amor: an unpublished verse love letter from Lady Elizabeth 
Dacre Howard to Sir Anthony Cooke’, Renaissance Studies, 26.5 (2012), pp. 673–90 (pp. 684–85 for a 
transcription, translation and analysis of the letter).
35	 G. K. Hunter (ed.), All’s Well That Ends Well.
36	 See Tanya Pollard’s fine study, Greek Tragic Women on Shakespearean Stages (Oxford University 
Press, 2017), p. 104.
37	 See also Titus Andronicus (iv. 1. 20–21) and Cymbeline (iv. 2. 312).
38	 Rainolde, A booke, sig. N1r (fol. 49r).
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power, his death did wound me for to die, but alas my dolefull and cruell fate 
to greater woe reserveth my life, loftie Troie before me felle, sworde, and fire 
hath seate and throne doune caste.39

Here the military fall of Troy is re-articulated as the fall of Queen Hecuba and 
her family. In what is probably the most extensive example of such an oration (by 
Fenne), the ghost of Hecuba, ‘vext with eager lookes in frantike fierie moode’, 
seizes the narrator’s attention:

But for because I would not wish thou shouldst my name mistake: 
Whom Greekes and Romanes long agoe in dolefull verse did make 
The world to know, and now my selfe shall verefie the same: 
Who called me olde Hecuba, so truely was my name.40

Hecuba’s assertion of her name and right to verify her own story leads to an 
outpouring of 1200 lines of verse. Under the somewhat understated title, ‘Hecubas 
Mishaps’, she recounts in graphic detail the bloody deaths of her husband (sig. Ee4r) 
and sons, the rape of Cassandra (sigs Ee2v–Ee3r), and the sacrifice of Polyxena 
(sigs Ee4v–Ff1r), and she grieves as the mother of Troy: ‘Which was the eie of all 
the World, but now by Greekes throwne downe, | And like a desart place did lie’ 
(sig. Ff2r).

Since cities, as well as humans, could voice their woes in prosopopoeia,41 the 
female speaker in Lavatch’s ballad could be Troy itself, rather than Hecuba. I suggest 
that an important but critically neglected intertext for Lavatch’s ballad and other 
rewritings of the Trojan story is John Ogle’s The Lamentation of Troy, for the death 
of Hector (1594) in which the female ghost of Troy returns to narrate and dictate 
the story to the author.42 MacDonald P. Jackson noticed ‘shriking’ [shrieking], 
frequently repeated in Ogle’s poem, as evidence to validate the line ‘And great Troy 
shriking’ in the 1609 Quarto of Troilus and Cressida (iii. 3. 136), and noted a further 
parallel in Henry V’s speech before Harf leur. Jackson concludes that it is difficult to 
determine whether The Lamentation of Troy ‘offered Shakespeare anything different 
from his other sources’.43 I suggest that it does offer something different because 
its structure prioritizes female voices, making it of significant interest in its own 
right as an early modern rewriting of the Trojan story. A feminized Troy presents 
cameo scenes from her history featuring Priam, followed by Hecuba, Andromache, 
Cassandra, Polyxena, Paris and finally, Helen.

Troy exhorts Ogle ‘O, tell my griefes, and to this worlde them sound,’ specifying, 
moreover, ‘thou shalt speak as if my selfe had spoken’ (sig. B2r). She hopes ‘Fair Ilions 
teares’ and ‘deepe laments’ may ‘stir | A f lintie hart unto a high resounding’ (sig. 
A3r) through his pen. Indeed, she speaks like an uncanny revenant of Nicostrata, 

39	 Rainolde, A booke, sigs N2v–N3r (fol. 50v–51r).
40	 Fenne, Fennes frutes, sigs Bb3v, Bb4v–Cc1r. Subsequent references are given in the text.
41	 See Rainolde, who gives the example of the city of Rome, A booke, sig. N2r (fol. 50r).
42	 John Ogle, The Lamentation of Troy for the Death of Hector whereunto is annexed An Olde Womans 
Tale in hir Solitarie Cell (William Mattes, 1594). References are to this edition. See also Ogle, The 
Lamentation of Troy, ed. by Elkin Calhoun Wilson (Institute of Elizabethan Studies, 1959).
43	 MacDonald P. Jackson, ‘Great Troy Shrieking: Troilus and Cressida, III.iii.136’, Notes and 
Queries, 55.2 (2008), pp. 188–91.
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criticizing Homer’s account as biased in favour of Achilles: ‘Why then sweet Homer, 
did thy pen miscarry?’ His misrepresentation of history is a double wrong: ‘Wrong 
unto him that nere deserued so | Wronge to thy selfe in f lattering him too much’ 
(sigs B1r–B1v). Troy speaks back against Homer by composing a female-centred 
history of Hector’s murder by Achilles, with Ogle as amanuensis. The poem 
encourages what Lynn Enterline has called ‘transfers of affect’ between the female 
speaking character and the male writer, eliding the two. How might such ‘habits of 
alterity’44 (the male writer’s experience of female emotions) in The Lamentation of 
Troy have inf luenced early modern perceptions, including Shakespeare’s writings?

The Rape of Lucrece, published in the same year as the Lamentation, relies on 
ventriloquism in the ekphrastic episode where Lucrece scrutinizes the ‘skilful 
painting, made for Priam’s Troy’ (1367). Lucrece identifies with Hecuba, where ‘all 
distress’ is fixed, and vows to ‘tune thy woes with my lamenting tongue’, using her 
own voice to relieve Hecuba who has ‘so much grief, and not a tongue’ (1463–65). 
Amanda K. Ruud points out that Lucrece ‘seizes control of an ambitious poetic 
scene’ both retrospectively and prospectively: she mourns with and for Hecuba 
in the style of elegy, and anticipates her suicide (in response to rape) by writing 
her own elegy in advance. Lucrece’s lament for Troy thus critically reframes ‘epic 
ekphrasis as a site of lament’ acknowledging her transformation into an absent, silent 
‘figure of poetry’.45 Although Lucrece’s ‘sad dirge of her certain ending’ (1612) 
before her husband and his men is of ‘ “Few words” ’ (47 lines), she has already 
rehearsed it in over 200 lines about Troy. Lucrece’s body and the despoiled city are 
aligned, so she speaks for the city, echoing Ogle’s poem.

In the Prologue to The Lamentation, the city introduces herself as a site of mourning. 
She ‘wepte’ so ‘piteously’ that it seems ‘she had been dissolved all to tears’ (sig. B2r). 
Her complaint effects a process in which individual identity is dissolved to expose 
the inter-relational quality of selfhood. The tragic protagonists of Troy dissolve 
through mourning. Hecuba proclaims ‘The Troyan Queene is Hecuba no more’. 
Helen, ‘speaking like one that had a troubled braine’, makes the same point: ‘Hector 
dead, Troy gone, I, I al decaying’ (sig. D3r). These symptoms of self-dissolution seem 
to filter through into Hamlet’s troubled brain via identification with the Player’s 
tearful rendition of Hecuba’s loss (Hamlet ii. 2. 535–44). The dissolution of identity 
takes on a material quality through the tears and water imagery which permeate 
the whole poem, even down to the comparison of Andromache to Phyllis, who, for 
love of Demophoon ‘she her self did spill’ (sig. C1r). Hecuba imagines that Troy’s 
tragic history is conceived in her womb with Paris as a firebrand and Hector as ‘a 
Sea’ f lowing in her body (sigs B3r–B3v). She sees her prophetic ‘vision verified’ in 
her tears for Hector: ‘Now that a signe of these Seas may be seene | I will be called 
of sadde seas the Queene’ (sig. B3v). The marginal note labels her this way.

Shakespeare’s Lucrece likewise becomes a reservoir for the grief of Hecuba to 

44	 Enterline, Shakespeare’s Schoolroom: Rhetoric, Discipline, Emotion (Philadelphia, University of 
Pennsylvania Press, 2012), p. 131.
45	 Amanda K. Ruud, ‘Refusing Consolation in Shakespeare’s Lucrece’, Philological Quarterly, 99.3 
(2020), pp. 269–93 (p. 270).
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weep ‘Troy’s painted woes’ (1492), blending herself emotionally with all those she 
sees in the painting except Sinon. She promises to ‘drop sweet balm in Priam’s 
painted wound | And rail on Pyrrhus that hath done him wrong | And with my 
tears quench Troy that burns so long’ (1466–68). The Lamentation of Troy might be 
the pre-text to which these lines allude. In the poem, Andromache ‘did with teares 
brine, | The margine fill of Hectors wound so wide, | By trickling drops distilling 
from hir eien’ (sig. C1v). Shakespeare’s tragic heroine certainly demonstrates the 
psychological process of identification which the complaint poem encourages: ‘She 
throws her eyes about the painting round | And who she finds forlorn she doth 
lament’ (1149–50).

The Lamentation’s example of sorrowful compassion provides a model for that in 
Lucrece by including male speakers in the sea of tears. Priam is unable to maintain 
a ‘manly courage’ and expresses his ‘inward grief ’ through groans, wails, beating 
his breast ‘with f louds of tears which stormes of sighes did blow’ (sig. B2v). 
Conventional ideas of heroic masculinity are submerged for Paris too, whose 
‘clowdy braine’ confuses cries of revenge with ‘sighs and teares’ of grief (sig. D1v). 
An emotional struggle between anger and grief also characterizes male reactions in 
Lucrece. Collatine’s voice is ‘dammed up with woe’ and his sighs are like ‘the violent 
roaring tide’ f lowing under a bridge (1667). Compassion is achieved in a conf luence 
of emotion where, Lucrece recognizes, ‘My woe too sensible thy passion maketh | 
More feeling painful’ (1678–79). After her suicide, Collatine falls on her body with 
grief ‘Till manly shame bids him possess his breath | And live to be revenged on her 
death’ (1777–78). However, both he and Lucretius are overwhelmed with ‘sorrow’s 
tide’ and ‘weep with equal strife | Who should weep most’ (1788–91).

Lucrece’s suicide ‘to drown one woe’ (1680) builds on the acts of self-harm 
depicted in The Lamentation of Troy as a violent symptom of mourning. Andromache 
‘tare | Hir clothes, hir haire, hir f lesh from off hir face’ (sig. B4r). Her tears and 
‘ceaseles shriking cryes’ (sig. B4r) disturb the baby at her breast as well. Ogle’s Troy 
tells how Polyxena rent her nails through her forehead so ‘blood ran downe and 
teares ore-took the same’ (sig. C1v). Rather than be seized/raped by Pyrrhus, she 
uses her own hands to ruin her beauty. Even Helen rends strands of her ‘golden 
haire’ which has caused the war by entwining ‘several harts’. To lack compassion 
for those hearts who have suffered would be shameful: ‘Then had hir shame beene 
registered in bloud. | As now hir fame in beautie hath long stood’ (sig. D2v). Here, 
as in other rewritings, female self-mutilation functions as a trope for Trojan shame 
at Ilium’s fall. Shakespeare critically interrogates the grotesque consequences of this 
value system in the emblematic representation of Lucrece’s bleeding body which 
looks like a ‘late-sacked island’ deserted and surrounded by a ‘fearful f lood’ of black 
and red blood, the black blood recalling that of Hecuba (1454) and the island the 
city of Troy surrounded by ‘red blood’ (1437–42). Shakespeare’s emblematic lament 
for the fall of Lucrece thus looks back to The Lamentation of Troy with references to 
mourning, corruption and loss: ‘About the mourning and congealed face | Of that 
black blood a wat’ry rigol goes | Which seems to weep upon the tainted place.’ 
(1744–46).
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Because the Trojan story is founded on avenging the theft of female bodies and 
the battle escalates into a cycle of revenge, female responses can move beyond tears 
of grief. The Lamentation of Troy advertises female revenge explicitly from the start. 
The ghost of Troy follows the model of revenge tragedy by appealing to Ogle to 
transmit her plea so she can rest in peace (sig. A3r). She rejects the Muses in favour of 
the ‘Furies and Frensies’ as ‘fit companie | To help to blaze my wofull tragedie’ (sig. 
A4r). She invokes Alecto, Megaera and Tisiphone, the Erinyes or ancient chthonic 
spirits of revenge; invokes Pluto and Proserpina from the Underworld (who had 
recently authorized Andrea’s ghost’s revenge in Thomas Kyd’s Spanish Tragedy), to 
take revenge on Achilles for killing Hector (sig. A4v–B1r). Troy’s hyperbolic role 
offers a parallel to Tamora’s perverse impersonation of Revenge in Titus Andronicus, 
produced in the same year as the poem. Tamora promises Titus ‘wreakful vengeance 
on thy foes’ (v. 2. 30–32). Lucius’s siege of Rome with an army of Goths is compared 
to ‘the story of that baleful, burning night | When subtle Greeks surprised King 
Priam’s Troy’ (v. 3. 82–83). In The Lamentation, the female protagonists follow Troy’s 
example and ‘vow revenge for Hector’s sake’ (sig. E3v). Polyxena determines that 
‘once my will shall worke against my fate’, showing the agency that revenge can 
bring a woman as she bids ‘heaven and earth for me avenged be’ (sig. C2v). Hecuba 
is also an active avenger in the poem and in wider retellings of the story. Fenne’s 
‘Hecubas Mishaps’ depicts her conspiring with ‘a counsell’ of Trojan matrons ‘How 
to revenge my slaughtred sonnes’ (sig. Dd2v) by helping Paris to kill Achilles in the 
temple. ‘Then home we came with this revenge more mery than before: | For well 
we wist Achilles fierce should never hurt us more’, she reports jauntily (sig. Dd4r). 
Later retellings, especially those defending Achilles, emphasize her cunning. For 
example, Love’s Leprosie (1598) describes how ‘Olde Hecuba, well learned in their 
sex, | Instructes her daughter in this divelish text’ of deception to take revenge via 
Polyxena, ‘An Angels face wed to Proserpines soule’.46

The Clown’s song about Troy in All’s Well That Ends Well may invoke this model 
of female agency. Drawing on the biased view that ‘Queene Helens lust was the 
spoile of Troy, and that her name will never be blotted out of the blacke booke of 
Infamie’,47 it alerts readers to the highly unconventional, perhaps inappropriate, 
quest that Shakespeare’s Helen undertakes to pursue Bertram in the play. The overt 
desire which drives her to have sex with him (without his consent) and secure him 
as a husband makes her ‘a heroine whose original audiences, if there were any, 
might have viewed her as a sexual transgressor, and who might have cared little for 
her feelings’.48 The Clown’s allusions to Troy when being sent to summon Helen 
alert readers to her potential to ruin Bertram, his family and the kingdom through 
her expert manipulation of bodies. Lavatch claims he is ‘a prophet’ who will ‘speak 
the truth the next way’ (i. 3. 51) and the tradition of female lament invoked by his 
allusions to Trojan women prefigures the character Helen’s own experience in All’s 
Well. Firstly, she longs to protect Bertram from ‘the bloody course of war’, like 

46	 Thomas Powell, Loves Leprosie (W. White, 1598), sigs B2v and C1v.
47	 Nicholas Breton, Conceyted letters, newly layde open (Samuel Rand, 1618), sig. D3v.
48	 Robert Shaughnessy, The Routledge Guide to William Shakespeare (Routledge, 2011), p. 211.
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Penelope, Polyxena, and Andromache, and secondly, she suffers loss like Dido the 
unrequited lover of Aeneas. Helen’s agency, based on a belief that ‘our remedies oft 
in ourselves do lie’ and ‘The fated sky | Gives us free scope’ for action (i. 1. 199–
201), recalls how Hecuba and her Trojan women plot revenge on Achilles. Helen’s 
revenge on Bertram for deserting her, also uses trickery and female conspiracy. 
Although it does not involve killing, it is no less effective. The ‘corrupt’ ballad 
in All’s Well thus effectively conjures up a range of possible roles for the female 
protagonist of the play from the Trojan traditions of destructive desire, female 
revenge and female complaint. The context of Troy (that Shakespeare satirizes at 
greater length in Troilus and Cressida) colours Lavatch’s joking with tragic awareness 
that things will not all end well.

It is, perhaps, perverse to label Helen as a cause of tragedy, in All’s Well or in Troy, 
an insight that Shakespeare signals in his characterizations of Helens in A Midsummer 
Night’s Dream, and Troilus and Cressida (though passing allusions elsewhere in the 
canon are more prejudiced).49 Helen’s idolization as ‘the face that launch’d above a 
thousand ships’ is satirized as a male fantasy in Troilus and Cressida (iii. 2. 82). Her 
introduction as ‘the mortal Venus, the heart-blood of beauty, love’s immortal soul’, 
is wittily undercut by Pandarus’s question ‘Who, my cousin Cressida?’ and the 
messenger’s retort ‘No, sir, Helen. Could you not find that out by her attributes?’ 
(iii. 1. 32–36). Act iii Scene 1, the only scene in which Helen appears, dramatizes 
how she is limited and trivialized by hyperbolic repetitions of the words ‘fair’ 
and ‘sweet’ (iii. 1. 40–45 and 58–70). Her confinement at the centre of the war is 
mirrored by her confinement in the text.

The Lamentation of Troy offers a more lengthy and complex rejection of the 
conventional labelling of Helen as a whore. Maguire argues that Ogle defends 
Helen by modifying a classical tradition of deifying her, to present her as an angelic 
saint.50 In this remarkable portrait, Helen sees herself as the victim of an argument 
between Venus and a jealous Juno: ‘The Gods conspired, it was not Helens fault’ (sig. 
E2v). Acknowledging that ‘I live of all the world dispisde’ (sig. E2r), she refutes the 
whole cultural and literary tradition: ‘Then how unjustlie am I blamde by some? 
| Saying, Helen the whore wrought Troys decay?’ and concludes ‘It was their wils, 
and Helen is no whore.’51 Her passionate farewell kiss to Paris (sig. E1r), and her 
acceptance into the sisterhood of Trojan grief, supports this view. Like Hecuba she 
is transformed by the ‘fretfull worme’ (sig. E1r) of mourning.

Ogle’s poem praises the Grecian Helen’s beauty with local English references and 
thus adds another political layer of significance to the meanings her name generated 
for early modern audiences. Helen is ‘Pride of her Countrey, mirror of her kind’ 
but her beauty is specifically English: she is ‘Albions Stella faire’, the muse of Philip 
Sidney’s sonnet cycle (sig. D2v). Helen is blazoned and provocatively eroticized in 
her grief. She has ‘golden haire’ with ‘daintie tresses farre more pure than golde’ and

49	 Helen’s name is repeated fourteen times in A Midsummer Night’s Dream, the allusion becoming 
increasingly ironic (iii. 2. 137); Alison Findlay, Women in Shakespeare, Arden Shakespeare Dictionary 
Series (Bloomsbury, 2013), p. 182.
50	 Laurie Maguire, Helen of Troy: From Homer to Hollywood (Wiley-Blackwell, 2009), pp. 131–34.
51	 John Ogle, The Lamentation of Troy, sig. E2v.
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The silver tears distilling from her eies 
Run down hir cheekes the Rose and Lilly fields: 
A sugred streame where thirstie Cupid lies, 
And drinks the Nectar that the fountaine yeelds. 
              (The Lamentation of Troy, sig. D2v)

Her sighs drive her tears onto the ‘snowie towre | Her necke, and thence into a 
lower place’ where anyone lucky enough to ‘couch there’ would ‘thinke that he was 
blest’ (sig. D2v). The obvious candidate for ‘Albion’s Stella fair’ is Penelope Devereux, 
Lady Rich, famous for her golden hair, outstanding beauty and intelligence. Ogle’s 
poem describes Helen as ‘Earth’s only starre, from whose faire beams there came | 
Heat to inf lame with love the coldest minde’ (sig. D2v). Penelope Devereux’s powers 
of attraction inf lamed admirers beyond Sir Philip Sidney who had immortalized 
her in Astrophil and Stella. Thomas Campion eulogized her as the ‘Stella Britanna’ 
whose voice also enchanted Sir Charles Blount, the lover who went on to command 
the victorious English forces in Ireland in 1603.52 When The Lamentation of Troy 
was published, Penelope’s adulterous affair with Sir Charles Blount had been public 
knowledge for four years; their second child, Mountjoy, was so named in celebration 
of Blount’s succession to the title of Baron Mountjoy in 1594. The poem’s sympathy 
for Helen of Troy’s reluctance to return to ‘home-spun Menalay’ and her choice to 
die rather than ‘live contemned, who honourd was before’ (sig. D4v) had immediate 
topical reference. Penelope had chosen to live with the Catholic Sir Charles Blount 
in preference to her husband, Lord Rich.

Ogle’s explicitly English corruption of the Trojan story supplements Sidney’s 
invention of Stella as an inspiration for love. It styles ‘Albion’s Stella faire’ like Helen, 
as an inspiration for war and nominates ‘hir Astrophil’ as the dead Hector. ‘Astrophil’, 
Sir Philip Sidney, had died as a model of military heroism in the Netherlands in 
1586 and functions as an English Hector to inspire his countrymen. Helen/Penelope 
Devereux mourns him, claiming that the ‘glorious beautie’ in ‘Stella’s face’ begins 
to fade as ‘Things of esteem do fall’ (sig. E1r). She pointedly claims that ‘Helen’s 
beautie might have f lorisht ever’ if Englishmen did not ‘Horde up’ their treasure 
in building great houses instead of fighting (sigs E1r–E1v). When Helen abandons 
herself to grief, inspirations to desire and to violence are fused. Her actions are 
highly eroticized: ‘Renting her garments, throwing forth her breasts’ sounds more 
like a striptease than an act of mourning. Ogle’s Helen may not be a whore but her 
role is to seduce English readers into taking up active military service. The poem 
comes to a climax with encomiums to the dead Hector [Sir Philip Sidney]: ‘Glory of 
Troy and wonder of the World | Gem of true Nobles, knight-hoods full suffisance’ 
(sig. D4r), whose death brings the community together in admiration, loss, and fear 

52	 Thomas Campion, Umbra (Edward Griffin, 1619), sig. F3v. Campion claimed that her face 
inf lamed the love of Astrophil and her sweet voice enchanted the Irish commander (Sir Charles 
Blount, eighth Lord Mountjoy and Earl of Devonshire). See Michele Margetts, ‘Stella Britanna: 
The Early Life (1563–1592) of Lady Penelope Devereux, Lady Rich (d. 1607)’ (unpublished doctoral 
dissertation, Yale University, 1992), p. 1. See also Sally Varlow, The Lady Penelope: Passion and Intrigue 
in the Heart of the Elizabethan Court (Carlson Books, 2007), and Gerit Quealy, ‘Astrophil’s Star: 
Locating Penelope Rich in the Sidney Constellation’, Sidney Journal 41.1/2 (2023), pp. 23–36.
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for what lies ahead (sig. E3v). The ghost of Troy instructs Ogle to ‘shew to Albion 
this’ and ‘Bid her take heed she holde her Hector deere | And wel regard him while 
he living is’ (sig. E4r). This second, living, Hector refers immediately to the poem’s 
dedicatee, Peregrine Bertie, thirteenth Baron Willoughby, whom Sir Philip Sidney 
regarded as ‘my very special friend’ due to their service together in the Netherlands. 
Bertie had been an excellent military leader as Elizabeth’s effective commander-
in-chief in the Netherlands until 1591 and he subsequently supported Essex’s 
English forces in Normandy.53 His successors as Albion’s ‘living Hectors’ included 
Penelope’s lover Charles Blount. He was also present when Sidney was wounded; 
he organized naval defence against the Spanish Armada in 1588, and returned to the 
Netherlands in 1593, disobeying Elizabeth I’s wishes.54 Penelope’s brother, the Earl 
of Essex, was a figurehead for aggressive military intervention in Europe.55 Readers 
of The Lamentation of Troy are thus exhorted by Helen/Stella to honour Hector/
Sidney’s memory and defend the heritage of new Troy since ‘valiant knights faire 
England hath inow’ (sig. E4r).

An even more extreme example of the corruption of the Trojan story for political 
purposes is the Jacobean ballad ‘The Greeks and Trojans Warres’ (c. 1623–24), 
designed to recruit English soldiers to fight in Ireland.56 Unlike the conventional 
association of London and England with Troy,57 the ballad identifies the British 
soldiers with the Greek heroes, Ulysses and Achilles, warning them not to be 
tempted by their ladies to stay at home but, instead, join the campaign to recover 
the ravished Helen:

Let noble Britains notice take 
Of this allusion which Ile make 
Imagine all the power of Greece 
To fetch great Agamemnons Neece 
are sacking Troy 
which they at last destroy 
utterly 
They will fetch her 
From her Letcher 
By all this extremity.

Ireland is our Hellen fair 

53	 D. J. B. Trim, ‘Bertie, Peregrine, thirteenth Baron Willoughby of Willoughby, Beck and Eresby 
(1555–1601)’, Oxford Dictionary of National Biography (ODNB), 2008, <https://www-oxforddnb-com> 
[accessed 6 October 2024].
54	 Christopher Maginn, ‘Blount, Charles, eighth Baron Mountjoy and earl of Devonshire (1563–
1606), ODNB, 2008, <https://www-oxforddnb-com> [accessed 6 October 2024].
55	 Paul E. J. Hammer, The Polarisation of Elizabethan Politics: The Political Career of Robert Devereux, 
2nd Earl of Essex, 1585–1597 (Cambridge University Press, 1999).
56	 ‘The Greeks and Trojans Warres’, Roxburghe Collection, British Library (EBBA 30459), is 
undated (est. 1623–51 in the Early English Ballad Archive). Its woodcuts show a military figure 
with dark hair in Jacobean armour and a second woodcut of Tudor religious figures (not in the 
later version in EEBO which is dated 1671). The ballad writer Humphrey Crouch (f l. 1601–57) is 
identified by Jason McElligott (ODNB) as an anti-Catholic misogynist.
57	 In Chapter 8 in this volume, Janice Valls-Russell examines the references to Greek and Trojan 
warriors in Shakespeare’s 2 and 3 Henry VI.
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Ravish’d from us through want of care 
The Paris that hath done this rape 
Is fond security (that ape).

Uniting as a nation to attack a subversive colony, rather than pursuing the damaging 
internal divisions that would ultimately lead to civil war, is blatant propaganda. 
English soldiers must ‘Let all home-bred strife alone | And as the Greeks all joynd 
in one | Their loss and honour to repair’. The ‘home-bred strife’ probably alludes 
to political divisions caused by a proposed match between Prince Charles and 
the Spanish Infanta, and by the government of Ireland under Henry Cary, first 
Viscount Falkland. By 1604, the time of the earlier ballad celebrating Penelope 
Devereux as Helen, Charles Blount’s military campaign had asserted English 
political control over Ireland at the Treaty of London, but without full conversion 
to Anglicanism. This later ballad’s repurposing of the Trojan War, as religious and 
political differences in England emerged, may look back to earlier appropriations 
like The Lamentation of Troy.

What I believe is Shakespeare’s own rewriting of the Lamentation in All’s Well 
That Ends Well, connects topically with Penelope Devereux’s situation in 1605–06, 
the most probable date for the play. Like the heroine of All’s Well, Penelope 
faced significant marital difficulties because although Lord Rich had formally 
divorced her, in 1605, her marriage to Charles Blount later that year in a private 
ceremony was deemed contrary to canon law, causing a public scandal. Like Helen 
of Troy, the extraordinary Penelope Devereux was both celebrated and reviled, 
even accused of witchcraft over her brother, Essex. Elements of her story may 
have resonated in All’s Well: in the suspicions of Helen’s forwardness at court, her 
rejection by Bertram, followed by her fear of the perils of military engagement 
and her subsequent transformation to a Catholic pilgrim. Shakespeare’s retelling 
of Helen’s story, dramatizing female determination alongside the precarity of all 
human endeavours, traces exactly the kind of ‘mingled yarn’ (iv. 3. 68) that we 
find across early modern accounts of the Trojan War. Like Lavatch’s ‘corruption’ 
of the song, the stories are often fragmented, some objectifying and casting blame 
on Helen, others giving female figures a voice to disrupt epic narratives of male 
military heroism. Although the tragic conclusion for Ilium was predetermined, 
its protagonists displayed a kaleidoscope of feelings and opinions which made it 
perpetually fascinating to early modern storytellers. Troy was a magnet for topical 
retellings designed to shape Great Britain as Troy-novant.
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‘And mark how well the sequel hangs 
together’ (Richard III, iii. 6. 5): Trojan 
Fragments in the Henry VI Trilogy

Janice Valls-Russell

At the end of 1 Henry VI, having won Margaret of Anjou’s hand for the English 
king and fallen in love with her in the process, Suffolk imagines himself sailing to 
France to fetch the future Queen like Paris to Greece where he abducted Helen:

Thus Suffolk hath prevailed, and thus he goes 
As did the youthful Paris once to Greece, 
With hope to find the like event in love, 
But prosper better than the Trojan did. 
Margaret shall now be queen, and rule the king, 
But I will rule both her, the king, and realm. 
                    (1 Henry VI v. 4. 103–08)1

Swayed by what Ralph Fiennes describes as Suffolk’s ‘impressive rhetoric’, Henry 
VI orders him to ‘post’ (86) to France and exits.2 Suffolk is left alone onstage to 
speak the closing lines of the play which sound like a conventional lover’s trope 
incongruously stuck onto the end of a historical drama. Following upon the 
precarious terms of an ahistorical ‘solemn peace’ (v. 3. 175) with France, Suffolk’s 
words anticipate the royal marriage which opens 2 Henry VI. As Michael Hattaway 
has pointed out, the mythological vignette which, unusually, does not close the 
play on a rhyming couplet ‘ironically invokes the romantic archetypes of antiquity’ 
which will prove short-lived as the terms of peace with France fuel discontent, 
with the dissensions they revive erupting in a civil conf lict that will extend over 
2 and 3 Henry VI.3 The reference to Paris and Helen invokes the wider context of 

1	 Unless otherwise indicated, all references to Shakespeare’s plays are to The Arden Shakespeare 
Third Series Complete Works, ed. by Richard Proudfoot, Ann Thompson, David Scott Kastan and H. 
R. Woudhuysen (Bloomsbury, 2021).
2	 Quoted in The New Oxford Shakespeare. The Complete Works: Modern Critical Edition, ed. by Gary 
Taylor, John Jowett, Terri Bourus, Gabriel Egan (Oxford University Press, 2016, paperback repr. 
2017), pp. 923–24.
3	 Shakespeare, The First Part of King Henry VI, ed. by Michael Hattaway, New Cambridge 
Shakespeare (Cambridge University Press, 1990), p. 34.
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that love romance, the Trojan War it unleashes. It thereby activates recollections 
of the tragic fall of Troy in Shakespeare’s (and his collaborators’)4 recrafting of a 
pre-Tudor period in British history which was staged as a concentrate of violent 
dramatic action during a decade when Queen Elizabeth’s rule was threatened by 
foreign and native dangers.

Classical references in Shakespeare’s history plays as, indeed, in other historically 
inspired dramas of the period, have tended to receive relatively little academic 
attention and they are all too often elided in contemporary productions, as if critics 
and directors deemed them to be mostly incidental or ornamental conceits. David 
Riggs has argued that Shakespeare, in composing the three parts of Henry VI as a 
form of ‘heroical-historical drama’, had classical examples of heroic behaviour in 
mind, in keeping with the humanist encouraging of emulation through classical 
models. He suggests ‘that the pattern loses some of its antique luster with every 
transfer’, as the emulation of the worthies of antiquity which also travelled through 
figures like Marlowe’s Tamburlaine ultimately proved inconsequential.5 Hattaway 
notes how Shakespeare’s ‘vision of late medieval England [...] is a sketch of a political 
world that is very little different from the anatomy of ancient Rome’.6 A passage in 
Tacitus (Histories, iii. 275) as a possible source for the scene in which the son kills 
his father in 3 Henry VI is discerned by D. J. Womersley.7

Still less attention seems to have been paid to the Trojan presence in the history 
plays. The action in the Henry VI trilogy mostly draws on events recorded in 
chronicles which Shakespeare compresses and reorganizes, revisiting timelines and 

4	 Discussion of the collaborative nature of the plays has considered Thomas Nashe, Christopher 
Marlowe, as well as, possibly, Robert Greene, George Peele and Thomas Lodge, as authors of some 
scenes for the trilogy in various combinations. See for instance: Martin Wiggins with Catherine 
Richardson, British Drama 1533–1642: A Catalogue, Volume iii: 1590–1597 (Oxford University Press, 
2013), entry #919, pp. 161–67 (p. 161); The New Oxford Shakespeare, pp. 926 (1HVI ), 254 (2HVI ), 334 
(3HVI ). Richard Knowles (ed.), King Henry VI Part 2, The Arden Shakespeare (Bloomsbury, 1999, 
repr. 2009), provides an overview of the ‘leading facts and conjectures concerning this labyrinthine 
question of date, sequence and authorship’, pp. 111–21 (p. 119). Since what interests me here is the 
ways in which the Troy material resonated during that period, my unimaginative way out of the 
labyrinth is to opt for what Sujata Iyengar calls ‘the Shakespeare-function’ and refer generically to 
the authorship of the plays as ‘Shakespeare’: Sujata Iyengar, Shakespeare and Adaptation Theory, The 
Arden Shakespeare (Bloomsbury, 2022), p. 9.
5	 David Riggs, Shakespeare’s Heroical Histories: ‘Henry VI’ and Its Literary Tradition (Harvard 
University Press, 1971), p. 100. On Tamburlaine and Richard, see pp. 136–37.
6	 William Shakespeare, The Third Part of King Henry VI, ed. by Michael Hattaway, The New 
Cambridge Shakespeare (Cambridge University Press, 1993), p. 15.
7	 D. J. Womersley, ‘3 Henry VI: Shakespeare, Tacitus, and Parricide’, Notes & Queries, 230 (1985), 
pp. 468–73. On Tacitus in Richard III, see Sonia Massai, ‘The Artfulness of Historical Playwriting in 
Richard III: Shakespeare and English Tacitism’, Cahiers Élisabéthains, 114.1 (2024), pp. 72–85. Theodor 
Meron traces how Homer and Shakespeare address ‘important issues of honour and dishonour, 
treatment of women, ambassadors, quarter and mercy, treatment of the bodies of defeated enemies, 
and challenges to single combat’. He discusses Homer’s epic principally in relation to Troilus and 
Cressida, occasionally drawing attention to parallels between scenes in Troilus and Cressida and the 
Henry VI plays: Bloody Constraint: War and Chivalry in Shakespeare (Oxford University Press, 2001), 
p. 63, p. 42 for a parallel between Cassandra’s anguished farewell to Hector and the father discovering 
that he has killed his son in 3 Henry VI.
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refashioning characters to ensure a powerful dramatic tempo on stage. Yet almost 
half of the mythological references in Part 2 and one third of those in Part 3 are to 
the Trojan War.8

This chapter traces how, and to what purpose, the myth of Troy runs through 
those two plays, reading them against Thomas Hughes’ Misfortunes of Arthur (1587–
88), the anonymous Locrine (1595), where the Trojan story intersects in varying 
degrees with family and civil conf lict, and other contemporaneous writings. It 
considers whether — and to what extent — the war between Greeks and Trojans 
provides a template for the dramatization of the conf lict opposing the houses of 
Lancaster and York and models for the characters in the ways they view themselves 
and are perceived. It attempts to unravel how the Trojan heritage, initially linked 
to a grand project intended to endow Britain with antique credentials as discussed 
in the introduction to this volume, is played out in a dramatic context of civil war, 
with heroic figures summoned from the Greek and Trojan camps by characters 
competing for attention onstage. If indeed Brute’s founding of a new Troy in 
Britain and the perpetuation of that heritage is to be celebrated, the question, then, 
turns on the appositeness of Trojan tropes to a dramatization of civil war.

A starting point may be found in Suffolk’s lines at the end of 1 Henry VI. If one 
accepts that Parts 2 (The First Part of the Contention betwixt the two Famous Houses of 
York and Lancaster) and 3 (The True Tragedy of Richard, Duke of Gloucester, and the Good 
King Henry the Sixth) were written before Part 1 (The First Part of Henry the Sixth; 
or, Harry the Sixth), all of them having been composed between 1587 and 1594–95,9 
Suffolk’s self-comparison with Paris may be read as retrospectively providing 
authorial insight into the two earlier plays while proleptically guiding readers of 
the First Folio and audiences who discover the plays sequentially. Was the story of 
Paris and Helen added to the end of Part 1 because the Trojan motif was important 
in Parts 2 and 3? Or was it intended to introduce what would be expanded into a 
significant design? Either way, whether one returns, or moves on, to Parts 2 and 3, 
Suffolk’s lines are an invitation to unpick the thread of Troy that runs through the 
confrontations of the Yorks and Lancasters.

Viewing military or historical events, including those associated with the 
history of Britain, through the prism of classical history and mythology would not 
have come as a surprise to Elizabethan and, more widely, European Renaissance 
audiences. Fables, epic and history were deeply intertwined in the works of 
historians such as Herodotus, Livy, Tacitus and Plutarch, and poets such as Virgil: 
their texts circulated in print, in the original text and in vernacular translations, 
alongside universal chronicles which continued to process a medieval tradition that 

8	 See the list of mythological allusions provided for each play in Janice Valls-Russell and 
Katherine Heavey (eds), Shakespeare’s Classical Mythology: A Dictionary (Bloomsbury, 2025), pp. 415–
20. Discussion of the different myths shows how they endow the historical plays with a perspective 
which pulls events and characters out of their timespan and location.
9	 Whether or not the trilogy was composed sequentially, all three plays, it seems, were written 
within a relatively narrow timeframe, between 1587 and 1594–95, with substantial additions to Parts 
2 and 3 in the Folio edition. See Wiggins, British Drama, Volume iii, entries #888, pp. 92–103; #902, 
pp. 118–28; #919, pp. 161–67.
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paralleled events from classical myths and the Bible. As Hattaway recalls, Francis 
Bacon, in his essay ‘On Faction’, ‘took most of his exempla’ from ancient Rome.10 
The line between myth and history remained tenuous to a dramatist like Thomas 
Heywood, who viewed ‘Hystories’ as plays representing the past, whether mythical 
or historical, foreign or native.11 Ivo Kamps has drawn attention to ‘a trend towards 
cross-fertilizations and (apparent) interchangeability of history and literature in the 
early Renaissance’.12 Embedded in chronicles which charted troubled sequences of 
invasions and civil strife while seeking to meld the refractory components of Britain 
(England, Wales, Scotland and Ireland) in a ‘national’ narrative, Troy, through 
the supposed arrival on the Cornish coast of Brute (also variously termed Brut or 
Brutus), a descendant of Aeneas, provided etymological anchorage (Britain being 
viewed as derived from Brute) and a paradigmatic origin. The focal starting point 
the Brute legend offered was safely distant in time to inspire a sense of continuity 
and transmission, provided this myth of origins were acknowledged without being 
disrupted by some corrupting action or misrepresentation.

‘Troyant Greeks’?

A distinctive feature of early modern England’s engagement with this foundation 
myth was that it was two-edged. It oscillated between the compelling story of 
the destruction which gave Troy its uniqueness in the medieval and Renaissance 
European imaginary (authors like Ranulph Higden and John Lydgate, to name 
just those, almost obsessively link Troy and the verb ‘destroy’) and the urge to 
reaffiliate Britain with a glorified Trojan heritage through a royal genealogy which 
took its roots in myth by dwelling less on the fall of the city than on the conquest 
of Britain by a band of heroes. The arrival of Brute and his followers is celebrated 
in victorious terms, almost as the Greeks’ triumph over Troy might be from a pro-
Hellenic perspective, and as a peace-brokering mission leading to the foundation 
of a new Troy. This is illustrated in two near-contemporary plays of the Henry VI 
cycle, Thomas Hughes’ Misfortunes of Arthur and George Peele’s Edward I (1590–
91).13 Presented at court ‘in the thirtieth yeare’ of Elizabeth’s ‘most happy raigne’, 
Misfortunes of Arthur dramatizes Geoffrey of Monmouth’s account, in his Historia 
Regum Britanniae, of the conf lict between King Arthur and his incestuous son 
Mordred, son of Arthur and his sister Anne, and lover of Queen Guenovere. The 
play, which culminates with ‘civill warres’ (i. 3. 29) and the mutual killing of father 
and son, is designed like a Senecan revenge tragedy, complete with Choruses, an 

10	 Hattaway (ed.), The Third Part, p. 15.
11	 See Paulina Kewes, ‘The Elizabethan History Play: A True Genre?’, in R. Dutton and J. E. 
Howard, eds, A Companion to Shakespeare’s Works, Volume ii: The Histories (Blackwell, 2003), pp. 
170–79 (p. 171).
12	 Ivo Kamps, ‘The Writing of History in Shakespeare’s England’, in A Companion to Shakespeare’s 
Works, Volume II: The Histories, ed. by Richard Dutton and Jean E. Howard, pp. 4–25 (p. 9).
13	 Thomas Hughes, Misfortunes of Arthur, in Early English Classical Tragedies, ed. by John W. 
Cunliffe (Clarendon Press, 1912); George Peele, Edward I, in The Dramatic Works of George Peele, ed. 
by Frank S. Hook (Yale University Press, 1961). All references are to those editions.
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avenging ghost and a messenger, Nuncius, who muses as he views the approaching 
coast of Britain: ‘Lo here at length the stately type of Troy, | And Brytain land the 
promist seate of Brute. | Deckt with so many spoyles of conquered Kings’ (ii. 1. 
1–3). An echo of this resurfaces in the Queen Mother’s anticipation of the King of 
England’s return in Edward I:

And now to eternize Albions Champions, 
Equivalent with Trojans auncient fame, 
Comes lovely Edward from Jerusalem, 
Veering before the winde, plowing the sea, 
[...] 
With troopes of conquering lords and warlike knights. (1. 27–30, 35)

The Queen Mother glorifies King Edward (‘lovely’) and equates his return from a 
crusade with Brute’s arrival, thereby legitimizing his right to a place in the lineage 
sprung from ‘Trojans auncient fame’. His main rival in this respect is Lluellen, leader 
of the Welsh rebellion, and the conf lict between the two nations crystallizes on the 
issue of who may legitimately claim to be the Trojan’s heir. Lluellen considers that, 
as a Welshman, he is the ‘rightfull prince of Wales, | [...] | Discended from the 
loines of Trojan Brute’ (2. 270–72), unlike the ‘traiterous Saxons, Normans, Danes’ 
who have ‘pent [spent?] the true remanes of glorious Troy’ (274) — ‘poore remain of 
Troy’ in Phaer’s trans. of Aeneid i. 30, 598 (sig. A1, B4v).14 Later, Lluellen encourages 
his followers to rise against Edward:

To armes true Britaines sprong of Trojans seede, 
And with your swordes write in the booke of Time, 
Your Brittish names in Characters of bloud (2. 610–12).

After his death, the title of Prince of Wales and, with it, the claims to a Trojan 
lineage are transferred to the heir to the English throne.

Written and performed at court some months after the execution of Mary 
Stuart and shortly before the Spanish Armada’s venture, Misfortunes was resolutely 
optimistic: references to Troy threaded through the play contrast Elizabeth’s 
successful rule, when ‘All Tragedies are f led from State, to stadge’,15 and Arthur’s 
failure to preserve his kingdom,

The certaine seate and bowre of wandring Brute: 
Thou Realme which ay I reverence as my Saint, 
Thou stately Brytaine th’auncient tipe of Troy, 
Beare with my forced wrongs (iii. 3. 48–51)

Having ascended the throne after the troubled reign of Mary, faced with the 
growing threats of Spain and Catholic circles, Elizabeth would not have been 
averse to celebrations of her Trojan legitimacy. The Henry VI trilogy was written 
and performed in the immediate context and aftermath of the defeat of the Spanish 
Armada in 1588, an event which invited numerous anti-Spanish pamphlets where 
the rhetoric of propaganda was on occasion inf lated by religious and mythological 

14	 Peele, Edward I, p. 175.
15	 ‘An Introduction penned by Nicholas Trotte’, Misfortunes of Arthur, p. 133.



148     Janice Valls-Russell

allusions; tensions with Spain remained very high, with Philip II’s attempts to 
launch a second, then a third, Armada in 1596 and 1597.

Given the role attributed to the descendants of Troy in shaping the destiny 
of Britain, it might be assumed that this would be ref lected in choices which 
would foreground the heroic valour of Trojans such as Hector, and the tragic 
fates of Priam, Hecuba, their family and the city, consequently casting the Greeks 
unf latteringly as conquerors who may have been valiant but were also depicted as 
violent, treacherous and ruthless, foremost among those being Achilles, Diomedes 
and Ulysses. This viewpoint was popularized by Virgil’s Aeneid and the tragedies 
of Euripides and Seneca. In a poem retracing the British response to the Spanish 
Armada, which closes a pamphlet presented as having been ‘faithfully’ translated 
from the version of a ‘Spanish gentleman; who came hither out of the Lowe 
Countries [...] forsaking both his countrie and Romish religion’, the Lord Admiral, 
Charles Howard, is described as being able to tame the seas as Neptune did:

The sea that sawe his frownes, waxt calme and coy, 
As when that Neptune with his threeforked mase, 
For Trojans sake, did keepe the winds in chase.

Yet the Lord Admiral, ‘with Lion on his creast’, is also portrayed ‘Like to Alcides 
on the strond of Troy’.16 Admittedly, propaganda is liable to take shortcuts with 
consistency, but this example suggests two things: first, the reference to Hercules 
(Alcides), who destroyed Troy, may be to his appearance on the Trojan shore 
as popularized by William Caxton’s Recuyell, a translation of Raoul Le Fèvre’s 
Recueil,17 which describes how King Laomedon was ‘abasshed to see his gretenes 
and his beawte’;18 second, in terms of valour, Greeks and Trojans are liable to be 
interchangeable, depending on circumstances, context and choice of perspective, 
or even conf lated, as in Pistol’s choleric outburst against ‘Troyant Greeks’ (2 Henry 
IV, ii. 4. 163).

In 2 Henry VI, York compares himself to Ajax:

O, I could hew up rocks and fight with f lint, 
[...] 
And now, like Ajax Telamonius, 
On sheep or oxen could I spend my fury. (2HVI v. 1. 24–27)

Challenging the king’s legitimacy later in the same scene, York contrasts Henry’s 
inability ‘to govern and rule multitudes’ and a hand ‘made to grasp a palmer’s staff ’ 
(94, 97) with his own martial ‘brows [...] | Whose smile and frown, like to Achilles’ 
spear, | Is able with the change to kill and cure’ (99–101), and his own hand, made 
‘to hold a sceptre up’ (102).

16	 An answer to the untruthes, published and printed in Spaine... First written and published in Spanish by 
a Spanish gentleman; who came hither out of the Lowe Countries ... forsaking both his countrie and Romish 
religion ... Faithfully translated by I. L. ( John Jackson for Thomas Cadman, 1589), p. 53 for all the 
quotations.
17	 See the introduction (Francesca Rayner and Janice Valls-Russell) to this volume.
18	 William Caxton, The Recuyell of the Historyes of Troye, ed. by H. Oskar Sommer, 2 vols (David 
Nutt, 1894), i, p. 274. All references are to this edition.
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Where Ajax is frequently caricatured as having more brawn than brain, with a 
parody of his fight with Hector possibly underlying the ‘combat’ between Horner 
the Armourer and Peter his servant man (2HVI ii. 3. 47–98), Achilles’ reputation as a 
warrior is more complex. The son of a goddess, he is unquestionably formidable on 
the battlefield. In Plutarch’s Lives, which appeared in Thomas North’s translation in 
1579, Alexander, whose most prized possession is his copy of the Iliad (‘Alexander’, 
viii, xxvi), crosses the Hellespont to visit the site of Troy (‘Alexander’, xv), where 
he pours libations in memory of the heroes, anoints Achilles’ gravestone with oil 
and runs a race to honour the Greek warrior’s memory. In his Apology for Actors, 
Heywood writes that Aristotle, ‘having the tuition of young Alexander, caused the 
destruction of Troy to be acted before his pupill, in which the valor of Achilles 
was so naturally exprest that it imprest the hart of Alexander’.19 Simultaneously, 
in Homer and classical tragedy, Achilles is driven by revenge after the death of 
Patroclus, to the extent of forgetting the codes of chivalry and dragging Hector’s 
corpse around the battlefield — as another claimant to the throne, Cade, would do 
with those who resist him: ‘the bodies shall be dragged at my horse heels till I do 
come to London’ (2HVI iv. 3. 13). Achilles was also associated with treachery, as 
when his Myrmidons fall on Troilus and kill him in Caxton,20 an episode which 
Shakespeare transfers to the death of Hector in Troilus and Cressida; simultaneously, 
he is viewed in Senecan terms as a fountainhead of revenge — as famously eulogized 
and critiqued in Hamlet (Q2 ii. 2. 388–430), which recalls Pyrrhus’ sanguinary 
assault on Priam. Through Ajax and Achilles, York self-identifies with the Greeks 
in problematic ways, suggestive of physical strength and ‘choler’ (2HVI v. 1. 23). Far 
from displaying the healing power of his weapons, an ‘ambivalent power’ attributed 
to Achilles’ spear as recorded by Hyginus,21 his rebellion leads to the death of his 
young son Rutland and his own in 3 Henry VI.

With the messenger’s report of York’s death to Richard and Edward, the 
perspective shifts: ‘[e]nvironed he was with many foes | And stood against them, 
as the hope of Troy | Against the Greeks that would have entered Troy’ (3HVI ii. 
1. 50–67, 50–52). The perspective, here, is clearly Trojan; the messenger dwells on 
the treachery of the Lancaster foes, elevating York to a Hector-like heroic figure 
of resistance, as if Trojan credentials were needed to establish his valour, when in 
fact he was stabbed by Clifford and the queen in an act of vengeance that recalls 
the one wreaked upon Priam and the house of Troy by Pyrrhus at the behest of his 
father’s ghost. The audience is implicitly invited to appreciate the contrast between 
the action on stage and the report.

The mythology-saturated anonymous tragedy Locrine (first published 1595) dra
matizes the succession of Brute/Brutus and the tripartite division of his kingdom 
between his sons, Locrine, Albanact and Camber. It opens with Atey (Ate), who 
speaks a prologue to each act and the play’s epilogue, appearing ‘with thunder and 
lightning all in black’ (OSD1) to announce the imminent death of ‘valiant Brute’ (16) 

19	 Thomas Heywood, An Apology for Actors (Nicholas Okes, 1612), sig. B3.
20	 Caxton, Recuyell, ii, pp. 638–39.
21	 Charlotte Coffin, ‘Achilles’, in Shakespeare’s Classical Mythology: A Dictionary, ed. by Janice Valls-
Russell and Katherine Heavey (Bloomsbury, 2025), pp. 16–19 (p. 17).



150     Janice Valls-Russell

and introduce the notion of conf lict, external and internal. Before dying, Brutus 
reminds his fellow Trojans and their descendants how he ‘restord your antique 
libertie’ against those, namely Greeks, who ‘[s]ought to deface our glorious 
memorie | And wipe the name of Troians from the earth’ (i. 1. 93, 99–100).22 Yet, 
although descended from the Trojans like his uncle Brute, Thrasimachus likens their 
enemies, Humber and Hubba, to ‘valiant minded knights’, to ‘Hector and Troialus, 
Priamus lovely sonnes, | Chasing the Graecians over Simoeis’ (ii. 3. 27, 32–33). In this 
he conforms to medieval representations of Trojans and Grecians, which depicted 
them as being equal in valour and chivalry, with truces in Le Fèvre and Caxton. 
Pursuing — with a different purpose — the reversed pattern of Britons as Greeks, 
a messenger warns Humber that ‘the Brittaines come | With greater multitude than 
erst the Greekes | Brought to the ports of Phrigian Tenidos’ (iii. 2. 56–58). Yet, when 
they conquer Albanact and his followers, Humber and Hubba reveal that they are 
less than chivalrous; perceiving themselves as the victorious Greeks, they rejoice to 
see ‘The slaughtered Troians, squeltring in their blood, | Infect the aire with their 
carcases’ (ii. 6. 4–5). The perspective then shifts to the British side, where Locrine 
and Guendoline mourn the death of Albanact in parallel lamentations, comparing 
their grief respectively to that of Priam and Hecuba, the one seeing his sons slain 
‘traiterously by all the Myrmidons’, the other ‘Her fiftie sonnes and daughters fresh of 
hue | Murthred by wicked Pirrhus bloodie sword’ (iii. 2. 43–47, 46; 48–53, 51–52).

Challenged by his cousin Thrasimachus, who ‘rageth’ like Mars when he fought 
Diomedes outside Troy (v. 4. 74–77), Locrine kills himself. He thereby fails in his 
mission to uphold the ‘Troyan state’ (i. 1. 262), since his love for Estrild, Humber’s 
widow, has led to ‘Warre and dissention’ (v. 1. 81). The queen, Guendoline, 
upbraids Locrine: ‘thou scornst all skilfull Brutus lawes, | Forgetting father, 
uncle, and thy selfe’ (v. 4. 51–52). She turns against him and raises her own army, 
resembling in this Margaret rising against Henry after he designates York as his heir 
to the throne, preferring him over his son Prince Edward (3HVI i. 1. 230–56). She 
allows Locrine’s body to be laid to rest ‘close by his aged father Brutus bones’ (v. 4. 
252), even as the final moments of the play recall Seneca’s dramatization of Troy’s 
destruction. Sabren, seeing her parents, Locrine and Elstrid, dead, laments in a 
vein which recalls the women in Troades and the rhetoric of revenge in Agamemnon: 
‘What fierce Achilles, what hard stonie f lint, | Would not bemone this mournfull 
Tragedie?’ (v. 4. 137–38). Guendoline, seeking out Sabren to murder her, seems to 
metamorphose into a female Pyrrhus and proto-Lady Macbeth:

That I may glut my mind with lukewarme blood, 
Swiftly distilling from the bastards brest. 
My fathers ghoast stil haunts me for revenge, 
[...] 
Banish [...] 
[...] 
All mercie from my adamantine brests. (Locrine v. 4. 166–72)

Margaret might almost be emulating her when she rejoices at the death of York’s 

22	 References are to C. F. Tucker Brooke (ed.), The Shakespeare Apocrypha (Oxford University 
Press, 1908, repr. 1971).
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younger son Rutland and stabs York. Thus, while the interchangeability of Greeks 
and Trojans may be related, through Caxton, to the medieval tradition of Troy 
which perceives the opponents in the war as knights bound by the same codes of 
honour, the reversibility in the casting of English combatants as Greeks and Trojans 
draws attention to the lack of heroic principles in either camp, the Yorks and the 
Lancasters.

‘But then Aeneas bare a living load’

While Locrine’s infatuation with his foe’s widow leads to self-destruction, in the 
Henry VI trilogy it is the queen’s affair with Suffolk which, compounded with 
danger from France and growing internal strife, contributes to Henry’s downfall. 
Suffolk sees himself as Paris. Margaret idealizes him as a knight, running ‘a-tilt in 
honour of [her] love’ (2HVI i. 3. 54), whom she imagined Henry might resemble 
‘[i]n courage, courtship, and proportion’ (2HVI i. 3. 57), viewing her existence 
through the cultural prism of courtly love and chivalric ideals that classical 
figures were depicted as being bound to, alongside medieval lords and kings, as in 
Christine de Pizan and Caxton.23 However, if Suffolk is Paris, then Margaret must 
be Helen and Henry Menelaus, an analogy Edward of York inevitably seizes upon 
to rip the medievalizing tapestry of romance: ‘Helen of Greece was fairer far than 
thou, | Although thy husband may be Menelaus; | And ne’er was Agamemnon’s 
brother wronged | By that false woman, as this king by thee’ (3HVI ii. 2. 146–49). 
This triangulation picks up Suffolk’s vision at the end of 1 Henry VI to identify the 
sapping of the kingdom as resultant of the initial illicit love affair rather than of 
the Yorks’ rebellion, something Guenevora belatedly understands on learning that 
Arthur is returning to reclaim his throne, which Mordred has usurped with her 
collusion:

Looke backe to former Fates: Troy still had stoode, 
Had not her Prince made light of wedlocks lore. 
The vice, that threw downe Troy, doth threat thy Throne: 
Take heéde: there Mordred stands, whence Paris fell. 
                              (Misfortunes i. 4. 64–67)

Later, Margaret recasts herself as Dido and Suffolk not as Aeneas, as one might 
expect, but as Ascanius relating Aeneas’ deeds in ‘burning Troy’ (2HVI 3.2.118). 
This is her final attempt to save Suffolk from Henry’s wrath as she seeks to persuade 
the king that he is her focal interest, mendaciously transferring onto him Aeneas’ 
reputation of ‘foul inconstancy’ and ‘false’ love, but also her own:

How often have I tempted Suffolk’s tongue —  
The agent of thy foul inconstancy —  
To sit and witch me, as Ascanius did, 
When to madding Dido would unfold 
His father’s act, commenced in burning Troy! 
Am I not witched like her? Or thou not false like him? 
                              (2HVI iii. 2. 114–19)

23	 On Christine de Pizan, see Chapter 2 (Yves Peyré) in this volume.
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Margaret’s passion destabilizes her rhetoric at this dramatic moment in the play 
and reduces Virgil’s epic to a tale told by a child, thereby diminishing the stature 
of the English courtier and the Trojan hero. Where Aeneas left Troy entrusted 
with a mission, Suffolk is banished from the English court, to meet his fate at sea. 
No Virgilian Aeneas, the scheming Suffolk may recall the medieval Aeneas, who 
conspired with Antenor to deceive Priam and achieve the victory of the Greeks, as 
Caxton relates, a trajectory whereby, to borrow Lisa Hopkins’s words, ‘the legends 
of treachery and deception which accrue to his name mark the end of the idea of 
Trojans as true’.24

Nor is Margaret another Dido driven to suicide: after a period of mourning, 
she becomes a driving force in 3 Henry VI. Her thirst for revenge is fuelled by her 
love for Suffolk, by the spite heaped on her by the York faction as a woman and 
the daughter of an impoverished French nobleman (‘not so wealthy as an English 
yeoman’, 3HVI i. 4. 123), by her own ambition and by her maternal outrage when 
the king prefers York over his own son as heir. This latter motivation links her to 
figures like Tamora in Titus Andronicus, it also connects with the wider, recurrent 
motif of lineage which is explored through the filial myth of Icarus and Daedalus in 
1 Henry VI — a myth mocked by Richard which Henry VI makes his own before 
his own death (v. 6. 18–20, 21–25) — complemented by a powerful motif of sons 
and fathers killed in Parts 2 and 3. Fuelled by ‘hot coals of vengeance’ even before 
seeing his father dead, young Clifford vows revenge in Senecan terms and fashions 
a new persona for himself which conf lates the cruelty of Medea and Pyrrhus:

My heart is turned to stone [...] 
[...] York not our old men spares; 
No more will I their babes; tears virginal 
Shall be to me even as the dew to fire, 
And beauty, that the tyrant oft reclaims, 
Shall to my f laming wrath be oil and f lax. 
Henceforth I will not have to do with pity. 
Meet I an infant of the house of York, 
Into as many gobbets will I cut it 
As wild Medea young Absyrtus did. 
In cruelty will I seek out my fame. (2HVI v. 2. 36, 50–60)

Brief ly, he re-enacts a classical moment of filial duty as he lifts his father’s body on 
his back — with a major difference: ‘But then Aeneas bare a living load, | Nothing 
so heavy as these woes of mine’ (64–65); whereas Aeneas was leaving Troy with 
his father and son to start anew on a three-generational quest that seeks to impress 
upon Virgil’s readers a sense of continuity and legitimacy, Clifford exits bearing 
his father’s body to bury it. Any hope of perpetuation is erased, since Clifford in 
turn will die. At the beginning of 3 Henry VI, he kills first young Rutland (‘Thy 
father slew my father; therefore die’, i. 3. 47) then York (‘Here’s for my oath; here’s 
for my father’s death!’, i. 4. 175) in much the same way as Pyrrhus killed Priam 
and the Trojan king’s young daughter Polyxena. The death of Old Clifford and 

24	 Caxton, Recuyell, ii, pp. 650–68. Lisa Hopkins, Greeks and Trojans on the Early Modern English 
Stage (De Gruyter, 2020), p. 15.
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his son’s revenge provide a crossover from Part 2 to Part 3 in both the action and 
the rhetoric of revenge, which Young Clifford shares with Margaret and Locrine’s 
Senecan Guendoline: ‘In his fury’, as Harry Keyishian observes, ‘Young Clifford 
has turned into an automaton of revenge’,25 the prototype of which was fashioned 
by Greek tragedy and travelled down the centuries through Virgil and Seneca as 
well as Caxton.

The figure of Pyrrhus looms starkly, already in Virgil’s Aeneid: ‘iamque aderit 
multo Priami de sanguine Pyrrhus, natum ante ora patris, patrem qui obtruncat 
ad aras’ (ii. 662–63) [‘soon will come Pyrrhus, steeped in the blood of Priam — 
Pyrrhus who butchers the son before the father’s eyes, the father at the altars’].26 
In Herodotus Croesus warned Cyrus against the dire impact of war on families, 
as translated by ‘B. R.’: ‘No man is so franticke to desire warre rather then peace: 
when as in tyme of concorde the sonnes bury the fathers: but in warre the father 
carieth the sonne to hys grave’.27 In Misfortunes of Arthur, Gawin, Arthur’s other 
son, laments: ‘What Cursed warres (alas) were those, wherein | Both sonne and 
sire shoulde so oppose themselves?’ (ii. 3. 67–68). The murders of sons staged in the 
Henry VI plays are overshadowed by unspoken remembrances of the Trojan War’s 
helpless victims, the most emblematic of whom is Astyanax, son of Hector and 
Andromache, unforgettably shown playing with his father’s helmet in Homer and 
dying at the hands of the Greeks in Euripides and Seneca. The dumb-show opening 
Act iv of Misfortunes of Arthur stages a ‘Lady Courtly attyred’ whose ‘counterfaite 
Childe’ ‘is f lung [...] against the walles’: ‘By this was meant the fruit of Warre, 
which spareth neither man nor woman nor childe’ (iv. arg. 2, 7–8, 11–13). Widows 
and children are recurrently mentioned in the Henry VI plays, notably by Henry, 
himself initially a child king and an increasingly disempowered observer who is 
finally silenced. All this is powerfully condensed in 3 Henry VI, in two parallel 
dramatic moments crafted like emblematic tableaux (3HVI ii. 5. 55–124), with 
simultaneous entrances from two doors of ‘a Son’ and ‘a Father’ (SD 55), unnamed, 
bearing bodies, as if the Son were reversing Young Clifford’s exit bearing his 
father’s body at the end of 2 Henry VI, except that here the scene is devoid of all 
thoughts of revenge. First to speak is the Son, who recalls how humble citizens are 
unwittingly drawn into the wider civil conf lict:

O heavy times, begetting such events! 
From London by the King was I pressed forth. 
My father, being the Earl of Warwick’s man, 
Came on the part of York, pressed by his master. (63–66)

Simultaneously, the Father discovers that it is his son’s body he is bearing. He 
names no factions, but focuses on his loss in terms that any father might use in any 
‘lamentable age’:

25	 Harry Keyishian, ‘The Progress of Revenge in the First Henriad’, in Henry VI: Critical Essays, 
ed. by Thomas A. Pendleton (Routledge, 2001), pp. 67–77 (p. 72).
26	 Virgil, Eclogues. Georgics. Aeneid, trans. by H. Rushton Fairclough, rev. by G. P. Goold, 2 vols, 
Loeb Classical Library 63 and 64 (Harvard University Press 1916–18, repr. 1999–2000).
27	 B. R., The famous Hystory of Herodotus [Books 1–2] (Thomas Marshe, 1584), fol. 27r (sig. E3r).



154     Janice Valls-Russell

O pity, God, this lamentable age! 
What stratagems, how fell, how butcherly, 
Erroneous, mutinous, and unnatural, 
This deadly quarrel daily doth beget. (88–91)

Widening out the truth of the moment, the Father moves further away from 
the cruel immediacy to anticipate the funeral and his mourning in unadorned, 
domestic terms that close on a recollection of, and self-identification with, Priam’s 
grief which here becomes proverbial:

These arms of mine shall be thy winding-sheet; 
My heart, sweet boy, shall be thy sepulchre, 
For from my heart thine image ne’er shall go; 
My sighing breast shall be thy funeral bell; 
And so obsequious will thy father be 
E’en for the loss of thee, having no more, 
As Priam was for all his valiant sons. (114–20)

Grief levels: a humble soldier may mourn his son as a king might. Death of the loved 
one is unpolluted by thoughts of revenge. Panning out from topical causality to a 
mythological exemplum through a poignant acknowledgement of loss, this diptych 
scene effects a symbolic, affective transmutation which might constitute a case study 
of the theatrical dynamics of history and myth. The image of Priam used to convey 
the death of a son on the battlefield resurfaces in 2 Henry IV, when Northumberland 
tells Morton that he has already gathered from others’ reactions that his son is dead. 
Morton compares his interlocutor to

            a man, so faint, so spiritless, 
So dull, so dead in look, so woebegone, 
[that] drew Priam’s curtain in the dead of night, 
And would have told him half his Troy was burnt; 
But Priam found the fire ere he his tongue (i. 1. 72–74).

The son-and-father scene has an onstage onlooker, King Henry. The dismay he 
voices invites and mediates the audience’s affective response, before the possible 
genuineness of his compassion dissolves in self-pitying lamentations: ‘Sad-hearted 
men, much overgone with care, | Here sits a king more woeful than you are’ (123–
24). His words interrupt a momentary alliance with the audience whose attention 
is redirected to his inability to inf luence the course of events, the ‘bloody times’ 
and ‘civil war’ (73, 77) he has diagnosed as the cause of what he has just witnessed.

When, later, the king identifies in turn with Priam, it is not to mourn the 
death of his son but to voice his helplessness as his kingdom collapses about him: 
‘Farewell, my Hector, and my Troy’s true hope’ (3HVI iv. 8. 25), he tells Warwick. 
Dramatically intense though the moment may be, since the two men will not 
meet again, it also carries multiple levels of irony. Earlier, Warwick had described 
his plans to spring on King Edward by night, following the stratagem of Ulysses 
and Diomedes who ‘[w]ith sleight and manhood’ surprised King Rhesus to steal 
his horses (iv. 2. 18–21). Henry’s words echo those used of York by the messenger, 
‘the hope of Troy’ (3HVI ii. 1. 51) and recall Edward of York’s praise of his father 
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as a ‘f lower of Europe for his chivalry’ (3HVI ii. 1. 71). No more than York can 
Warwick hold any claims to chivalry or loyalty, unlike Hector who was celebrated 
throughout Europe as one of the Nine Worthies. With the death of Warwick, 
Henry loses his last, admittedly unreliable, ‘prop’ or ‘staff ’, to recall the metaphors 
used of York (‘our prop to lean upon, | Now thou art gone, we have no staff, no 
stay’, 3HVI ii. 1. 68–69), which Cassandra applies to Hector in Troilus and Cressida 
in her unsuccessful attempt to keep him away from the battlefield and the death she 
foresees. References no longer work: Henry is trapped in self-delusion, through a 
misreading of the present and the irrelevant choice of mythological models which 
have lost much of their ‘antique luster’, to recall Riggs’s words, through their being 
over-used or, rather, misused.

‘Take another Troy’

This misuse of mythological models is most apparent in the ways characters seem to 
outdo their own rhetoric of excess, as in the revenge-driven action of Guendoline, 
Young Clifford or Margaret, but also in the revelatory moments when they expose 
their treachery and thereby abandon all claims to chivalry and heroism. Two 
instances are provided in the Henry VI trilogy, by Roger Bolingbroke the conjurer 
(2HVI i. 4) and Richard (3HVI iii. 2. 124–95). Unholy darkness, as anyone dabbling 
in magic knows, is a prerequisite to the appearance of spirits, yet Hamlet’s ‘fell 
darkness’ of Hell, whether Christian or classical, also cloaked one of the weightiest 
instances of treachery in literature, when the Greeks, having entered Troy hidden in 
the horse that was supposedly left as an offering, set fire to the city and destroyed it.

bolingbroke.	 Patience, good lady; wizards know their times. 
			   Deep night, dark night, the silent of the night, 
			   The time of night when Troy was set on fire, 
			   The time when screech-owls cry and ban-dogs howl, 
			   And spirits walk, and ghosts break up their graves; 
			   That time best fits the work we have in hand. (2HVI i. 4. 15–20)

In this scene, which is supposed to fuel Eleanor’s ambitions yet has been designed 
to trap her, the destruction of Troy points to a subtext of treachery within a web 
of unreliable signs. Reading the conspirators’ oracles, York dismisses them as being 
‘ just | Aio te, Aeacida, Romanos vincere posse’ (2HVI i. 4. 61–62). This was the oracle 
given by the Pythian Apollo to Pyrrhus of Epirus, who wanted to know whether 
he could attack the Romans: the ambiguity of the phrase (‘I proclaim that you, 
descendant of Aecus, can conquer the Romans’, or, ‘I proclaim that the Romans 
can conquer you, the descendant of Aecus’), used as an example by Quintilian in 
The Orator’s Education (vii. 9. 4), turned on whether it meant that Pyrrhus could 
vanquish the Romans or conversely, that the Romans would defeat Pyrrhus. It 
became a catchphrase with Renaissance humanists and grammarians for unreliable 
prediction and was used in treatises against astrology and witchcraft.28 In the 

28	 See Knowles (ed.), King Henry VI Part Two, p. 194; Hattaway (ed.), The Second Part, p. 108. 
Abraham Fraunce attributes the phrase to the Devil in The lawiers logike exemplifying the præcepts of 
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immediacy of a scene which recalls the final assault on Troy even as it stages another 
moment of treachery, and in the trilogy’s wider context of civil war and shifting 
victories, losses and allegiances, the significance of the phrase ripples out like a terse 
comment on the multiple levels of conspiracy and deceit that so inform the dramatic 
action as to leave unresolved the question of who vanquishes whom.

Eleanor’s self-delusion leads her to contemplate rather than actively carry out 
treason. Dispensing with Warwick’s tortuous attempts to reconcile ‘sleight’ and 
‘manhood’, Richard of Gloucester (and future Richard III) elevates treachery to a 
level that, he f latters himself, ‘set[s] the murderous Machiavel to school’ and outdoes 
the Italian’s art (iii. 2. 193). If it takes stepping over his brothers’ bodies to reach the 
throne, then so be it. Obsessively bent on the crown, which he mentions no less 
than seven times in a single speech (iii. 2. 124–95), he will consider all stratagems, 
whatever the cost:

richard.		 I’ll play the orator as well as Nestor, 
				    Deceive more slyly than Ulysses could, 
				    And, like a Sinon, take another Troy. (3HVI, iii. 2. 188–90)

The Trojan pattern thus proceeds by concentric circles to reach the heart of the 
citadel, the innermost family circle, where Troy must take Troy. In the context 
of civil war, taking Troy signifies the total destruction of even the most intimate 
bonds. It is to this moment, retrospectively, that the dramatist(s) may be drawing 
attention with the reference to Paris on which 1 Henry VI closes: the tragedy of 
Troy ghosts events in 2 and 3 Henry VI where it is replayed as an implosion of the 
country, its rival factions and family bonds. Whereas Clarence attempts to prevent 
the fall of the house of York after having brief ly changed camps — ‘I will not 
ruinate my father’s house, | Who gave his blood to lime the stones together’ (3HVI 
v. 1. 86–87) — Richard seeks to precipitate it. He may, will, indeed become king; 
yet, by proceeding like Sinon and destroying his own family, by preferring the 
unheroic Greek narrative to the glorifying Trojan one proposed by the Messenger’s 
posthumous eulogy of York, he disqualifies himself, losing any legitimacy to be 
a true descendant of Brute and rightful ruler over England and Troynovant. In 
Misfortunes, Arthur regrets his failure to ‘inlarge’ the glory of Britain and ‘the first 
triumphant Troy’ (v. 1. 126–27), which he links to the incestuous birth of his son, 
‘as [if ] our linage had approcht too neere’ (124). Richard’s attempt to father heirs is 
just as unnatural, when he proposes to ‘bury’ in Anne’s womb the young princes 
he has had murdered, her brothers, so that ‘they will breed | Selves of themselves’ 
(Richard III iv. 4. 423–24).

The genealogical reconnection is enabled by the Tudors, descended from the 
Welsh Trojan heirs of Brute. If one branch fails, another is revitalized. With the 
deaths of Arthur and Mordred, ‘There lay the hope and braunch of Brute supprest’, 
until the reign of Elizabeth, ‘That pierelesse braunch of Brute: that sweéte remaine 

logike by the practise of the common lawe [Alternate title: Dialecticae libri duo] (William How for Thomas 
Gubbin and T. Newman, 1588). See also John Chamber, A treatise against iudicial astrologie Dedicated to 
the right Honorable Sir Thomas Egerton Knight, Lord Keeper of the great Seale, and one of her Maiesties most 
honorable priuie Councell ( John Harison, 1601).
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| Of Priam’s state: that hope of springing Troy’ (Misfortunes iv. 2. 234, v. 2. 19–20), 
which breaks the cycle of revenge. Continuity, after Elizabeth, will be transferred 
to James. What opposes Hughes’ Elizabeth and the factious Yorks and Lancasters 
in the Henry VI trilogy may be illustrated by the contrast between Britomart and 
Paridell in Books ii and iii of Edmund Spenser’s Fairie Queene, as summed up by 
Andrew Hadfield:

Britomart showed how the legends could be used to inspire a nation and 
establish a dynasty of kings and queens who would protect their subjects for 
generations to come. In pointed contrast, the lustful Paridell showed that he 
had gleaned the bare facts but not the substance of history [...] thus repeating 
the story of Troy’s fall rather than building a new nation from the ashes of a 
civilization of the old world.29

Like Paridell, Richard’s major mistake is to repeat the story of Troy’s fall by 
endorsing, in a vision that holds no future, the more questionable stratagems that 
led to the Greeks’ victory.

Idealization inherited from medieval courtly culture pictured Trojans and Greeks 
sharing codes of chivalry which were already becoming antiquated in Caxton’s time 
yet were still upheld as role models. In Elizabethan times, they belonged to the 
rhetoric of royal courtship, fashioning the personae of courtier soldiers like Sir Philip 
Sidney and imbuing the poetry of Edmund Spenser. This tradition reinforced 
readings of the Homeric narrative of the Trojan War as a confrontation of foes with 
equal claims to valour and heroism in which, even if the Greeks won, the Trojans 
elicited sympathy.

Treachery accelerates the falling-off of ideals. After parading as Ajax and 
Achilles, York can be perceived as another Hector, the epitome of heroism, only 
after his death by a messenger loyal to his cause. Elsewhere in the trilogy the Trojan 
myth is devalued and fragmented. Aeneas’ quest is reduced to a fruitless pose as he 
carries a dead father on his shoulders, with no child at his side: ventriloquized by 
Ascanius, he is deprived of his ability to enchant auditors with his tale of the fall 
of Troy. Departing from the self-serving posturing of warring leaders, the most 
dramatically powerful moment of 3 Henry VI, possibly the most poignant in the 
whole cycle, is the unheroic scene of the Son and the Father, which reconnects with 
the loss of Priam and relegates King Henry to the role of a spectator unable to alter 
the unfolding of events, further weakening his ineffectualness. This scene is perhaps 
exemplary of what David Scott Kastan writes about history plays: ‘Whatever 
their overt ideological content, [they] inevitably, if unconsciously, weakened the 
structure of authority: on stage the king became a subject’.30 It is also exemplary 
of the way the Trojan myth repeatedly surfaces in complex configurations which 
create affective responses while being simultaneously disruptive. Its appositeness 
to a dramatization of civil war may be verified by the Roman Lord’s request at 
the end of Titus Andronicus: ‘Tell us what Sinon hath bewitched our ears, | Or 
who hath brought the fatal engine in | That gives our Troy, our Rome, the civil 

29	 Andrew Hadfield, Shakespeare, Spenser and the Matter of Britain (Palgrave, 2004), p. 153.
30	 David Scott Kastan, Shakespeare After Theory (Routledge, 1999), p. 111.
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wound’ (v. 3. 84–86). Writing in the wake of James’s accession, two decades after 
the staging of the Henry VI trilogy, Heywood warns in Troia Britanica (1609) against 
‘Divided nations [that] one other kill’ (iii. 3. 1); he connects the ‘Grecian f leet, the 
great’st that hath been seen’, ‘the Turks’ armade’ and ‘th’invincible huge navy’ — 
the Spanish Armada (x. 20. 2; 21. 2, 5), relegitimizes James’s place in the Trojan 
genealogy and celebrates London as a dynamic new Troy, as Charlotte Coffin 
shows in Chapter 3.31 Around the same period, Shakespeare’s revisiting of the myth 
in Troilus and Cressida is, as Vassiliki Markidou analyses in Chapter 4, haunted by 
the ‘ruination’ that Edward of York dreaded and which, as dramatized in Richard 
III, his brother accelerated when he ascended the throne. Troy remains a site of 
tensions, where Elizabethans and Jacobeans play out conf licting fears of destruction 
and hopes of renewal.

31	 Thomas Heywood, Troia Britanica, ed. by Yves Peyré and others (2009–19), <https://shakmyth.
org/>.
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v

The Universal Wolf: 
Thersites’ War

Warren Chernaik

I.

One peculiarity of Shakespeare’s Troilus and Cressida is its radical instability, the way 
it apparently contains incompatible, clashing elements. The odd, self-contradictory 
publication history of Troilus and Cressida ref lects 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 Qb, 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.1 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.2

The element of disjunction, fragmentation, dissonance in Troilus 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.



160     Warren Chernaik

time creating problems in production.3 I have seen only one production that I 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.4 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.5

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 Troilus 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. 56–76 (p. 59).
5	 Troilus and Cressida, ii. 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’.6 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’ (ii. 2. 52; v. 2. 153). Troilus 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-f lown 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 (ii. 2) and the scene at the beginning of the play 
(i. 3) where the Greek generals consider what to do about Achilles, and Ulysses 
delivers his speech about what happens ‘when degree is shaked’ (i. 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’.7 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 Troy, take an approach that is basically 
deconstructive, finding fault-lines in the play and in its characters, whose actions 
contradict their speeches.8 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. 85–118. 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.9

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.10 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, inf licting 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.11 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.12 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 artif icial 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. 
�  (ii. 1. 2–9)

The world of Thersites is a reductive world of ‘matter’, like that of Iago, who is 
equally the enemy of any form of idealization, as when Iago characterizes what 
‘you call love’ in an exchange with Roderigo as ‘merely a lust of the blood and 
a permission of the will’ (Othello, i. 3. 332–36).13 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.14 The lines could not be spoken 
by Thersites or Edmund, but they ref lect 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 Troilus 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.15 In Troilus 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]’.16 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 ‘platea’, an area intermediate between 
the action and the audience, he can address remarks to the public in the playhouse, 
commenting on the action.17 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’ t’other side, the policy of those crafty swearing rascals — that stale old 
mouse-eaten 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 Troilus and Cressida, 
and, I would argue, has no significant precedent in earlier treatments of the Trojan 
War.18

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 (6th century) 
and Dictys Cretensis (4th century), one denigrating the Greeks and praising the Trojans, and 
the other painting unf lattering 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. 100–01).
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given Troilus 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.19 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 Troilus and Criseyde. For many years literary critics responded more or less 
as Troilus does — as much as I the Iliad and Troilus and Criseyde love, so much 
[...] I hate Shakespeare’s degraded version of them.20

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.21

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.22

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. 148–50. 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. 58–60, 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),23 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.24 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 i–iii generally follows Chapman’s seven 
books (Books i–ii, vii–xi of Homer): no incident from Books iii–vi of the Iliad, not 
included in the 1598 translation, appears in Troilus 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.25

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’.26 

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. 112–38 (Book ii, pp. 120–21).
25	 One significant source was Book iii of William Caxton’s Recuyell of the Historyes of Troy (1473–
74), as discussed later.
26	 Chapman, Seaven Bookes, Book i, in Bullough, Narrative and Dramatic Sources, pp. 113–14; Troilus 
and Cressida, i. 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 f lawed 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.27 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 [to 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. (iii. 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 terrifying picture to the Trojans ‘when all his 
warre attire was on’ and, ‘with terrible aspect’, he ‘marcht like the hugely figured 
Mars’. In Book iii 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 
(iv. 5. 120–39).28 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’ (iii. 3. 5) and Achilles, in some versions, in love with Priam’s 
daughter Polyxena. This is the one episode in Troilus 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’ (iv. 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’ (i. 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.29

27	 The Iliad of Homer, translated by Richmond Lattimore (University of Chicago Press, 1961), 
p. 17.
28	 Chapman, Seaven Bookes, in Bullough, Narrative and Dramatic Sources, pp. 126–27, 136 (the 
passages quoted are from Books vii and ix 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 Troilus 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. (ii. 2. 51–57)

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’ (ii. 2. 186–87, 191–93, 195, 
199).30 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, 26–28)

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 xiii, 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 f lawed, 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.31 
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 brief ly, in a narrative of the Trojan War, mentioning that 
their ‘mayster Chaucer’ has treated the ill-fated lovers more fully. 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 inf luenced 
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.’.32 
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.33

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, vi, pp. 175–77.
32	 Thomas Heywood, The Iron Age, in The Dramatic Works of Thomas Heywood, 6 vols ( John 
Pearson, 1874), iii, 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 inf luence of 
Caxton, see Charlotte Coffin, ‘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. 139–61, 244–65.
33	 Heywood, The Iron Age, Dramatic Works, iii, p. 296 (Act ii), p. 314 (Act iii). 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 is 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 i, 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 f lye in peeces 
For such a peece of light f lesh. What’s the reason?... 
See here’s the picture of a polliticke state, 
They all imbrace and hugge, yet deadly hate. 
                        (Act iii, pp. 301–02)34

In Chaucer’s Troilus 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 iv 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.35 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 Troilus and Cressida, the idealization of love is def lated 
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. 57–59). 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, iv. 1485–86, in The Poetical Works of Chaucer, ed. by F. N. Robinson 
(Houghton Miff lin, 1933). For further parallels with Chaucer, see Troilus 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! (iii. 2. 181–82, 193–99)36

One of the key scenes of the play, where the two strands of plot overlap and 
interact, is iv. 5, 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 (iv. 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’.37 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 iv. 5, interwoven, show the Greeks and their Trojan 
enemies behaving in parallel ways: ‘Enter Ajax, armed’ (iv. 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’ (iv. 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? 
                            (iv. 5. 184, 176, 200–03, 238, 242–43)

36	 Cressida’s pledge, with its allusion to how ‘mighty states’ are ground ‘to dusty nothing’ (iii. 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.38 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’.39

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.40

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, 1984–85’, 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 Troilus and Cressida’, in Players of Shakespeare 3, ed. by Russell 
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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.41 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 def lation 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.
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v

‘Mobled queens’ and ‘dunghill idiots’: 
The Trojan War as 

Metatheatre and Parody

Natália Pikli

The ‘Hecuba scene’ in Hamlet (ii. 2. 359–540)1 is a theatrical tour de force. Interweaving 
the recollection, in a tragic mode, of a poignant episode of the Trojan War and a 
serio-comic discussion of the actor’s art, it offers the audience a multi-layered 
experience. It is this moment in the play, launched by Hamlet’s request for a ‘Trojan’ 
speech, that this chapter investigates: first, discussing the ways in which orators and 
players convey emotions, then moving on to the actor’s complex metamorphosis 
in and through the Hecuba speech, addressing theoretical and practical concerns 
regarding acting; finally, outlining in brief how two recent Hungarian productions 
demonstrate possible approaches of present-day theatre to the multi-layered nature 
of the Hecuba scene.

Much scholarly attention has been paid to the myth of Troy infusing Shake
speare’s works,2 with valuable comments on Hecuba’s appearance in Hamlet. 
Numerous studies have acknowledged the metatheatrical, self-ref lexive nature of 
the interaction between Hamlet, Polonius and the Player.3 Polonius and Hamlet/

1	 Unless otherwise indicated, all references are to Hamlet, ed. by Ann Thompson and Neil Taylor, 
Arden Shakespeare Third Series, rev. edn (Bloomsbury, 2016), which follows Q2.
2	 See the introduction to this volume. Also: Heather James, Shakespeare’s Troy: Drama, Politics, 
and the Translation of the Empire (Cambridge University Press, 1997); Tanya Pollard, Greek Tragic 
Women on Shakespearean Stages (Oxford University Press, 2017); The Female Tragic Hero on the English 
Renaissance Stage, ed. by Naomi Conn Liebler (Palgrave Macmillan, 2002); Lisa Hopkins, Greeks and 
Trojans on the Early Modern English Stage (De Gruyter, 2020); entries on Troy and Troy-related figures 
in Shakespeare’s Classical Mythology: A Dictionary, ed. by Janice Valls-Russell and Katherine Heavey 
(Bloomsbury, 2025).
3	 Discussion of metatheatre varies from philosophical-ethical-theoretical approaches to more 
performance-based analyses launched in the 1970s and 1980s by Lionel Abel, Sigurd Burckhardt, 
and James L. Calderwood. However, they remain essentially literary, focusing on the text and 
the intentions of the ‘poet-dramatist’ as in, for example, Richard Hornby’s Drama, Metadrama 
and Perception (Associated University Presses, 1986). (For a useful summary see Richard Fly, ‘The 
Evolution of Shakespearean Metadrama’, Comparative Drama, 20.2 (1986), pp. 124–39.) Arthur 
Johnston focuses on metatheatrical elements in comparing Hamlet as a tragic revenger with Hecuba, 
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Richard Burbage’s4 praise of the broken voice and tears in the Player’s eye ref lects 
on the actors’ method, centuries before Konstantin Stanislavski or Lee Strasberg 
theorized the ‘psychophysical’ approach and ‘method acting’, emphasizing the 
interrelation of body and mind in actors’ training and performance, which led 
to further investigations with the ‘cognitive turn’ in performance studies.5 Much 
scholarly ink has been spent on the dilemma of whether we can call acting in 
Shakespeare’s time Stanislavskian or not,6 with no general consensus. The following 
close reading of the Hecuba scene revisits such questions on the art of acting, 
and aims to offer new insights regarding not only Shakespeare’s attitude to the 
Trojan myth but also the views on acting Shakespeare puts forward in this scene. 
These aspects are discussed in the light of recent theoretical approaches such as the 
‘cognitive approach’ and the ‘spectatorial turn’.7 Although I will brief ly comment 
on such theoretical issues, the main focus of the chapter is on theatre as practical 
business. Shakespeare himself was a theatre person to the core; therefore, what 
happens on stage and in the auditorium during this scene proves intriguing in 
historical and more general theatrical contexts as well, informing us of the workings 
of theatre then and now.

Why did Shakespeare turn to Hecuba in this scene of Hamlet? The myth of 
Troy as fashioned by Homer, in the Iliad and the Odyssey, and Virgil in the Aeneid, 
with its translatio imperii which initiates the myth of the westwards transfer of 
Troy to Rome and, later, medieval Europe, infused the thinking of early modern 
Englishmen. It was an essential part of the grammar school curriculum in Latin, 

‘The Player’s Speech in Hamlet,’ Shakespeare Quarterly, 13.1 (1962), pp. 21–30. Amy Cook’s more recent 
interpretation, informed by cognitive sciences, opens a new line of enquiry, which I find very useful, 
‘For Hecuba or for Hamlet: Rethinking Emotion and Empathy in the Theatre’, Journal of Dramatic 
Theory and Criticism, 25.2 (2011), pp. 71–88.
4	 The 1618 elegy commemorating his death (probably written by John Fletcher) confirms that 
the star tragic actor of the Lord Chamberlain’s and the King’s Men, Richard Burbage (c. 1567–1618) 
played Hamlet: ‘no more young Hamlett, old Hieronimo, | Kinge Leer, the greev’d Moore’ (quoted 
in Lucy Munro, Shakespeare in the Theatre: The King’s Men (Bloomsbury, 2020), p. 17).
5	 Besides Cook’s article (cited note 3), see Bruce McConachie, Engaging Audiences: A Cognitive 
Approach to Spectating in the Theatre (Routledge, 2008), and John Lutterbie, Toward a General Theory of 
Acting: Cognitive Science and Performance (Routledge, 2011).
6	 According to the Stanislavskian actor training method, psychophysical transformation works 
both ways, imagination and feelings produce bodily phenomena (tears), while practised physical 
gestures may also trigger psychological-emotional states: see Konstantin Stanislavski, Собрание 
сочинений, ed. by A. M. Smeljansky (Isskustvo, 1989); for an English summary of Stanislavsky’s 
main ideas and his inf luence on English acting, see Annie Tyson, Shakespeare and Stanislavsky. A 
Practical Guide for Actors, Directors, Students and Teachers (Bloomsbury, 2025). Critics often mention but 
rarely elaborate on such implications in the Hecuba scene. Matthew Steggle mentions in passing how 
it describes the Player’s ‘real’ tears as produced by ‘almost method-acting concentration’, Laughing 
and Weeping in Early Modern Theatres (Ashgate, 2007), p. 53. Peter Thompson argues that Stanislavski’s 
technique of emotion memory ‘was — and is a method of making real what is simulated’, while 
arguing that ‘the Elizabethan actor would not have so consciously imported experience into his 
character’, Shakespeare’s Theatre (Routledge, 1983), p. 130. John H. Astington takes a cautiously 
supportive view of ‘natural acting’ in Actors and Acting in Shakespeare’s Time: The Art of the Stage 
(Cambridge University Press, 2010).
7	 For the spectatorial turn see John McGavin and Greg Walker, Imagining Spectatorship: From the 
Mysteries to the Shakespearean Stage (Oxford University Press, 2016).
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and the works were made available to a wider public in several English translations 
throughout the sixteenth century.8 By the end of the sixteenth century, however, 
a panegyric approach co-existed with a more distanced ‘Ovidian’ attitude.9 Such a 
mixture of reverent and irreverent homage to Troy is clearly visible in the Hecuba 
scene, where it intertwines with metatheatrical concerns in a serio-comic way. 
Humour and tragedy coexisted in Christopher Marlowe’s (and Thomas Nashe’s) 
The Tragedy of Dido, Queen of Carthage, which was performed by the Children of 
the Queen’s Chapel, probably some time between 1584 and 1586, with the quarto 
published in 1594.10

The popularity of Troy on the Elizabethan stage started in the second half of 
the 1580s (probably 1585–86) when the Children of the Queen’s Chapel had a run 
of The Tragedy of Dido, Queen of Carthage. The turn of the century brought an even 
more noticeable surge in interest, with Chapman’s translation of seven books of the 
Iliad in 1598, and the proliferation of other Troy plays on the public stage, some 
of them performed by the Admiral’s Men between 1595 and 1600 but since lost.11

Hecuba, as Tanya Pollard has pointed out, was lodged in Shakespeare and his 
contemporaries’ imagination deeper than any other Greek heroine,12 usually 
appearing as an icon of tragic grief and passionate revenge. For Hamlet, she was 
a particularly apt basis for comparison: her personal grief for Priam also had a 
civilizational dimension (the destruction of Troy) which corresponded to Hamlet’s 
cosmic lament on ‘the world out of joint’, fused with the filial mourning for his 
father.13 Therefore, from a dramaturgical point of view, it seems coherent that 
Shakespeare’s grieving, revengeful hero should choose to focus on ‘Aeneas’ tale to 
Dido’, and, within that tale of the destruction of Troy, more specifically on Hecuba, 
initiating an emotional transfer on stage. The Player’s passion in impersonating 

8	 For an evaluative summary of the Elizabethan translations of Virgil see ‘Appendix: The 
Elizabethan Virgil’, in Jonathan Bate, How the Classics Made Shakespeare (Princeton University Press, 
2019), pp. 277–83.
9	 Heather James suggests that the translatio imperii of Troy to Rome was both familiar and 
controversial by the 1590s, Shakespeare’s Troy, p. 30.
10	 The authorship of the play is reassessed in depth, in favour of Marlowe rather than a collaboration 
with Thomas Nashe, by Ruth Lunney (ed.), Dido, Queen of Carthage (Manchester University Press, 
2025), pp. 5–17 ; see pp. 22–24 on possible dates of performance; and p. 20 for ‘Dido’s “continuities” ’ 
with other Trojan-themed plays of the time.
11	 Misha Teramura gives the following list of lost plays related to Troy and translatio imperii, based 
on Henslowe’s records and his own findings: Hercules (with his visit to Troy, 1595 May–Nov), Troy 
(1596 June–July), Dido and Aeneas (1598 Jan), The Conquest of Brute (Day and Chettle, 1598 July–
Dec), Troy’s Revenge (Chettle, 1599 Feb–Oct), Brute Greenshield (1599 March), Troilus and Cressida 
(Chettle and Dekker, 1599 Apr), Agamemnon (Chettle and Dekker, 1599 May–June), Ferrex and Porrex 
(Haugton 1600 March–May): ‘Brute Parts: From Troy to Britain in the Rose, 1599–1600’, Lost Plays 
in Shakespeare’s England, ed. by David McInnis and Matthew Steggle (Palgrave Macmillan, 2014), 
pp. 127–47 (pp. 128–29).
12	 Tanya Pollard notes that Euripides’ Hecuba was ‘by far the most popular of the Greek plays 
printed, translated and performed in sixteenth-century Europe’; Shakespeare ‘alludes to [Hecuba] 
fifteen times by name, and additionally by status’, ‘What’s Hecuba to Hamlet?’, Renaissance Quarterly, 
65.4 (2012), pp. 1060–93 (pp. 1064, 1074); for a fuller treatment see also Pollard, Greek Tragic Women, 
pp. 117–42.
13	 I would like to thank Janice Valls-Russell for calling my attention to this aspect.
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Aeneas’ and, simultaneously, Hecuba’s feelings, leads to Hamlet’s passionate 
berating of himself in his soliloquy, calling himself a ‘dunghill idiot’ (Q1, 7.404), or 
‘rogue and peasant slave’ (Q2, ii. 2. 485; F, ii. 2. 546). After reaching an emotional 
climax, he sets on a pragmatic course of action to discover Claudius’s murderous 
deed with the help of a short play. However, the performance of the First Player, 
the curious combination of Anglo-Saxon14 and Latinate vocabulary in the speech 
itself, combined with the use of catchy and memorable phrases throughout the 
scene, from ‘mobled queen’ to ‘what an ass’, affect the ‘serious’ dramaturgical intent 
and may potentially compromise the tragic image of the grieving mother and wife, 
with a hint of self-ref lexive theatrical parody. Besides Hamlet’s well-known allusion 
to the ‘little eyases’, the Trojan matter in the Hecuba scene could also function 
as a metatheatrical jab at rival playwrights’ attitudes and styles, presenting serious 
material in a potentially parodic vein. Thus the ‘Hecuba scene’ may also indicate 
that Shakespeare could not completely escape the challenges presented by the ‘War 
of the Theatres’ even though the ‘war’ was raging mostly between Ben Jonson and 
the duo of John Marston and Thomas Dekker.

Dramaturgical Linearity and Crowd-Tickling Detours

In all three extant versions of the early modern Hamlet playtexts, the dramaturgical 
intention of the second part of ii. 2. is easy to follow.15 After meeting first Polonius, 
then Rosencrantz and Guildenstern, Hamlet welcomes the actors, talks about and 
to them as a connoisseur of theatre politics and practices in London around 1600, 
mocking the children’s companies. Then he asks for an impromptu speech from 
his favourite fictitious and elitist play, which he himself starts performing. The 
First Player steps in to continue and finish the ‘Pyrrhus speech’. The actor’s skill in 
evoking emotion in turn inspires Hamlet’s self-deprecating soliloquy, which ends 
with the pragmatic idea to ‘catch the conscience of the King’ with the performance 
of a play, in the same way that his own guilty conscience has been triggered by the 
Player’s passion. The powerful impetus of the scene comes from the rhetoric and 
the actors’ emotional power over on-stage and off-stage audiences.

First the Player’s enacted grief affects Hamlet, then Hamlet decides to follow a 
similar route with Claudius: a play’s emotional impetus should propel the murderer 
to confess. This provides a line of action that is logical and psychologically easy 
to follow. This linearity, however, is marked by crowd-pleasing detours to create 
a colourful scene: the topical references to the war of the theatres, the potential 
stylistic parody of earlier Trojan plays, alluding to episodes from Hecuba’s story in 
Marlowe’s Dido, all add metatheatrical f lesh to the dramaturgical bone, together 
with the comedy inherent in the opposition of Prince and (Fool-ish) Polonius, 
played out as a prelude to the Player’s speech. The exaggerated passion and complex 

14	 Pollard points out the significance of the Anglo-Saxon vocabulary in translating ‘Hecuba’s 
foreign and classical origins to an intimate, local setting’ (‘What’s Hecuba to Hamlet?’, p. 1062), thus 
enhancing the directness of the emotional appeal in the speech.
15	 Pollard discusses the mirroring effect of metatheatre and Hamlet’s choric role in a very 
persuasive way (‘What’s Hecuba to Hamlet?’, pp. 1082–88).
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yet expressive vocabulary of the Player’s speech may also be considered a tongue-
in-cheek imitation of the dramatic style of talented playwrights like Marlowe or 
their less gifted imitators.16 Several critics have pointed to the stylistic triangulation 
between this speech, Marlowe’s Dido and the uneven quality and archaic feel of 
Virgilian translations by Stanyhurst and Phaer-Twyne.17 Even if direct verbal 
parallels seem hard to find, such an obvious insert bears the marks of potential 
travesty, similar to the Pyramus and Thisbe insert in A Midsummer Night’s Dream.18

Metatheatrical allusions must have been highly popular, since even Q1, which 
probably stands closest to a text cut for performance, abounds in such potentially 
humorous references, praising the city ‘tragedians’ (probably, the Globe players) 
and deriding the ‘humour of children’ (7.273), who performed in the Blackfriars 
Theatre.19 This added to the comic list of dramatic genres by Corambis/Polonius, 
and to Hamlet’s light-hearted comments on the different categories of players, 
together with his more serious ref lection on actors being inf luencers of common 
opinion (‘the chronicles and brief abstracts of the time’, 7.381).20 Though the Hecuba 
speech is significantly shortened for the First Quarto, the crowd-pleasing elements, 
parodical jibes and quotable phrases to be jotted down in commonplace books or 
remembered in taverns are preserved in this version as well. Polonius’s appreciative 
remark (‘ “Mobled queen” is good. Faith, very good!’, Q1, 7.365), recorded in all 
three textual versions, alludes to the popularity of such practices.

Rhetorical Oration Versus Actors’ Performance

Rhetoric and acting share the common goal of persuasion, orator and actor often 
employing similar devices in affecting audiences. Both performative forms favour 
the ear, and in early modern England it was widely held that through the ear, one 

16	 Charles and Michelle Martindale’s reading of the scene expresses an opposite view: ‘Hamlet’s 
fondness for a play which was only acted once suggests an elitist and academic taste appropriate to 
the university-educated prince. But, while we would want to call the speech a pastiche, it should not 
be treated as parody’, Shakespeare and the Uses of Antiquity: An Introductory Essay, 2nd edn (Routledge, 
1994), p. 118. Lunney (ed.), Dido, Queen of Carthage, notes that Hamlet may be a response to Dido’s 
‘speeches of high emotion’ and their ‘moments of stunning eloquence’, p. 56.
17	 Heather James, ‘Dido’s Ear: Tragedy and the Politics of Response’, Shakespeare Quarterly, 52 
(2001), pp. 360–82; James Black, ‘Hamlet Hears Marlowe, Shakespeare Reads Virgil’, Renaissance and 
Reformation, 18 (1994), pp. 17–28. Bate sums up the general attitude to Virgil’s style succinctly in his 
Appendix: ‘the Elizabethan Virgil had a curiously archaic feel in the 1590s’ (How the Classics Made 
Shakespeare, p. 283).
18	 Bate also points out parodic intent: Shakespeare ‘deliberately brackets out the [Virgilian] epic 
voice by giving it to the Player’, since he feels it ‘undramatic’, How the Classics Made Shakespeare, p. 
143.
19	 These passages are the longest in the Folio text (F ii. 2. 337–60) defending ‘common stages’ as 
derided by Jonson in Cynthia’s Revels. The conf lict between ‘public audience’ turning to ‘private’ 
plays (Q1, 272–73) also appears in Q1. I agree with Bednarz (also quoted in Thompson and Taylor 
(eds), Hamlet, p. 498) that cutting these lines in Q2 may have been necessitated by political caution, 
Queen Anne becoming patron of the same children’s company by 1604, rather than a lack of 
popularity with the audience.
20	 This phrase is reshuff led in Q2 and F.
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may reach the heart directly. As Pollard has pointed out, the Hecuba scene is infused 
with allusions to the power of diction, since Hamlet insists first on the verbal 
part of an actor’s performance (‘We’ll have a speech straight’, ‘Come, a passionate 
speech’, ‘One speech in’t I chief ly loved’, ‘I heard thee speak me a speech once’, ii. 2. 
368–71, my italics); thus, Hecuba’s grief ‘poisons’ Aeneas and, through the Player, 
the audience as well, through the ear,21 to some extent also recalling the ‘Murder 
of Gonzago’, in which lethal poison is poured in the ear.

Effective performance by either orator or actor was often praised as bewitchment, 
which could be aligned with the rhetorical figure enargeia, the skill to make the 
audience feel that they are not so much hearing as witnessing the actual scene, their 
emotions ‘actively stirred’ to make them feel ‘present at the actual occurrence’, as 
Bate points out.22 Rhetoricians as well as actors were allowed to generate such 
powerful emotions in their audience, however, actors fared less favourably in the 
opinion of their contemporaries, as they were often despised for their ‘imitating’ 
and ‘counterfeiting’ emotion as opposed to ‘honest’ orators.23 All the Quintilian-
based oratorical treatises, like Henry Peacham’s The Garden of Eloquence (1593), 
emphasized that direct imitations were beneath the dignity of the orator and were 
to be left to the actor, those ‘expert counterfeiters of mens manners’.24 Still, there is 
little practical difference between the actor delivering a longer monologue on stage 
or an orator speaking from the pulpit with great emotion, as is shown in the Hecuba 
scene, and in Polonius’s remarks.

Hamlet’s delivery of the speech is praised by Polonius as ‘well spoken, with 
good accent and good discretion’ (ii. 2. 404–05). Indeed, Hamlet delivers his part 
of the speech (388–402) with oratorical talent: provided we can follow the complex 
phrasing, we are convinced of Pyrrhus’s wickedness, painted in black and red with 
heraldry terms (‘sable arms’; ‘total gules’), and can see defeated Troy clearly in our 
mind’s eye, with graphic adjectives and similes composing a powerful ekphrasis. 
Still, the long Latinate words and complex phrases (‘coagulate gore’), especially 
in such a dense passage, might prove tiresome for ordinary playgoers, effectively 
satirizing the ‘honest method’, straightforward and unpretentious diction, which 
Hamlet praised just a couple of lines earlier. Discrediting the words he uttered 
previously adds a touch of self-parody to the character, and may allude to his 
frenzied state of mind. In a larger context, the speech ref lects on the excesses of 
stylistic violence in Senecan plays and revenge tragedies, which also inf luenced 
translations or re-workings of Trojan material.25 Hamlet’s recital is overblown but 

21	 See Tanya Pollard, Drugs and Theatre in Early Modern England (Oxford University Press, 2005), 
pp. 137–38, on the ‘poisonous speech’, reaching the heart through the ear.
22	 Bate’s reading of the Pyrrhus speech relies on the combination of two rhetorical figures: energeia 
(evoking antique figures in motion) and enargeia (How the Classics Made Shakespeare, pp. 140–43).
23	 Andrew Gurr contends that ‘oratory claimed to be superior to acting, since orators built up the 
real emotion their words expressed inside themselves, while actors did not’, ‘Metatheatre and the 
Fear of Playing’, in Neo-Historicism: Studies in Renaissance Literature, History and Politics, ed. by Robin 
Headlam Wells, Glenn Burgess, Rowland Wymer (D. S. Brewer, 2000), pp. 91–110 (p. 99).
24	 Quoted in Evelyn Tribble, Early Modern Actors and Shakespeare’s Theatre: Thinking with the Body 
(Bloomsbury, 2019), p. 44.
25	 In his dramatization of the Trojan War in 1 and 2 Iron Age (1612–13), Thomas Heywood uses a 
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musical with melodic sound associations (‘more dismal’, ‘th’ominous horse’), which, 
combined with a strong iambic metre, could also appeal to less educated members 
of the audience in its sheer musicality, even if they might not have understood the 
full meaning of such complex phrases. Marlowe (and Nashe) could easily delight 
in such complicated diction, but they were writing Dido for an elitist audience, 
enjoying performances by the Children of the Queen’s Chapel fifteen years earlier 
— the varied audience at the Globe around 1600 required different performative 
and authorial attitudes to ensure box-office success.

Since Hamlet primarily appears as an orator here, his speech suffers from being 
unaided by the variety of actors’ devices. Therefore, Hamlet’s stopping in mid-line 
(‘So proceed you’, ii. 2. 403) and Polonius’s quick line of praise come as refreshing 
change, allowing the audience a brief respite from trying to grasp the meaning of 
a highly complex speech. In addition, Polonius’s servility in his praise of Hamlet’s 
oratorical skill, coming as sudden relief from the emotional burden of tragedy, 
confirms his position as the comic butt in the scene.26

The First Player takes up Hamlet’s cue with wonderful timing; the audience’s 
imagination and compassion have already been worked on by the orator’s (Hamlet’s) 
skill, and brief ly alleviated by Polonius’s remark — by now they have reached 
an emotionally relaxed state, highly receptive to new experiences. A professional 
actor recognizes this opportunity, so the Player continues. His ‘painting’ of the 
murderous deed of Pyrrhus contains more action-related description and is phrased 
in a slightly less convoluted style, with a greater number of short Anglo-Saxon 
words. His mythological references are applied in a phrasing easy to understand: 
the gist of the simile of ‘never did the Cyclops’ hammer fall | On Mars’s armour, 
forged for proof eterne | With less remorse’ (427–29) may be followed even without 
knowing precisely who Mars or Cyclops are. Although such ‘big’ names as Venus or 
Mars circulated freely in ballads and other popular material, the ordinary hammer 
and armour graphically suggest the implied action even to those who have never 
heard of them. Groundlings could giggle at hearing the phrase ‘strumpet (Fortune)’, 
and nod at the image of the wheel with broken spokes: they could react easily 
to concepts and images taken from their daily lives rather than from humanist 
education (‘Hyrcanian beast’). While descriptive phrases originating in heraldry 
may have f lown above their heads (and ears) as fancy phrases their betters used and 
understood, action and ordinary concepts could fire their imagination and com
passion easily.

Polonius’s infamous remark (‘This is too long’), and Hamlet’s curt and uncivil 
retort (‘It shall to the barber’s with your beard. Prithee say on — he’s for a jig, or 
a tale of bawdry, or he sleeps’, 436–38) present a multi-layered theatrical moment. 
The audience may take both sides; however, in either case, it is a win-win situation 
for Hamlet. While some may agree that the speech was too long, Polonius takes 

style ‘fusing vernacular and classical language’ (Teramura, ‘Brute Parts’, p. 133).
26	 Jeremy Lopez also notes how the audience, ‘having been taught that nothing Polonius says can 
be taken seriously’, is inclined to laugh whenever he intervenes, Theatrical Convention and Audience 
Response (Cambridge University Press, 2003), p. 14.
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the brunt, sparing them. Therefore, they may feel relieved that Polonius uttered 
what they had in mind while remaining safe from direct criticism. Or, some may 
laugh at Polonius’s lack of appreciation and side with Hamlet, whose elitist stance 
on jigs and tales of bawdy at this point (counterbalancing his own use of ballads 
and bawdy elsewhere) might delight the more educated members of the audience. 
Such members in the audience may nod in appreciation at mythological references. 
In both cases, the audience’s self-assurance may remain unharmed.27

Hecuba’s Tears and the Actor’s Metamorphosis

The final part of the speech, focusing on Hecuba’s grief, represents the peak of com
passion in the Troy-related performance, even though the Player returns to complex 
vocabulary, prefaced by the short interaction about the ‘mobled queen’ (440). The 
Folio’s emendation to ‘inobled’, points to the fact that although its meaning as 
‘muff led’ or ‘veiled’ might have been clear to the select few, as Thompson and 
Taylor remark, ‘generations of playgoers must have found it a vaguely impressive 
word without knowing what it meant’.28 However, impressive phrases, even with 
some vagueness in meaning, like ‘mobled queen’ or ‘bisson rheum’ (444), could 
affect any member of the audience regardless of education, especially if supported 
and elucidated by the actor’s intonation and gestures. Their approximate meaning 
could be easily inferred from the immediate context, all the more so since they 
exuded an onomatopoeic musicality. Like a poem in a partly understood foreign 
language, the emotional content of these words could be successfully conveyed 
when related by an able actor. Thus, the pain of an old mother, who suffered the 
unbearable loss of her family, could elicit sympathetic audience response, even if 
they were unfamiliar with Hecuba as a Greek tragic heroine.29

For the educated, however, mention of Hecuba already signified the power of 
tragedy to move. Sidney’s well-known reference to the force of theatrical per
formance making tyrants weep, in Apology for Poetry, was based on a Plutarch 
translation that referred to Hecuba.30 As Pollard points out, Hecuba, and Greek 
tragic women in general, served as ‘conductors for a kind of affective electricity’, 
enabling a ‘sympathetic transfer of emotions between bodies’.31

The Player’s eminence as an actor in transmitting emotion is emphasized by 

27	 Cook also emphasizes how in the theatre the audience is often at the mercy of competing claims 
for their empathy, ‘For Hecuba or for Hamlet’, pp. 77–78.
28	 Thompson and Taylor (eds), Hamlet, p. 301.
29	 Cook draws attention to the ‘social emotional contagion’ and ‘automatic mirroring’ present in 
the theatre, ‘For Hecuba or for Hamlet’, p. 82; for a fuller discussion of such issues see McConachie, 
Engaging Audiences.
30	 ‘Sidney similarly, if less directly, cited Euripides’ Hecuba as an example of “how much [tragedy] 
can move”, in retelling Plutarch’s account of the play’s impact on “the abominable tyrant Alexander 
Pheraeus, from whose eyes a tragedy well made and represented drew abundance of tears” ’, Pollard, 
Greek Tragic Women, p. 8. This idea linking Hecuba’s female tragic revenge and Hamlet’s male 
‘unpregnant’ one forms the basis of her detailed analysis of the scene in the chapter ‘What’s Hecuba 
to Him?’ (pp. 117–42). However, she only deals with metatheatrical issues tangentially.
31	 Pollard, Greek Tragic Women, pp. 7, 8.
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the remark of Polonius, the on-stage spectator: ‘Look where he has not turned his 
colour and has tears in’s eyes. — Prithee, no more!’ In effect, it appears to achieve 
a unifying cathartic moment, aligning onstage and offstage audiences. Even if 
the ‘spectatorial turn’ in modern theory mostly insists on the particularity and 
diffused nature of audience reaction,32 I argue that the Hecuba scene demonstrates 
two distinct forms of audience engagement: one, when there are several positions 
offered to sympathize with, a kind of multi-layered effect; second, a unifying 
feeling of following the actor’s emotional journey at its highest emotional peaks 
and in Hamlet’s direct address to the audience. As Nashe records in a contemporary 
account of the audience’s response to the Shakespearean performance of Talbot’s 
death in 1 Henry VI, he was to ‘have his bones new embalmed with the tears of ten 
thousand spectators at least (at several times), who, in the tragedian that represents 
his person, imagine they behold him fresh bleeding’.33

Even if there is no scholarly consensus regarding the exact positioning of 
Elizabethan acting on the spectrum of different practices, from formal-stylized to 
illusionistic-psychologically realistic acting ‘in character’, it seems undeniable that 
some form of Stanislavskian ‘personation’ was present.34 Lead actors, who did not 
double their parts, were especially famous for emotionally inf luencing the audience 
with their ability to metamorphose into the character,35 as is clear from reports of the 
boy-actor playing Desdemona inducing tears to praises of Burbage’s achievements in 
characterization.36 Therefore, we are inclined to take Polonius’s words at face value 
(especially since Hamlet repeats this claim later): the First Player’s physiological 
transformation persuasively signals his ‘being in character’, his psychophysical 
transformation into an eye-witness of tragedy, while also transforming the audience 
into eye-witnesses of heartfelt grief. The English (Hapgoodian) term ‘personation’ 
is a little misleading, since Stanislavski’s original Russian word is perezhivanie, 
which means a ‘living-through’ of emotions, penetrating the life (zhizn) of that 
Other, the character. Whether the Shakespearean actor achieved this by using the 

32	 ‘We need an approach to reception dynamics that will pay much closer attention to the 
individual spectator, and to the range of possible variations of impact and response within any 
given audience that a particular scene or action might provoke’, McGavin and Walker, Imagining 
Spectatorship, p. 18.
33	 Thomas Nashe, Pierce Pennilesse, 1592, sig. H2r, in modern spelling Thomas Nashe, The 
Unfortunate Traveller and Other Works, ed. by J. B. Steane (Penguin, 1972), p. 113.
34	 For the purposes of this chapter, I only refer to this notion of Stanislavski, leaving aside other 
principles, like ‘continuous characterization, an organic connection between scenes, the need to 
develop an inner life for the role, a consistent through-line of action’, William Worthen, Shakespeare 
and the Authority of Performance (Cambridge University Press, 1997), p. 212.
35	 See Steggle’s reference to this debate, Laughing and Weeping, p. 42. Andrew Gurr emphasizes 
that Burbage’s ‘personation’, relying largely on Shakespeare’s ability to create non-stereotyped roles 
for the leading actor, and the fact that he was spared the doubling of roles, which ‘left little time for 
tricks of characterization’ for most other actors, became one of the most lasting assets of the Lord 
Chamberlain’s and King’s Men, The Shakespearean Company, 1594–1642 (Cambridge University Press, 
2004), pp. 14–16.
36	 The boy actor who played Desdemona in the King’s Men production made the audience cry in 
1610 during a performance in Oxford (Henry Jackson’s account as quoted in Steggle, Laughing and 
Weeping, p. 88).
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Stanislavskian ‘magic if ’ and ‘emotion memory’, recalling an episode of grief or 
pain from his personal past, or with the help of any other method, is less relevant 
than the effect he had on the onstage and offstage audiences. The Globe audience 
must have been as moved as Polonius,37 and Hamlet’s seeming indifference (‘’Tis 
well’) and sudden switch to pragmatic issues (catering for the actors, preparations 
for the Murder of Gonzago) could be interpreted as an attempt to conceal his feelings, 
which he reveals later in his soliloquy.

Besides the emotional effect of the Player’s recital of Hecuba’s grief, there is a hint 
of self-conscious, tongue-in-cheek irony in Hamlet/Burbage’s (or any other star 
actor’s) comparing himself to and praising another actor for the f lawless ‘personation’ 
he himself is famous for. This may have functioned as a comic in-joke between the 
company and their usual audience at the Globe, who, according to Andrew Gurr, 
shared an almost intimate familiarity (comparable to today’s audience preference 
for a specific theatre’s acting style and repertoire), which ‘helped to generate the 
sort of metatheatrical alertness that the company exploited’.38 The Hecuba scene 
feeds on such ‘metatheatrical alertness’. In the soliloquy, the Hamletian ‘dream 
of passion’39 mirrors the Player’s, resulting in the same changed complexion and 
heartfelt emotions (instead of Hecuba’s grief, Hamlet’s guilt-induced remorse and 
self-debasing anger), probably with the actor even re-producing similar gestures.

The Player is in a peculiar position: he is first defined as a professional actor with 
no personalized identity, then transforms into a dramatic character (Aeneas) at the 
will of Hamlet, reciting the speech of ‘Aeneas’ tale to Dido’, creating a mise-en-abyme 
effect with Hamlet and Polonius as onstage audience. When it comes to Hecuba, his 
identity is even more complicated: in part, he remains Aeneas, an eye-witness and 
co-sufferer of Troy’s fall, but he also becomes Hecuba in taking over her grief.40 For 
a powerful transmission of emotion, the Player should turn into Hecuba to share 
and perform her grief to make ‘milch the burning eyes of heaven | And passion in 
the gods’ (455–56). One might argue that the Player’s tears rather ref lect Aeneas’ 
commiseration;41 but since the actor has one and the same body, pragmatically he 
must also identify with the source of the emotion to be transmitted, with Hecuba. 
To elicit the sympathy of the audience, who are eye-witnesses to an eye-witness’s 

37	 Lopez also points out that at a certain point of the Player’s speech, ‘the audience stops thinking 
sardonically and begins to take it seriously’, Theatrical Convention, pp. 14–15.
38	 Gurr, The Shakespearean Company, p. 15.
39	 According to Astington, this ‘dream of passion’ is the Elizabethan equivalent of how the actor 
employs Stanislavski’s emotion memory, Actors and Acting in Shakespeare’s Time, p. 16. However, 
he insists on how it remains ‘a display of emotional reaction which stimulates sympathetic feeling, 
but which is ultimately insubstantial and illusory’, pp. 140–42. Even though without long rehearsal 
periods and time allowed for character immersion in the Stanislavskian/method-actor manner early 
modern actors could not have digested their role as thoroughly, however, without a certain degree 
of emotional truth in their performance, they could not have become so successful.
40	 Gurr denies this, insisting that the early modern audience ‘rarely lost sight of that duality 
[between player and his role], as we so willingly do now’, ‘Metatheatre and the Fear of Playing’, p. 
96. In his view, everybody at the Globe watched plays with a high degree of intellectual awareness, 
resulting in an almost Brechtian detachment from the emotional power of the plays, p. 103.
41	 Steggle bases his analysis on the simpler duality of player and character Aeneas (Laughing and 
Weeping, p. 53) as opposed to my contention of a greater complexity in layers of personation.
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account, Hecuba’s pain must be felt to be ‘real’ on stage.42 Although Hamlet 
comments on the Player’s ‘personation’ of Aeneas (‘What’s Hecuba to him, or he to 
her, | That he should weep for her’ ii. 2. 494–95), seen from a pragmatic point of 
view, the actor’s passion originates in Hecuba herself, as the epitome of grief, not 
in her story. The imagination of the actor kindles the imagination of the audience: 
if the Player can imagine the suffering of Hecuba, he will be able to transmit this 
passion to the audience. In Thomas Palmer’s phrasing, such audience participation 
was not rare: ‘Like Scenes, we shifted Passions, and that so, | Who only came to 
see, turned Actors too’.43

Finally, Hamlet’s passionate soliloquy is replete with phrases and concepts still 
in use in actor training (‘his whole function suiting | With forms to his conceit’, 
‘motive [...] for passion’, 491–93, 496).44 Hamlet starts with an unfavourable com
parison between himself and the Player, falling into self-debasement (‘rogue and 
peasant slave’, ‘dunghill idiot slave’ Q1, 7.404), then he praises good acting and 
describes the ‘over-exaggerating’ actor, which he then becomes with his own 
overblown passion, until he ref lects on himself and finds serenity and purpose in 
devising the theatrical trap for Claudius. Such Protean changes within a soliloquy 
show in miniature what Lois Potter and Evelyn Tribble have suggested regarding 
Burbage’s Hamlet, that the part was ‘purposely written as a vehicle for the display 
of actorly skill, a tour de force of variety that could be set against Alleyn’s Hieronimo’ 
in the recent revival of Kyd’s play by the Lord Admiral’s company in 1600.45 
Paradoxically, it is the moment of craftily ‘overblown’ acting when modern-day 
Hamlets often have their most direct effect on the audience, like Mark Rylance in 
the Globe Hamlet (dir. Giles Block, 2000), as Bridget Escolme points out,46 or Csaba 
Polgár in the Örkény Theatre production (2014), both of whom directly challenged 
the audience to answer the questions ‘Am I a coward? | Who calls me villain?’ 
(506–07). The direct interaction of the audience, Rylance’s ‘mock-fight’ or ‘pub 
brawl’ (in Escolme’s words) and Polgár’s sporting a gun, challenging members of the 
audience to take it and shoot at him (which almost happened on one occasion, when 
a teenage audience member walked up to him and took his gun), is part and parcel 
of the direct emotional transfer that expert actors effect, and which Shakespeare 
included in his words.

42	 Based on her research on the relationship between theatre and cognitive sciences, Cook also 
confirms that ‘it is only through accessing the actor’s own emotions that he or she can portray the 
emotions of a character’, ‘For Hecuba or for Hamlet’, p. 74. Bridget Escolme, Emotional Excess on the 
Shakespearean Stage (Bloomsbury, 2014), agrees that ‘the actor is both a creator and feeler of passion’, 
p. 156.
43	 As quoted in Steggle, Laughing and Weeping, p. 92. Although Palmer’s verse appeared in the 
Beaumont-Fletcher Folio (1647), and praised their ‘Tragicke Muse’, it aptly describes what happens 
during the Hecuba speech to the audience.
44	 Present-day actors’ manuals are still reliant on such terms, see Rick Kemp, Embodied Acting: 
What Neuroscience Tells Us about Performance (Routledge, 2012) and Declan Donnellan, The Actor and 
the Target (Nick Hern Books, 2005).
45	 Potter as quoted in Tribble, Early Modern Actors, p. 140.
46	 Bridget Escolme, Talking to the Audience: Shakespeare, Performance, Self (Routledge, 2005), pp. 
70–72.
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The meta-cognitive awareness of actors, ‘identifying’ with a role, and their 
emotional effect on the audience still present a mystery, which is investigated by 
many, with approaches ranging from cognitive sciences to actors’ manuals.47 In my 
view, one of the most illuminating contributions is Ralph Richardson’s. Drawing 
on his own experience, he describes the work of expert actors as driving four 
horses at a time: focusing on the practised movements, listening to the audience, 
adding impromptu details to the well-rehearsed part, and ‘living what’s happening’ 
in one part of their minds. Managing all ‘these layers of attention in real time’ 
means existing in the form of a ‘controlled dream’.48 Shakespeare, as an actor and 
playwright, provides valuable commentary on such issues in the Hecuba scene.

Hecuba in Hungary

In the theatrical season of 2017–19, the Budapest stage was ruled by two Hamlet 
productions by established and paradigm-setting theatres: István Örkény Theatre 
and Vígszínház (Comedy Theatre). Both Vígszínház and Örkény Theatre are 
popular repertory theatres in Budapest, with their own distinctive styles and 
audiences. Vígszínház, located in a beautiful late nineteenth-century building, 
focuses mostly on having a popular appeal with quality drama and a more 
traditional approach, entertaining the largest theatre audience in Budapest (c. a 
thousand seats) every day. Örkény Theatre is a smaller venue, a former cinema 
theatre (c. 400 seats), which primarily targets an intellectual audience and offers 
experimental stagings, while remaining audience-friendly in its theatrical methods. 
Although Örkény Theatre’s Hamlet, directed by László Bagossy, premiered years 
earlier (21 March 2014), it has proved such a success that even more recent and 
innovative Shakespeare productions by the same theatre company (1 and 2 Henry 
IV ) could not overshadow its popularity, enjoying a five-year run. Vígszínház 
presented their rival version on 1 October 2017, directed by Enikő Eszenyi, clearly 
in response to the former production. The setting for both is a modernized Danish 
court: the basic constituent of Bagossy’s mise-en-scène is the stage fashioned as 
football stadium grandstand, whereas Eszenyi’s interpretation is based on the idea of 
a militaristic and corrupted country, led by the aff luent royal couple, with Claudius 
as an ageing slick playboy, his hair in a bun, carrying oversized tumblers of wine. 
Besides differences in directorial interpretation, their treatment of the Hecuba 
speech indicates two possible alternatives for the modern stage, mostly focusing on 
metatheatrical questioning regarding the actor’s art and the effect on the audience, 
since Troy appears only in the words and imagination of actors and audience.

Bagossy’s Hamlet is peculiar in its mixture of different acting styles,49 achieving 

47	 Perhaps the most informative studies are those that combine theory with (personal) practice, like 
Lutterbie and Kemp. The cognitive turn employs intriguing concepts like ‘embodied simulation’, 
‘conceptual blending’ and ‘mirror neurons’. An investigation of the relationship between these 
theoretical approaches and the Hecuba scene lies outside the scope of this chapter.
48	 Richardson as quoted in Tribble, Early Modern Actors, p. 10.
49	 Bagossy’s directorial attitude and Brechtian changes in his productions of The Tempest 
and Hamlet are analysed in detail by Gabriella Reuss, ‘The Chair Leg and the Stadium’, Cahiers 
Élisabéthains, 95 (2018), pp. 1–16.
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a lasting effect on the audience, which is partly due to the directness of the actors’ 
emotional appeal, utilizing the relative smallness of Örkény Theatre. Bagossy cast 
Csaba Polgár, a popular and very energetic young actor, as Hamlet, and László 
Gálffi, an aristocratic-looking, highly acclaimed older actor, as Ghost and First 
Player (as well as Gravedigger/Clown). The Hecuba scene was kept, with a strongly 
comedic metatheatrical focus. The Players arrived in stagehand black, led by two 
ageing, well-known actors ( Judit Pogány and Gálffi) from the top of the grandstand. 
Their entrance set the serio-comic tone of the scene: Hamlet’s welcome ‘How are 
you?’ was answered by Pogány’s self-ironical shrug and an inserted colloquial line 
(‘Well, you can see...’), which elicited laughter from the audience, humorously 
alluding to the poverty of brilliant but financially unrewarded actors in Hungary. 
When Hamlet started the speech, he was kindly but firmly interrupted by Gálffi’s 
First Player, who corrected his scansion of the line, with his finger beating out 
the pentameter, then listened with a tutor’s patient and fatherly interest. Hamlet’s 
delivery of the Pyrrhus speech sounded like that of an enthusiastic amateur actor, 
kindly patronized by the professional Player, who mouthed some words of Hamlet’s 
speech, then they finished the lines together in good humour, with Polonius’s 
remark eliciting further laughter from the audience. While Hamlet’s delivery of 
the speech was passionate and heartfelt, his already ‘antic’ appearance (with tutu, 
sunf lower, and smeared red lipstick on his face) potentially undermined the tragic 
effect.

Gálffi’s telling of ‘Aeneas’ tale to Dido’ also worked on the audience in an 
ambiguous way: he started softly, sitting on a grandstand seat, his voice and 
emotional engagement with the passion of Hecuba becoming stronger line by line. 
The emotional impact, however, was soon undercut by Polonius’s (Imre Csuja) 
noisily searching for candy in his pockets, then with his phone ringing, and his 
answering ‘I can’t now, I’m in the theatre’. Unfazed by all this, Gálffi continued 
building up the emotional momentum of the speech, effectively giving the 
appearance of a world-weary actor, who gets carried away with both the passion 
of Hecuba and that of his art, till he finally stood up, supported by one-toned 
majestic music and ended the Hecuba speech in full emotional perezhivanie, his 
throat constricting, almost choking on the final words, with the other (female) 
Player (Pogány) finishing the speech for him. Hamlet, as well as the audience, 
seemed mesmerized for a moment,50 witnessing the full perezhivanie of the actor and 
sympathizing with his/Hecuba’s/Aeneas’s passionate grief. Only Polonius looked 
unshaken, but remained silent. However, the cathartic moment was broken by the 
Player’s self-ironical but sad comment, as he stepped out of his role: ‘That’s all for 
now. On an empty stomach’.51

Bagossy’s directorial choices also allowed for a multi-layered performance and 
reception of Hamlet’s soliloquy later in the scene. Polgár started the monologue 

50	 I watched this production four times; what I rely on here is my personal experience of sitting 
in the auditorium on 29 April 2019.
51	 Reuss argues that Gálffi’s diction is symptomatic of an old-fashioned theatrical style and is 
‘a fine piece of stylized declamation’ (‘The Chair Leg and the Stadium’, p. 11); however, I am not 
convinced that his performance lacks emotional power.
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in an emotionally charged way, with the auditorium lights on, as close to the 
audience as possible. Then he moved back to mid-stage and repeated the same lines 
with over-exaggerated gestures, and finished the speech coming downstage to 
the audience, addressing them even more directly and provoking them to answer 
the question ‘Am I a coward?’, even improvising some potential ‘answers’ (‘Look, 
he’s right, he’s a coward’; ‘I’m so disgusting, it makes me throw up, too’). His self-
debasing passion was over the top but delivered in such a relatable, angry-teenager-
next-door fashion that it made empathy possible. Finally, he stepped out of his role 
and let the curtain fall for the interval, with the words: ‘Let’s go to the theatre 
then’, in Ádám Nádasdy’s recent Hungarian translation of ‘the play’s the thing’. 
Consequently, Bagossy’s Hamlet used the emotional and metatheatrical potential of 
the Hecuba scene to its highest effect, in a multi-layered and innovative way. Even 
though present-day Hungarian audiences know very little of the story of Hecuba 
(and no stagecraft was provided to learn anything about her), she was employed in 
creating the theatrical effect of the scene successfully.

Eszenyi’s directorial approach in Vígszínház productions may be criticized for 
several reasons, mostly for her lack of a coherent, overarching reading of the plays she 
stages, but her treatment of the Hecuba scene proved quite original.52 For Hamlet, 
she made good use of Vígszínház’s huge stage, which could easily house a military 
jeep and a three-metre-high transformable glass-metal cube. Nevertheless, the most 
effective moment of the production, resulting in total silence in the auditorium, was 
the speech of the First Player (Károly Hajduk). With the auditorium lights on, he 
arrived quietly in shabby clothes and started reciting one of the best-known anti-
authoritarian poems of Hungarian literature, Attila József ’s Levegőt! [A Breath of 
Air!], which was written in 1935 but still speaks to Hungarians.53 It is a poem every 
schoolchild must learn by heart, it is included in the GCSE curriculum every year, 
and several of its lines are quoted incessantly about how our hearts are not simple 
data to be filed away, and how freedom and true order originates and lives on in 
the soul, even in the face of outer chaos and tyranny. In this locally meaningful 
and politicized substitution of the Hecuba speech, the simple but heartfelt recital of 
the poem was emotionally as effective as the Trojan queen’s grief, our and Hamlet’s 
tragedy becoming comparable to the tragedy of Hecuba both on a personal and a 
political level.

*  *  *  *  *

The Hecuba scene holds numerous opportunities for today’s theatre, its intricate 
intertextual and metatheatrical matrix offering many possibilities a present-day 

52	 For a fuller treatment of Eszenyi’s Hamlet, and Attila József ’s poem (‘a data protection poem’) 
re-shaping the position and identity of spectators in the light of recent political scandals and data 
leaks, see Zsolt Almási, ‘A néző identitása: Mi József Attila Hamletnek?’ [The Identity of the 
Spectator: What’s Attila József to Hamlet?], Bárka, 5 (2018) <http://www.barkaonline.hu/esszek-
tanulmanyok/6507-a-nez--identitasa--mi-jozsef-attila-hamletnek>, publication date 27 November 
2018 [accessed 3 August 2019].
53	 For John Bátki’s translation, see artist Diane Sophrin’s webpage: <https://dianesophrin.com/
tag/a-breath-of-air/>.
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performance may benefit from, instead of simply cutting the scene, which is not 
unusual. Shakespeare created a scene that caters for multi-layered performances 
and equally multi-layered audience reception. It comments on the actor’s complex 
metamorphosis as Player/Aeneas/Hecuba, exemplifying ‘the actor’s capacity to 
embody myth’.54 As Jonathan Bate points out, what happens here is not only energeia, 
a rhetorical method to ‘evoke antique figures in motion’, it also works as enargeia, 
the orator’s, poet’s actor’s gift or skill of imagination ‘to make the audience feel that 
they are not so much hearing as witnessing the “actual scene” ’.55 In addition, this 
emotional transfer of emotions via words is combined with meaningful comments 
on the actor’s art then and now, highlighting the ways emotions are called forth 
both in actor and audience.

54	 Florence March and Nathalie Vienne-Guerrin, ‘Introduction’, Cahiers Élisabéthains, Mythologising 
Shakespeare — A European Perspective, 90 (2016), pp. 7–18 (p. 13).
55	 Bate, How the Classics Made Shakespeare, p. 30.
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Decolonizing the Narrative of Troy: 
The Trojan Women as a Textual Template 

for Drama Therapy and Community 
Engagement with Syrian Refugees

Myla Skeiker and Fadi Skeiker

As a bilingual family, we use our two primary languages throughout our daily lives, 
both in the home and outside in public without intentional exceptions. To that end, 
we speak both Arabic and English whether we are walking down the streets of our 
neighbourhood, having coffee at our local café, or riding on public transportation. 
Outside of the comforts of our community, we use both languages when we 
are at airports, on airplanes, and when we are going through border control 
checkpoints. It is, indeed, fascinating to observe people’s reactions to hearing a 
‘foreign’ language, depending on the context. The reactions of others may range 
from curious questions such as ‘what language are you speaking?’ to rude looks and 
aggressive or hostile behaviour.

As ethnographers, one pattern we have both identified is that language use 
will generate different reactions, not based on the language itself but based on the 
context in which it is being spoken. We learned very quickly that using Arabic 
in small local airports, for example, might not be welcomed and might produce 
unnecessary extra security checks. Unfortunately, one consequence of globalization 
is that languages themselves have become political, and the simple act of speaking 
a particular language in a specific environment may generate negative reactions. 
We discovered that speaking English loudly in Europe might be interpreted as rude 
and stereotypically ‘American’, while using Arabic in a local grocery store in a small 
town might generate open hostility. This hostility or any converse welcomeness 
is not to be associated with the habitus of small-town residents. Rather, there are 
multiple other factors such as economics, local politics, or contemporaneous political 
media reporting that create a correlation between the language we are using and an 
individual’s reaction to hearing that language in public. For example, the hostility 
to hearing Arabic in a small German town can be contrasted with the fascination of 
hearing Arabic in a small town in Portugal. In both instances, the community may 
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be generational and insular, but there are more contested arguments about Syrian 
refugees and their presence and numbers in Germany than in Portugal.

We bring these observations as an opening to this chapter, as an invitation to 
the reader to contemplate their own language performance in public space and to 
contemplate what it means to present the self in a public space that is not yours. The 
Trojan Women Project is working against the kind of distrust and fear that many 
immigrants experience from host community members. What we introduce here, 
and will explore later, is the idea that host communities, while largely sympathetic 
and welcoming, are also wary and occasionally afraid. What we know is that 
applied theatre and theatre in general can be an excellent vehicle for promoting 
understanding, compassion, and acceptance between host community members and 
the refugees settling into that society. We also share these ideas in introduction to 
the issues of postcolonialism that we are exploring in this chapter as we consider 
the use of classical, Western-centric literature about Troy in work conducted with 
Syrian refugees. Just as the f luent use of English in Western contexts provides 
an acceptable platform for two non-white ‘foreigners’ to gain social standing in 
Western contexts, we ask whether Western templates are required to gain similar 
recognition for social justice projects. Ref lecting on the widespread contemporary 
use of drama as a therapeutic and social-emotional treatment for the trauma of 
displacement, we consider whether Euripides’ The Trojan Women and other Western 
scripts are suitable templates for the work of drama therapy and social engagement 
in the context of female Syrian refugees. The Trojan Women Project, a multi-
faceted stage and documentary-producing organization that partners with Syrian 
refugees to create content for social change is the objective focus of our inquiry. 
Postcolonial theory will ground our exploration, as we consider the geographic and 
historic connections between the world of Bronze Age Troy and the pre-war region 
occupied by millions of now-displaced Syrians and what asking them to reinvent 
and perform a work such as Euripides’ The Trojan Women implies.

Postcolonial Perspectives

The Trojan Women Project takes its name from Euripides’ play and is carried over 
from the first drama therapy workshop and documentary production, Syria: Trojan 
Women in which a group of Syrian refugees in Jordan prepared to present an Arabic 
translation of The Trojan Women. In the years that followed, the project has morphed 
into a multi-layered organization that uses drama therapy to address the trauma of 
dislocation, and also as a platform to share the stories of Syrian refugees.

It would be impossible for us to consider the connections between Euripides’ The 
Trojan Women and The Trojan Women Project without a postcolonial lens. Syrian 
women, coming from the Global South in which — though politically sectarian 
— the patriarchy of Islam dominates the social context, are firmly categorized as 
Subaltern, as best described by Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak and Estefanía Peñafiel 
Loaiza; the added variable of being displaced only compounds the multiple conditions 
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that frame their other-ness in the public sphere.1 Given the nature of The Trojan 
Women Project and its secondary goal of bringing public attention to the plight of 
Syrian refugees, we turn to the central quandary regarding women of the Global 
South in postcolonial contexts: can the presentation of subaltern voices (re)present 
their experiences? Further, is the location of the voice of the subaltern within the 
context of the Western literary canon an act of epistemic violence or does the 
Western literary context allow those voices as holding meaning, agency, and power 
within their own geopolitical situation? Such analysis also ref lects Edward Said’s 
problematization of the nature of how narratives of oppression are built.2

Asif Majid, a postcolonial performance scholar, presents an alternative perspective 
on the concept of ‘giving voice’ to oppressed or subaltern individuals and 
communities.3 Majid complicates the notion of voicing especially when applying 
Western references, performances and methodologies to the narratives of the 
oppressed or subaltern. These oppressed groups may include those who are second-
class citizens within Western communities, such as people of colour, LGBTQ+ 
communities, natives of the land, or residents or refugees of the Global South. 
Majid rejects the terminology ‘giving voice’ which implements inherent power 
dynamics in favour of Westerners. Instead, he favours using the term ‘enforcing 
listening’. Cultural practices of the West, Majid claims, are not a solution for the 
other, but for the Westerners themselves in providing opportunities for them to 
actually listen.

In an analysis of the Syria: Trojan Women sub-project, Christa Blackmon describes 
the connection between the Greek play and the current trauma of Syrian refugees. 
Developing this connection, Blackmon notes that the play helps the audience to 
‘understand the universality and timelessness of struggle’ by raising Troy as an 
iconic symbol that might come across as a simple or even naive attempt to appeal 
to the Western mind.4 There is a general sense amongst Syrians, refugees or not, 
that the world has abandoned Syria. Most Syrians believe that there is no serious 
effort on the international level to end the war and its subsequent embargo, and 
this perpetuates the belief cycle that they are left alone to deal with the war’s 
repercussions. Further, the West accepts a small portion of the total externally 
displaced refugee population. A 2018 Pew report indicates that of the worldwide 13 
million Syrian refugees, fewer than 800,000 have been settled by all Western nations 
combined (this figure excludes Turkey which is a non-EU member).5 In the context 

1	 Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak and Estefanía Peñafiel Loaiza, Can the Subaltern Speak? (Afterall 
Books, 2020).
2	 Edward Said, ‘Permission to Narrate’, Journal of Palestinian Studies, 13.3 (1984), doi:10.2307/2536688 
[accessed 6 October 2024].
3	 Asif Majid, ‘Does Western Performance Give Voice?’, Arts & International Affairs, 2.2 (2017), pp. 
72–73, doi:10.18278/aia.2.2.20 [accessed 6 October 2024].
4	 Christa Blackmon, ‘Breaking the Fourth Wall: Theater as Human Rights Activism’, 
OpenGlobalRights, <https://www.openglobalrights.org/breaking-the-fourth-wall-theater-as-
human-rights-activism/> [accessed 4 October 2024].
5	 Phillip Connor, ‘Where Syrian Refugees Have Resettled Worldwide’, Pew Research Center, 27 
September 2021, <https://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2018/01/29/where-displaced-syrians-
have-resettled/> [accessed 4 October 2024].
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of this sense of apathy from the West, the project utilizes Troy as a symbol that 
Westerners can connect with, reminding them that this happened in the past, it is 
happening now to Syrians, and it might happen in the future to anyone, including 
themselves. The anti-war appeal of Troy as a symbol becomes a necessity, a last 
resort, a call for action in the midst of ‘universal and timeless’ apathy in relation to 
the Syrian war. One limitation of The Trojan Women Project is its basis within 
a Western framework to effectively engage audiences and the absence of a Syrian 
or Arab lens. In a 2014 article in the Financial Times, co-founder Charlotte Eagar 
wrote that she and her husband, William Stirling, ‘[both] classicists, knew how 
appropriate The Trojan Women would be’ for a drama therapy project with Syrian 
refugees:

‘I remembered all the Syrian women I had met,’ she continued, ‘and all 
those refugees of previous wars I encountered in my old life as a foreign 
correspondent. Their grief at the lives they had lost; their frustration at not 
being able to tell their stories to the world’.6

The template of The Trojan Women created avenues for dialogue, and those paths 
were better than the roadblocks that Syrian refugees and other Global South refugee 
populations had previously faced. However, the argument that the stories of the 
Trojan women and the Syrian women align, and the presentation of this argument 
wrapped in a humanitarian narrative, is not always helpful to understanding the 
complexity of the problematic relationship between the West and the Global South. 
Thus, this project yields directly to the need for a Western framework to give voice 
to oppressed, refugee women from the Global South. Between 2011 and 2015, 
Syrians were desperate to tell their stories to audiences both within and without the 
Arab world. In this context, applying the postcolonial lens of Asif Majid may bring 
some hope and actual agency to the Syrian women through the enforced listening 
of Western audiences, a feat this project seems to have accomplished.

Historic Troy and the Literature of the Trojan War

Richard Overy explains that though common throughout pre-and post-historical 
humanity, no evidence exists that war-making is a human necessity; rather, 
archaeological records suggest that a number of pre- and post-historic societies 
existed for centuries without evidence of conf lict.7 There are, Overy argues, a 
variety of likely causes of war; driving forces may include a biological drive to 
secure the resources for survival, religion in both its spiritual and political forms, 
and ‘wars of hubris’, even in an age of humanity that privileges rationalism over 
natural impulses.8

6	 Charlotte Eagar, ‘Syrian Refugees Stage Euripides’ “The Trojan Women” ’, Financial Times, 3 
January 2014, <https://www.ft.com/content/858d0bbc-7205–11e3-bff7–00144feabdc0> [accessed 6 
October 2024].
7	 R. J. Overy, A History of War in 100 Battles (Oxford University Press, 2014).
8	 Overy, A History of War.
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Regardless, humans have waged and engaged in war and colonialism for all of 
recorded history. Despite our understanding of war and involuntary displacement 
as part of human enterprise, we are still deeply affected by the occurrence of both. 
In the twenty-first century, the most concrete exemplification of the wide-ranging 
impacts of war on a population, particularly in the number of persons either 
temporarily or permanently displaced, is the civil war in Syria that began in 2011 
and has both internally and externally displaced more than 13 million people.9 In 
2021, Syrians still comprised the largest displaced population globally with near-
equal numbers of refugees within Syria as outside its borders. The war that spurred 
this decade-long humanitarian crisis has been widely documented in the global 
media, in film, and through the publication of numerous volumes of fiction and 
non-fiction, having captured a mix of horror and empathy for the Syrian people 
affected by the catastrophic devastation that has been wrought on their homes, their 
lives, and their families.10

The Troy discussed throughout this chapter is a reference to the Late Bronze 
Age city on the edge of Asia Minor, in what is present-day Turkey. The city of 
Troy was made famous by Homer’s Iliad which recounts four days of the Trojan 
War during which the well-fortified city allegedly fell to Achaeans (Greeks). 
The story surrounding the Trojan War had been long considered myth, largely 
because Homer’s recounting of the war centred on the direct involvement of 
the mythical Greek gods. Buried under the remains of other cities outside the 
Turkish town of Hisarlik, the famed city of Troy was thought to be part of the 
myth as well, a historic location but not the site of the famed battle. However, 
Heinrich Schliemann’s 1870–73 archaeological excavations align with evidence 
of mass destruction during the time of the alleged Trojan War; thus there is an 
archaeologically grounded consensus on the historicity of the Troy referenced in 
Homer’s Iliad, Odyssey, Virgil’s Aeneid, and for the key purposes of this chapter, 
Euripides’ The Trojan Women.

According to Overy, the Bronze Age and later periods spanning two thousand 
years saw war scattered throughout the continental region that includes Troy:

A study of the 2,000 years from the second millennium bce to around 500 ce — 
the period when battles entered the historical record — has shown that battles 
were rare in most civilizations and that they were concentrated geographically 
in a swathe of territory from Mediterranean Europe through the Near East to 
Southern Asia. Out of 288 conf licts worthy of the name ‘battle’, 94 per cent 
occurred in this region, including 73 battles in civil wars.11

9	 United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR), ‘Refugee Statistics’, The UN 
Refugee Agency, <https://www.unchr.org/refugee-statistics> [accessed 6 October 2024].
10	 A variety of books and films have been published on the Syrian refugee experience including 
Christy Lefteri, The Beekeeper of Aleppo (Ballantine Books, 2020); Khaled Hosseini, Sea Prayer 
(Riverhead Books, 2018); Melissa Fleming, A Hope More Powerful than the Sea (Flatiron Books, 
2017); Malu Halasa, Zaher Omareen, and others, Syria Speaks: Art and Culture from the Frontline (Saqi 
Books, 2014); For Sama, dir. by Waad al Kateab and Edwards Watts (PBS Distribution, 2019); The 
Swimmers, dir. by Sally El Hosaini (Netf lix 2022); Capernaum, dir. by Nadine Labaki (Sony Pictures 
and Scanbox Entertainment, 2018).
11	 Overy, A History of War in 100 Battles, p. 14.
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Our understanding of the geographic location of the historic Troy (Wilusia 
in Turkish) and the region’s current role in the facilitation of Syrian refugees 
seeking asylum in Europe is important to the overall argument of this chapter. 
The history of the region makes navigating these parallels complex, especially 
when we understand that empires stretching back four thousand years have ebbed 
and f lowed, carrying people, materials, language, and religion around the Medi
terranean and Aegean Seas as part of this long history of battle. What we can say 
about Bronze Age Troy is that it was not Greek in its composition or history. In 
fact, the literary works by Greek authors that have made the city of Troy so famous 
clearly depict a land and people who, while governed by the same mythological 
deities that inf luenced Greek history and culture, were not themselves Greek. 
Homer’s Troy was, instead, a land and people apart, the Trojan rulers belonging 
to a distinct lineage, γένος, or genus in Latin, all too often translated in the past as 
‘race’.12 It was not until a later wave of Greek settlement on the edge of Anatolia 
that the region experienced one of a number of periods of ‘Western’ settlement and 
inf luence by Greeks and Romans. During the Bronze Age, Troy is understood to 
have been an independent area of the Hittite Empire which stretched at some points 
in time from the edge of Anatolia and down into Syria, including Halab or Aleppo. 
Similarly, the Trojan people were distinct from the Mycenaeans (Greeks) near them 
in the Mediterranean. In fact, while many aspects of Bronze Age Trojan society 
have been uncovered through archaeological excavation, the specific ethnicity of 
the Trojans has not.13 Over a period of approximately three thousand years, that 
region would fall into many hands, from the Greeks and Romans to the much 
later Ottomans whose reign over what is now Turkey and Syria signalled the last 
large empire in the region before the modern era. Thus, the various people who 
may have been Trojan in ethnicity and those of Syrian ethnicity have overlapped 
throughout recorded history. This geographic proximity is the main reason why the 
year 2015 saw hundreds of thousands of Syrians, many of them from northern cities 
such as Aleppo, boarding boats from the coast of Turkey at port towns like Assos, 
just 70 km south of the site of Troy, headed toward Greece in a converse voyage 
to that of Odysseus following the Mycenaean victory in the Trojan War. In fact, 
their journey more closely resembles the conditions of Virgil’s Aeneas, the defeated 
Trojan who sets off on his own voyage to Europe after his nation has faced defeat 
in the Trojan War.

Despite the decidedly non-Western origins of the Late Bronze Age Trojan 
people, their story, whether mythical or truthful, based on an oral tradition of 
storytelling and later put into epic form by Homer, is firmly lodged in the Western 
public imagination as part of the Greek intellectual history upon which Western 
literary and cultural canons were built. Our combined fascination with and 
simultaneous disgust for war is, in part, the reason why Euripides’ The Trojan Women 
is one piece of Greek drama that has long held a canonical position. This parallels 

12	 See for instance John Dryden’s translation, Virgil’s Aeneid (P. F. Collier and Son, 1909); A. T. 
Murray and William F. Wyatt’s translation of Homer’s Iliad, Loeb Classical Library 170 and 171 
(Harvard University Press, 1999–2003 [1924–25]).
13	 Eric H. Cline, The Trojan War: A Very Short Introduction (Oxford University Press, 2013).
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well with Euripides’ anti-war intent in crafting The Trojan Women in response 
to the Greeks’ attack and pillage of the similarly independent island of Melos. 
Audiences are shocked by the lengths Menelaus will go to in order to redeem his 
honour and retrieve his faithless wife. Likewise, the audience is horrified by the 
objectification of Troy’s female subjects who are distributed as spoils of war when 
their city falls. We are presented here with a dichotomy in relation to women: they 
are both the objective centre of the male ego, worth waging war over (Helen), 
and simultaneously token objects. In either case, women have neither agency nor 
expectation in shaping the war’s duration or outcome.

From this perspective, and even in the contemporary period in which women 
are soldiers and leaders in some contexts, we understand war as a phenomenon that 
has distinctly different impacts on women and children than on men. In The Trojan 
Women, we see that those impacts include women being forcibly separated from 
their spouses and children, forced relocation, abandonment within a decimated 
nation, enslavement, and in subtext, rape and the accompanying assumption that 
women will be forced to reproduce with their captors as part of the process of 
domination. Many of those experiences, most notably forced relocation and familial 
separation, are close parallels to the experience of Syrian women. Collectively, 
the women of Troy await the pronouncement of their fates, and an overall lack of 
agency underlies that waiting. Again, this experience is paralleled by the endless 
waiting that has become the hallmark of the Syrian refugee experience, whether in 
camps of Turkey, Jordan, Lebanon or Syria itself, or throughout the asylum-seeking 
process in the West.14

What we are problematizing is the context in which contemporary Syrian 
women, while geographically residing in the same proximity to the Mediterranean 
as the historic Trojan women, have entered a historic period of social and political 
dissociation that is different from previous eras. Millions of Syrian-born women 
live in the region of Turkey near Hisarlik, since the emergence of settlements 
related to the trafficking of refugees out of Turkey to the nearest Greek islands. 
In present-day Turkey, Syrians are a displaced people, driven from their homes by 
the devastation of war. In this, we can see that they are clearly aligned with the 
Trojan women who in the literature are also driven from their land in the defeat of 
war. However, the story of the Trojans, whether those facing imminent defeat in 
the Iliad, those f leeing for new shores in the Aeneid, or those torn from their land 
and families in The Trojan Women, is presented through the authors of the Western 
framework.

14	 Perhaps hundreds of books and articles about refugees from Syria, Afghanistan, Latin America, 
and Africa cite the universal concept of ‘waiting’ for asylum or denial of the asylum petition. Sample 
titles include: Zvi Bar’el, ‘It’s Been Nine Years but Syrian Refugees Are Still Waiting’, Haaretz, 5 
August 2020 [accessed 12 August 2023]; Molly Fee, ‘Lives Stalled: The Costs of Waiting for Refugee 
Resettlement’, Journal of Ethnic and Migration Studies, 48.11 (2021), pp. 2650–77, doi:10.1080/136918
3X.2021.1876554; and Camilla Hvidtfeldt, Jørgen Holm Petersen, and Marie Norredam, ‘Prolonged 
Periods of Waiting for an Asylum Decision and the Risk of Psychiatric Diagnoses: A 22-year 
Longitudinal Cohort Study from Denmark’, International Journal of Epidemiology, 49.2 (April 2020), 
pp. 400–09, doi:10.1093/ije/dyz091 [accessed 6 October 2024].
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The Trojan Women Project (TWP)

The Trojan Women Project is an organization based in Edinburgh, Scotland, with a 
two-pronged mission: using drama as a therapeutic approach to treating the traumas 
of displacement, and using performance as an approach to spreading awareness 
of the Syrian refugee crisis. The project’s founders, filmmakers and producers 
Charlotte Eagar, William Stirling and Itab Azzam have developed and produced a 
variety of projects since 2013, featuring Syrian refugees and in Arabic. Since their 
founding and initial launch period, TWP has also expanded to include Afghan 
and Ukrainian refugees in their evolving work. Some of the projects are staged 
productions while others are in film or documentary form. Since the emergence 
of the Covid-19 virus and the ensuing pandemic, their work has also expanded to 
include online productions, including the 2021/22 production of the radio drama, 
Kaleidoscope, and the podcast series ‘Why Am I In Your Country?’.

The Project in general could be categorized as an interdisciplinary community 
art project where a mix of refugees and host community members collaborate on 
artistic sub-projects that directly address the lives and livelihoods of the refugees. 
These kinds of artistic projects with refugees are considered to be impactful on 
their lives and on those of members of the host community who are either partners 
of the projects or simply audience members who attend them. Interdisciplinary 
community arts projects prove to be most valuable when they are co-created and 
when refugees are treated as equal partners during the process. Such projects may 
not only contribute to the wellbeing of the refugees, but also allow refugees to be 
active players in a cultural dialogue that is needed to better understand their new 
positioning in their host communities.

While their therapeutic and social benefits have been documented, interdisciplinary 
community arts projects with refugees occasionally meet some resistance from 
traditionally trained artists who may insist on the cohesion of text, performance 
and design in dramatic explorations. There is a distinction in the arts, theatre arts 
included, between traditional art forms and popular arts forms. While scholars of 
Performance Studies have been blurring the boundaries between traditional and 
popular art forms, this divide is still discussed within Western-centric and Global 
South theatre circles and used directly or indirectly as a tool to exclude non-
Western art forms or narratives from the Western cultural public sphere. A striking 
example of this distinction has been the delegitimization and exclusion of applied 
theatre from the aesthetic forms of theatrical art.15 Applied theatre can be defined 
as the use of theatre tools to engage marginalized communities, inviting them 
actively into dialogue about issues related to their individual and social positioning 
in a community when that positioning does not allow their narratives to surface. 
Although applied theatre has been framed as a discipline in the West, and though it 
uses predominantly Western theatrical techniques that are derived from mainstream 
Western theatrical practices such as improvisation, body work, and simply creating 
a structured theatrical event, the subject matter of this form has always focused 

15	 For further reading on this topic see Gareth White, Applied Theatre: Aesthetics, Applied Theatre 
Series (Bloomsbury Methuen Drama, 2015).
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on placing the marginalized voice at the centre of the event, and therefore, the 
conversation has been raised about its ‘artistic’ merit.16

The Trojan Women Project’s Syria: Trojan Women is an example of a production 
that merges applied theatre with traditional aesthetical theatre. Here, the script is 
treated as a f lexible template for importing new narratives, those devised by the 
Syrian refugees. This merging of forms is an important step in validating applied 
theatre practice. In this case, the Project merges aesthetic arts and integrative arts, 
in the employment of a text central to the Western literary canon. While projects 
of this kind are essential to the further validation of applied theatre in mainstream 
theatre arts practice and culture, this project in particular uses Troy and The Trojan 
Women both to further the artistic validity of applied theatre and to invite audiences 
to listen more intently to the Syrian refugee narrative. Theatre scholar Sandra Pereira 
Vinagre in her seminal study ‘The Syria Trojan Women from Therapeutic Theatre 
to a Cry for Action’ asks whether the production is an individual rehabilitation 
or a political act, and she concludes that it is both.17 The play is indeed a product 
of a rehearsal period that is composed mainly of drama therapy workshops where 
women are not only rehearsing to produce a final product but are commiserating, 
improving their self-esteem, and building a social capital amongst themselves. The 
play is also a political statement as it opens a space in the public sphere for Syrian 
refugees to share their personal stories and allow the audience to reconsider their 
preconceived ideas about refugees. We would add to Vinagre’s argument that the 
play is also a work of art and its merit is artistic in the same way it is therapeutic 
and political.

This connection between the therapeutic and the political, between the personal 
and the collective, between using drama as therapy and as political art, is a feature 
shared by most of the projects that were developed in the aftermath of Syria: Trojan 
Women. Another stage production of The Trojan Women Project is the musical 
Oliver. Oliver was produced in Jordan, and inspired by Charles Dickens’s classic 
novel and the 1960 musical by Lionel Bart. According to the founders, Oliver, an 
Arabic and English project, was produced with support from the British embassy 
in Syria. Further, the producers explain, The Oliver Music and Drama Project (All the 
World’s a Stage) provided psycho-social support for Syrian refugee children who 
either already suffer from PTSD and other post-conf lict or displacement-related 
psychological issues, or are at risk from long-term psychological problems as a result 
of their experiences and situation.18 Again, the purpose of the Oliver project was 
to bring theatre to a community in need, and as the founders write, ‘to help build 
bridges between Syrians and Jordanians often living in the same areas’. However, a 
postcolonial critique must ask: why use an iconic Western mainstream narrative to 
address Syrian refugee children’s trauma?

16	 Kelly Freebody and others (eds), Applied Theatre: Understanding Change (Springer International 
Publishing, 2018).
17	 Sandra Pereira Vinagre, ‘The Syria Trojan Women from Therapeutic Theatre to a Cry for Action’, 
Euphrosyne, 47 (2019), pp. 403–13, doi:10.1484/j.euphr.5.125310 [accessed 6 October 2024].
18	 TWP, ‘The Trojan Women Project: United Kingdom’, <https://www.trojanwomenproject.
org/> [accessed 6 October 2024].
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The Trojan Women Project not only serves the Syrian refugees who are part 
of their therapeutic and artistic projects, but also offers Syrian theatre artists who 
may or may not be refugees an opportunity to be in the spotlight, giving them a 
platform on which they can be active cultural ambassadors in their communities. 
For example, the signature TWP enterprise, Syria: Trojan Women, was directed 
by Omar Abu Saada, and produced by Project co-founder Itab Azzam. Bringing 
Syrian artists’ voice to the fore is extremely important to the process of identity 
reconstruction for the Syrians in the West who have been perceived and labelled by 
the single word refugee. The refugee identity in itself is complicated, as it implies a 
power dynamic in which the Syrian is positioned as a perpetual victim, subject to 
the empathy and generosity of the host community. In this discourse, Syrians are 
powerless, helpless, and most damagingly characterized as a drain on the societies 
they enter. What contributes to this distorted image of the Syrian refugee is a 
Western media machine that profits from the production and reproduction of only 
the most painful and desperate portions of the refugee story: the bombed homes 
and towns, the squalor of the camps, the perils of the sea crossing. The Western 
media ignore the fact that Syrians are also artists, doctors, writers, rich and poor, 
Christians and Muslims, Armenians and Arabs, Druze and Sunni, refugees, and 
immigrants. By inviting prominent Syrian directors to be involved in the work of 
The Trojan Women Project, they not only place the Syrian refugees’ narratives in 
the spotlight, but also invite other members of the displaced diaspora to be featured.

By inviting accomplished Syrians to feature in their projects, The Trojan Women 
Project also advances the dismantling of the ‘Us–Them’ dichotomy. Despite 
the initiatives that Western communities have organized to make refugees feel 
welcome, there is a general sense still percolating among many Europeans who 
are afraid that a predominantly Muslim refugee population in Europe might in 
the long run threaten European identity. This fear might be validated when host 
community citizens see refugees wearing clothes and symbols that represent Islamic 
culture, such as the abaya and hijab. Bridget Anderson explores the notion of 
us-them via the concept of the ‘Good Citizen’.19 Anderson frames concerned host 
community members as those who believe in and promote ‘community values’. In 
this context, Anderson demonstrates how the concepts of foreign-ness and immigrant 
are problematized by the dominant society/host community. As such, in the minds 
of the Good Citizen:

[The community of value] needs protection, and increasingly it seems it needs 
protection from outsiders. At the national level, outsiders are equated with 
foreigners [...] Part of being an outsider is not sharing the same values — which 
easily becomes not having the ‘right’ values. Terms like ‘asylum seeker’ are not 
simply descriptive of legal status but fundamental status in the sense of worth 
and honor — that is membership of the community of value. These debates 
around immigration are about the contours of the community of value as much 
as they are trade offs and economic impacts.20

19	 Bridget Anderson, Us and Them? The Dangerous Politics of Immigration Control (Oxford University 
Press, 2015).
20	 Anderson, Us and Them? p. 4.



Decolonizing the Narrative of Troy     203

One of the goals of The Trojan Women Project is to disrupt these us-them notions 
and to demonstrate that refugees can and should be members of the ‘community 
of value’.

While continuing to support projects that promote individual healing to Syrian 
refugees, The Trojan Women Project’s most recent adaptation of Euripides’ The 
Trojan Women, performed by Syrian refugees and directed by Victoria Beesley,21 
is advancing understanding in the contexts of Western host communities. In this 
instance, the cast are Syrian refugee women who live in Scotland. The Trojan 
Women Project details the connection between the therapeutic dimension during 
the process and the final project by stating that:

[t]his play is the culmination of over a year of therapeutic workshops in 
Glasgow’s Platform Theatre. The aim of the project is to build links between 
Syrians newly arrived in Scotland and local communities; to allow Syrians who 
have found a haven in Scotland to work through their depression, isolation and 
trauma. We are also creating a stunning new piece of theatre which will bring 
home to the audience the reality of what it means to f lee war, and arrive in a 
strange land.22

This and other more recent projects seem to lean away from the therapeutic 
applications of theatre in resettlement contexts and toward the use of theatre as a 
tool to build social capital and industry skills amongst the refugees, as the TWP 
details leading creative writing workshops followed by a rehearsal phase and the 
eventual production of a radio drama. Kaleidoscope, as the organizers report, will 
‘help refugees build communities amongst themselves as well as with their hosts, 
by exploring together the challenges of adapting to new cultures while keeping a 
sense of self ’.23

For many Syrian women, maintaining their religious identity in the process of 
integrating to the West is incredibly complicated. The Islamic women profiled by 
The Trojan Women Project by no means represent the diversity of Syrian women, a 
majority of whom do not actually wear hijab, and many of whom do not identify 
as Muslim. As recently as 2020, the US Department of State reported that while 
approximately 74% of Syrians belong to one of several Sunni Muslim ethnic groups, 
a further 25% are a mix of non-Sunni Muslims, Christians, and Druze.24 Regardless 
of the individual participants’ religious affiliations, these women’s representations, 
and contextualizing them within the European gaze toward Islam, we understand 
that, by framing their presence within a conversation about Troy, The Trojan 
Women Project opens up new potential for interpretation. The project confronts 
UK nationals and Europeans with images of what they fear most about refugees, 
women with strong Islamic identifiers that radiate their differences. However, The 

21	 Originally performed at the EICC Pentland Theatre, Edinburgh, at the 2019 Edinburgh Fringe.
22	 TWP, ‘The Trojan Women Project: United Kingdom’, <https://www.trojanwomenproject.
org/> [accessed 6 October 2024].
23	 Ibid.
24	 US Department of State, Office of International Religious Freedom, ‘Syria 2022 International 
Religious Freedom Report’ (2022), <https://www.state.gov/reports/2022-report-on-international-
religious-freedom/syria/> [accessed 6 October 2024].
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Trojan Women Project becomes troubled in its entanglement with Troy, the defeat 
of which has become a symbol for ‘Western’ civilization. The project connects 
Troy to the hijab, using Troy as an incentive to invite Western ears to listen to and 
empathize with women wearing hijabs, only to discover that these women and their 
narratives are not about Troy or The Trojan Women. In this case, Westerners will 
quickly learn that these are not merely powerless refugee women wearing hijabs, 
these are resilient refugee women; these are not subordinate women wearing hijabs, 
these are independent women; these are not victims, these are survivors.

Despite its successes in Jordan and Scotland, The Trojan Women Project 
encountered a series of obstacles when attempting to fulfil an invitation to bring 
the original Syria: Trojan Women on tour to the United States. The details of the 
group’s inability to undertake this performance underscore the underlying issues 
of bureaucracy and immigration policy that persist in the West. In 2014, both 
Georgetown University in Washington, DC, and Columbia University in New 
York, were eager to bring the Syria: Trojan Women tour to the US, under the 
sponsorship of Georgetown’s Laboratory for Global Performance and Politics, to 
expand the dialogue about the Syrian refugee crisis. However, the US Department 
of State rejected the visa requests for the performers, citing section 214b of the 
Immigration and Nationality Act, i.e. failure to demonstrate non-immigrant 
intent.25 Though the hosts at Georgetown were to quickly switch gears and schedule 
a virtual event, the damage and messaging was done, and the US Government has 
reinforced the notion that Syrian refugees are only interested in interacting with 
the West for personal gain.

Perhaps this experience with the US government confirmed for the founders the 
importance of placing live people in front of Western audiences whenever possible. 
The projects following Syria: Trojan Women also possess a common denominator 
in that they begin as a platform to heal, then evolve into political activism. A 
transformation that symbolizes the link between the personal and the political in 
the life of the refugee takes place. Theatre scholar Sandra Pereira Vinagre states that 
‘I thus believe we can say that through tours and university and festival screenings, 
these Trojan Women projects went from promoting personal healing to a new 
revolutionary public sphere based on new models to improve civic commitment’.26 
This leap from focusing on the therapeutic value of theatre to direct political 
engagement is worth noting. It serves as a reminder that any work that is done on 
a personal level could potentially have political implications.

*  *  *  *  *

Drama therapy scholar Angelle Cook argues for an inherent connection between 
drama therapy and public advocacy work since drama therapy implies providing 
participants with a sense of empowerment and self-assertion which will be ref lected 

25	 ‘Voices Unheard: The Syria: Trojan Women Summit from Amman, Jordan & Washington DC’, 
HowlRound Theatre Commons, 19 September 2014, <https://howlround.com/happenings/voices-
unheard-syria-trojan-women-summit-amman-jordan-washington-dc> [accessed 6 October 2024].
26	 Vinagre, ‘The Syria Trojan Women’.
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in the lives of the refugees outside the drama therapy workshop. The Trojan Women 
Project goes further by not only performing drama therapy but by expanding it to 
be performed publicly, which adds another layer of performativity and brings to 
audiences stories that might trigger action. The title of the organization and its 
signature project Syria: Trojan Women continue to evoke the project’s connection 
to Euripides’ The Trojan Women, and the currency that title carries in the Western 
world. As a foundational tale of women as the victims of national war, there are 
obvious parallels that have been drawn. Further, the practice of bringing canonical 
pieces of Western theatre to workshop in the unstable conditions of impermanent 
housing settlements, as the Syria: Trojan Women organizers were attempting, is 
common practice. Thus, any criticism of The Trojan Women Project’s employment 
of Western texts and templates in their work with refugees must be similarly levelled 
against other individuals and organizations doing the same. No other project of this 
kind, however, has gained the exposure and notoriety of TWP, and thus, they have 
escaped public analysis.

From the perspective of social activism, the scope and scale of outreach and 
engagement that the organization has mounted, both in the Arab world and 
in Europe, on behalf of Syrian refugees is unparalleled by any other start-up 
organization. The objective of each project, as the founders have so clearly articulated 
in their public materials, is to enhance the social and emotional wellbeing of Syrian 
refugees and to foster productive dialogue with host communities. Their projects, 
ongoing in their shape and form, are accomplishing just that, as evidenced by the 
public and academic materials describing their work. As such, our analysis must not 
be interpreted as a ref lection of our reaction to their work, mission, or outcomes. 
Rather, we are evaluating the general approach to drama therapy which utilizes a 
Western text as a vehicle for Global South women to engage a Western audience. 
We are also weighing in on the specific selection of the term ‘Trojan Women’ in 
creating a corollary between female Syrian refugees and mythical female figures 
whose notoriety comes from their victimhood in the aftermath of war.

Finally, the authors of this chapter share Christa Blackmon’s view of the urgent 
need for productions that feature women of the Global South as leads. As Blackmon 
says, ‘(w)hether the production is commercial or charitable in nature, creators and 
actors are engaged in the act of speaking truth to power, while the “spectators” 
maintain the possibility of relating what they’ve witnessed outside of the theater’.27 
If we expect meaningful and productive dialogues between refugees and host 
communities, those conversations must begin somewhere.

As of late 2024, The Trojan Women Project is still working full force with 
a current ‘combined psycho-social support and drama project for refugees’ 
titled, Why Am I In Your Country?, ‘which gives refugees and asylum seekers the 
opportunity to share their stories directly with their host audiences in a compelling 
and powerful way’. Their work on the original Syria: Trojan Women also continues 
through the tour of Trojans UK 22–23–24, which includes workshops that involve 
host community members and engages with Afghan, Ukrainian, and Syrian 

27	 Blackmon, ‘Breaking the Fourth Wall’.
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refugees. These efforts explore ways to bridge the divide between ‘them’ and ‘us’ 
while also challenging the traditional boundaries between performer and audience 
by ‘breaking down the fourth wall’.

As we conclude this discussion, it is essential to return to the theme introduced 
at the beginning — the intricate relationship between language, identity, and 
public space. The Trojan Women Project, much like the experience of bilingual 
speakers in public, confronts the challenge of navigating language and cultural 
barriers. Just as Arabic evokes varying reactions depending on the setting, the use 
of Western-centric scripts such as Euripides’ The Trojan Women raises questions 
about whose narratives are accepted and understood. By involving Syrian refugees 
in reinterpreting these classical works, the project attempts to bridge the gap 
between the ‘self ’ and the ‘other’, fostering understanding and breaking down 
the metaphorical walls of distrust between refugees and their host communities. 
Through theatre, we explore whether Western frameworks are necessary for 
achieving visibility and empathy in postcolonial contexts.
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‘A new and harsher world’: 
Sharing the Spoils of Narrative in 

Marina Carr’s Hecuba

Francesca Rayner

This is not war. In war there are rules, laws, codes. 
This is genocide. They’re wiping us out. 
                      — Marina Carr, Hecuba.1

Wrestling with Troy

What notions of identity, culture and society are mobilized by retelling the story 
of Troy in the present? Most contemporary engagements with the myth start from 
the premise that the story constitutes a vital part of European cultural memory. It is 
viewed as foundational to Europe with important lessons to learn for the present and 
the future. The characters and events are presumed to be, if not worth emulating, at 
least significant models for the protagonists of contemporary conf licts and a sense 
of European identity. This is the case even when these adaptations and rewritings 
adopt a critical attitude in relation to male heroism, the necessity of war or female 
subjugation. Yet what if the (re)telling of the story of Troy in its different forms 
were itself a form of violence? Can a subject formed within such histories of violence 
reject them and remain European? In her work on trauma, Gabriele Schwab argues 
that ‘[v]iolent histories generate psychic deformations passed on from generation 
to generation across the divide of victims and perpetrators’.2 Might the recycling 
of the Troy myth reinforce rather than remedy such deformations? Is it possible 
to pass on traumatic stories of war without this process itself generating trauma? 
For Courtney Alimine Massie, the Irish dramatist Marina Carr’s contemporary 
adaptations of Greek myths operate ‘within the tradition of refashioning Greek 
tragedy that forces audiences to confront the violence the myth describes’,3 yet how 

1	 Marina Carr, Hecuba, in Marina Carr: Plays 3 (Faber and Faber, 2015), p. 212. All quotations from 
the play are from this edition.
2	 Gabriele Schwab, Haunting Legacies: Violent Histories and Transgenerational Trauma (Columbia 
University Press, 2010), p. 3.
3	 Courtney Alimine Massie, ‘Toward a Theatre of Empathy: Violence in the Plays of Timberlake 
Wertenbaker, Sarah Kane and Marina Carr’ (unpublished doctoral dissertation, University of Texas, 
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might the confrontation with violent myths such as that of Trojan War counter their 
naturalization through repetition?

In her 1998 lecture ‘Dealing with the Dead’, Marina Carr uses a particularly 
visceral image to describe her relationship with the literary tradition. She argues 
that ‘[y]ou must give blood, blood being the sacrifice demanded for the tongues or 
the ear of the dead, to that other world.’4 Her imagery suggests neither a peaceful 
homage nor a confrontational speaking back to the authors of the past but a physical 
struggle whose violence leaves indelible marks on those engaged in this dialogue. 
Nevertheless, Carr indicates why wrestling with dead authors might be a necessary 
task in the present moment in her comment that ‘[t]hese warriors of the desk, these 
songstitchers, these mythfinders, while scaring you with their formidable gifts, do 
also bolster the heart, especially in this anti-heroic age where the all-consuming intellectual 
pursuit seems to be that of demystification’ (my emphasis).5 Carr’s acknowledgment 
of myth’s importance in enlarging what constitutes lived experience and of the 
necessity of facing fear, pain and suffering within a culture in thrall to the tyranny 
of positive images explains her continued interest in Greek tragedy. Bog of Cats 
(1998) and Ariel (2002) relocated Medea and The Oresteia to distinctly Irish settings 
while focusing on contemporary questions of gender and power. However, her 
2015 rewriting of Euripides’ Hecuba exists outside a particular space and time. Like 
her other engagements with Greek tragedy, it is the affective and political power of 
the female protagonist that interests Carr as well as what she sees as the patriarchal 
bias that has accompanied the telling of the tale of the Trojan queen. In this sense, 
her approach to the Trojan War is explicitly revisionist. She argues that ‘I love 
Euripides, he is a wonderful writer, and because it’s a wonderful play it’s sort of 
set in stone. But he was writing his version of a myth, and what do you do with 
just one version?’6 Her rewriting of the story of Hecuba introduces significant 
thematic and formal changes to the Euripides play and is more clearly an adaptation 
than her previous rewritings of Greek tragedy. The proximity between the plays 
enables the kind of physical struggle with the Trojan War and its legacy that Carr 
outlines in ‘Dealing with the Dead’. The scene-setting at the beginning of the play 
immediately grounds it in the violence carried out on the body in war:

hecuba	 Surrounded by the limbs, torsos, heads, corpses of my sons. My 
women trying to dress me, blood between my toes, my sons’ blood, 
six of them, seven of them, eight? I’ve lost count, not that you can 
count anyway, more an assortment of legs, arms, chests [...]. (Hecuba, 
211)

This struggle leaves as much of a mark on Euripides as on Carr. While some 

2017), p. 144.
4	 Marina Carr, ‘Dealing with the Dead Author(s): Marina Carr’, Irish University Review, 28.1 
(Spring–Summer 1998), pp. 190–96 (p. 191).
5	 Ibid.
6	 Adrienne Leavy, ‘Marina Carr Interview: There is an Affinity between the Russian Soul and 
the Irish Soul’, Irish Times, 6 December 2016, <https://www.irishtimes.com/culture/books/marina-
carr-interview-there-is-an-aff inity-between-the-russian-soul-and-the-irish-soul-1.2893945> 
[accessed 20 January 2022].
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theatregoers and readers will bring knowledge of the Euripides play to Carr’s 
adaptation, many will come to Carr’s adaptation before or even without 
encountering the play by Euripides. This means that Carr’s questions around 
gender, war, suffering and justice will frame understandings of the Trojan queen 
and the war as much as Euripides’ Hecuba and The Trojan Women. In a contemporary 
context where interest in Troy appears to have shifted from a focus on male heroism 
to an emphasis on female resistance, Carr’s Hecuba stands in for the nameless female 
victims of contemporary wars whose extreme suffering is not mitigated by justice 
or revenge and whose survival strategies render them less feminist icons but rather 
conf licted members of dysfunctional families and fragmented communities.

Monstrous Women

Carr acknowledges the hold that the powerful female archetypes of Greek tragedy 
retain over the contemporary imagination and views her rewriting of Hecuba as an 
attempt to see just how far these images of powerful, violent women have gained 
greater acceptance in post-feminist European societies:

somehow all these archetypes of females are in western consciousness; they are 
types of women to be feared, they are kind of monsters at the outer reach of 
femininity and they are all terrifying. This terrible fear of women, the societal 
need to control and marginalise them, still persists.7

Clare Wallace also acknowledges the way in which ‘Carr envisions Hecuba as an 
outward limit of, or definition of what a woman is what a woman can be, or how 
far a woman can go within a political model that is controlled by men.’8 As these 
quotations indicate, the struggle at the heart of Carr’s Hecuba is over the gendered 
meanings of Hecuba both in the past and in the social and political contexts of 
the present. Yet her revisionist intent extends also to the overdetermined figure 
of Helen of Troy. In Hecuba, the protagonist is scathing about the patriarchal 
fabrication that is Helen. She tells Agamemnon:

hecuba	 Helen does not exist. You made her up. You needed a reason to take 
it all. There is no Helen. There never was a Helen. (Hecuba, 216)

Carr’s rewriting of the story of Troy challenges the naturalization of female suffering 
inf licted by a victorious patriarchy and confronts the legacy of violence inherent in 
the retelling of the story in the present. She follows Richard Marienstras’s analysis 
of the Trojan War as ‘the first European genocide’9 by rejecting the label of war in 
favour of that of genocide. The accumulation of tragedies that overwhelm Hecuba 
in Carr’s play, from the death of her husband Priam to the destruction of her 
beloved Troy to the murder of her children Polyxena and Polydorus, resonate with 
the multiple, intersecting tragedies that characterize the present, from the chemical 

7	 Leavy, ‘Marina Carr Interview’.
8	 Clare Wallace, ‘Marina Carr’s Hecuba: Agency, Anger and Correcting Euripides’, Irish Studies 
Review, 27.4 (2019), pp. 512–27 (p. 523).
9	 Richard Marienstras, ‘Troilus et Cressida et la chute de Troie’, Shakespeare: préjugés et tolérance, ed. 
by Ruth Morse, special issue of Cahiers Charles V, 24 (1998), pp. 9–36 (p. 19).
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and military destruction of previously beautiful cities like Beirut to the deaths of 
migrant Syrian children at sea to the destruction of Yemen and Ukraine by war, 
famine and geo-political rivalry. By concentrating on the after-effects of Troy’s 
destruction and on the women and children rather than the male military heroes, 
Carr constructs a vivid and haunting account of the ways in which a succession 
of tragedies may lead only to greater grief rather than to a cathartic moment of 
personal vengeance or political justice.

Performance Contexts

Carr’s play was performed on three different occasions in different locations and 
different media. It premiered in 2015 at the Royal Shakespeare Company (RSC) in 
the theatre’s smaller, more intimate Swan theatre. Its Irish premiere in a production 
by Rough Magic took place within the remit of the Dublin Festival in 2019 and 
was performed in the round. A shortened, surprisingly successful version of the 
play was broadcast as a radio drama in 2018 on the Irish station RTE as part of a 
series of plays to celebrate the centenary of Irish women gaining the vote. As in this 
latter case, performances of the play accrued additional meaning because of national 
and international events. In Ireland, controversy followed the announcement of 
the programme for the Waking the Nation commemorations of the 1916 Easter 
Uprising at the Abbey Theatre in 2016. The programme was accused of ignoring 
work by Irish women dramatists and this accusation led to extensive public debate 
about their invisibility within the Irish dramatic tradition. Carr was often put 
forward as an example of a successful Irish woman playwright, but, as the #Waking 
the Feminists movement formed in response to the Abbey Theatre programme 
argued, her centrality had not been accompanied by a wider representation of 
women in Irish theatre.

Within the RSC, the combination of the playwright Carr and director Erica 
Whyman created a context in which performance of a play by a woman playwright 
with a female protagonist was complemented by a performance context which 
included a woman director and music director (Isobel Waller-Bridge). The staging 
of the play contributed in this way to promoting women artists within the structures 
of the RSC. The Greeks were played, somewhat more arbitrarily, by black actors 
and the Trojans by white actors. In one of the few reviews of the 2015 production 
by a woman, Holly Williams in The Independent began by pointing to the plethora 
of performances based on Greek myths at this time as a form of ref lecting on the 
present but also because of their strong, powerful female protagonists. She quoted 
Erica Whyman’s emphasis on the importance of these protagonists for women in 
the theatre, noting that ‘[w]e have lots of stories of women as victims, but this is 
not that’.10 Whyman adds:

10	 Holly Williams, ‘The RSC’s New Hecuba: A Vengeful Queen with a Difference’, Independent, 
22 September 2015, <https://www.independent.co.uk/arts-entertainment/theatre-dance/features/
the-rsc-s-new-hecuba-a-vengeful-queen-with-a-difference-10513125.html> [accessed 6 October 
2024].
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There is something in our zeitgeist — at last — asking where are the stories 
of great, fascinating, peculiar, difficult, complicated women? Where are the 
stories of women in power, whether that be domestic or political? And these 
Greek stories do have women at the centre.11

Williams noted that Whyman was passed the script for Hecuba on her first day as 
Deputy Artistic Director of the RSC and knew immediately she wanted to direct 
it. The critic ended her piece noting the topicality of the focus on the deaths caused 
by war and conf lict as, on the day she interviewed Whyman, The Independent ran 
the image of little Syrian Kurd Aylan Kurdi’s body washed up on a Turkish beach. 
The war in Syria and the attempts of refugees to enter Europe provided yet another 
significant performance context for a dramatic text focused on the refugees of war 
without a clear indication of space and time. Irish critic Peter Crawley concluded 
that this was a performance about ‘human nature in extraordinary circumstances, 
speaking directly to our anxious age’,12 while in Sara Keating’s interview with Carr 
around the time of the 2019 production, Carr widened the resonance of the play 
from the individual and the Middle East to the collective, the European and the 
North-American. She suggested that Hecuba’s story was:

also a story of a city, a culture, a history destroyed. It is about this catastrophic 
genocide, how war impacts upon individuals, how we treat our children, how 
we try to save our children. We are particularly cosseted in the West at the 
moment but there is a lot coming our way: the division between left and right, 
the erosion of tolerance. We survive only because of the wounds on the other 
side of the world, where people are starving and being tortured and children 
are drowning trying to escape.13

Both theatre productions stressed an intimate relationship with the audience, 
involving them in the action through the play’s shared dialogues and the audience’s 
physical proximity to the performers. Both gave primacy to the text and to the 
two main protagonists, Hecuba and Agamemnon, with spare set designs and few 
objects onstage beyond the throne and tent mentioned in the play. The lighting was 
subtle, and music was sung in the breaks between the six scenes. Costume in the 
production brought out the tribal and gendered dynamics of the play with Hecuba 
and her daughters in shades of blue and Agamemnon and Odysseus in black. The 
RSC set design made use of a mirror and the polished stage f loor to reinforce the 
idea of multiple perspectives on events and characters. Clare Wallace commented 
on these features of the staging, noting that ‘[t]he mise en scène and performance 
thus corresponded closely with Carr’s desire to transform Hecuba by inviting 
consideration of the ways in which meanings are altered, abandoned, added or 

11	 Quoted in Williams, ‘The RSC’s New Hecuba’.
12	 Peter Crawley, ‘Hecuba Review: Perspective and Psychology Brought to an Ancient Tale’, Irish 
Times, 30 September 2019, <https://www.irishtimes.com/culture/stage/hecuba-review-perspective-
and-psychology-brought-to-an-ancient-tale-1.4035009> [accessed 6 October 2024].
13	 Sara Keating, ‘Marina Carr: “There’s a Whole World of Women’s Work that Isn’t Being Seen” ’, 
Irish Times, 7 September 2019, <https://www.irishtimes.com/culture/stage/marina-carr-there-s-a-
whole-world-of-women-s-work-that-isn-t-being-seen-1.4007449> [accessed 15 September 2022].
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augmented according to who is telling the story’.14 The 2019 Dublin performance 
differed little in terms of stage design with conference room chairs placed around 
the playing area and a revolving black office chair serving as Priam’s throne. Beyond 
this, there were only a couple of boxes covered with red fabric onstage. While Irish 
actress Derbhle Crotty played Hecuba in the multicultural RSC production that 
emphasized the differences among the varied factions making up the Greek army, 
the Rough Magic production was staged exclusively with white Irish performers. 
Director Lynne Parker had previously directed a production of The Trojan Women 
and her comparison of the plays and the different times at which they were staged 
is illuminating:

Many years ago, I directed a production of The Trojan Women in a poetic version 
that was expressed through threnody and lament, in empathy with the dignity 
and passion of the protagonists. That was in the 1990s, and a reach for beauty, 
nobility and hope seemed appropriate. Things are very different now.15

Although Parker does not elaborate on these differences, the 2008 financial crisis 
and the growing inequalities it brought in its wake, as well as the so-called refugee 
crisis and its interrogation of the ethnic and religious limits of the European, 
were certainly factors in establishing a difference between the end of the previous 
millennium and the new millennium. Although critical of some aspects of these 
2019 performances, Michael Lloyd praised them for their professionalism, stating 
that ‘Lynne Parker’s highly professional and coherent production is nevertheless 
one of the most important versions of a Greek tragedy to have been seen in 
Dublin for many years.16 Reviews of the Irish production were notably positive 
while reviews of the RSC production were more mixed. Michael Lloyd singled 
out Brian Doherty’s performance in the Irish production as ‘Carr’s complex and 
distinctively Irish Agamemnon’ although he does not elaborate on what made 
Agamemnon distinctively Irish.17 Irish critics also responded more positively to the 
poetry of the production. Alan O’Riordan’s review in the Irish Examiner labelled 
Carr’s perspective on the story of Troy ‘irreverent and unsettling’ in its portrayal 
of ‘a Queen reduced to refugee’. While acknowledging that the performances 
were marketed and framed as responses to the war in Syria, he noted that both the 
writing and direction were less clear in terms of explicit temporal and geographical 
references. Praising the ‘superb ensemble’ and ‘vivid writing’, O’Riordan pointed 
in particular to the performances of the two main protagonists as well as Martha 
Breen and her ‘unf linching Cassandra’.18

14	 Wallace, ‘Marina Carr’s Hecuba’, p. 522.
15	 Lynne Parker, ‘Hecuba: Marina Carr and Lynne Parker Reimagine a Greek Legend’, RTE 
Culture, 30 September 2019, <https://www.rte.ie/culture/2019/0910/1075010-hecuba-marina-carr-
and-lynne-parker-reimagine-greek-legend/> [accessed 6 October 2022].
16	 Michael Lloyd, ‘Greek Tragedy in Ireland 2019–2020’, Ireland, Britain and the Classical World, ed. 
by Shane Wallace, special issue of Classics Ireland (2019), pp. 98–114 (p. 104).
17	 Ibid, p. 103.
18	 Alan O’Riordan, ‘Marina Carr’s Take on Hecuba Turns Greek Account of the Trojan War 
on its Head’, Irish Examiner, 30 September 2019, <https://www.irishexaminer.com/lifestyle/arid-
30953994.html> [accessed 6 October 2024].
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Derbhle Crotty repeated the role of Hecuba from the 2015 production in the 
2018 radio production while the other roles were played by Irish rather than British 
actors. In a piece to accompany the RTE production, director Lynne Parker linked 
Hecuba’s story with recent events in Ireland:

Last month I heard of three boys, found strapped under a truck in an Irish city 
— they were lucky to be alive, and they had no idea where or what they were 
emerging into. Hecuba and her daughters were enslaved and transported by 
ship — today people are desperate enough to seek sanctuary by clinging to the 
undercarriage of an aircraft.19

Critical Controversies

Three aspects of the performances of Hecuba in particular attracted critical 
controversy. Carr’s removal of Hecuba’s revenge on Polymestor for the murder of 
her son Polydorus was challenged by several critics. In Carr’s version, Polymestor 
became as much of a victim of the Greeks as Hecuba, while the blame for the 
murder of Polydorus was placed clearly on Agamemnon’s order to the Greek army 
to murder him. Hecuba’s suffering was magnified, therefore, by the fact that it had 
no release through revenge. Clare Wallace has argued that this rendered the feminist 
politics of the play somewhat paradoxical. She suggests that ‘Carr’s adaptation 
rewrites Euripides explicitly in order to rescue Hecuba from misrepresentation, 
but in doing so diminishes the protagonist’s agency and complicates the play’s 
capacity to speak to a contemporary feminist anger.’20 Michael Lloyd levels a similar 
criticism at Carr’s refashioning of Euripides:

Carr’s elision of Hecuba’s revenge has the effect of eliminating the most 
memorable section of the Euripidean original. It also looks as though she is 
evading the challenge of Hecuba’s violence and preferring a simpler and more 
morally comfortable view of the women as innocent victims of aggressive 
invaders.21

I would argue that Carr’s representation of Hecuba as a figure overwhelmed by 
grief without her suffering being mitigated by revenge is precisely the point. The 
tragedies of the present moment not only induce tremendous suffering through 
promoting global injustice and inequality, but also rarely offer the possibility that 
this suffering will be relieved through legal or extra-legal forms of justice. Carr 
suggests that, for women in particular, tragedies of war, rape, enslavement, forced 
migration and prolonged famine invariably accumulate and endure rather than 
come to a resolution after a period of temporary suffering. In this respect, the fact 
that the deaths of Polyxena and Polydorus not only engender immense pathos 
but are also much closer together in Carr’s play than in Euripides’ tragedy creates 
peaks of extreme suffering within a period of extended suffering that ends only 
with her death. As Cassandra notes in relation to Hecuba ‘[m]y mother has moved 

19	 Parker, ‘Hecuba’.
20	 Wallace, ‘Marina Carr’s Hecuba’, p. 3.
21	 Lloyd, ‘Greek Tragedy in Ireland’, p. 100.
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somewhere beyond grief now. She wants it over. She wants it all over’ (Hecuba, 
247–48). Evidently, Hecuba and the other Trojan women retain their memories of 
a better life in Troy before war and destruction changed their lives completely. Yet 
it is clear there is no going back from the present and there is no promise of change 
or redress since their enslavement radically reduces their agency.

Moreover, Carr by no means evades Hecuba’s violence, although it is internalized 
as frustration, inner rage and self-destruction rather than externalized as physical 
or verbal violence against others. This frustration and anger is directed primarily 
at Agamemnon and Odysseus but her powerlessness prevents her from inf licting 
violence or achieving justice from them. Clare Wallace links Carr’s diminishment 
of the feminist potential of Hecuba’s anger with a reinforcement of her conventional 
representation as a suffering mother. She writes that ‘[i]n rescuing Hecuba from 
being misrepresented as archetypal angry woman, Carr returns her to the trope 
of mater dolorosa, a figure overwhelmed by inexorable anguish and misery. It is 
much less challenging prospect.’22 Yet it is debatable whether ‘inexorable anguish 
and misery’ pull less of a feminist punch than anger and the play includes a more 
nuanced and contemporary vision of motherhood than the figure of the mater 
dolorosa suggests. Hecuba does all in her power to save Polyxena and attempts to 
remain with her throughout the barbaric botched ritual of her meaningless sacrifice. 
The shared dialogue, with its combination of direct and reported speech, adds to 
the sense of futility and violence of the act as well as suggesting an unwelcome 
intimacy between enemies:

agamemnon	 For Achilles the soldiers cry out as one. For Achilles.
odysseus	 He pauses. For Achilles he spits.
agamemnon	 For home. Keep looking at me, Hecuba says, keep looking at 

me.
polyxena	 I’m looking.
hecuba	 The knife slides across her throat (Hecuba, 244)

Hecuba reaches the climax of her grief when she realizes towards the end of the 
play that Polydorus is already dead. However, her relationship with her daughter 
Cassandra is tense and uncomprehending. Cassandra’s constant provocation of her 
mother is balanced by her knowledge that her most enviable characteristic, her 
ability to predict the future, is precisely the characteristic that makes her mother 
unable to love her, for it foretells the violent loss of her children and of Troy. When 
Hecuba says that Polydorus is the only one of her children left, Cassandra thinks 
aloud ‘I want to say you have me, but I don’t. I don’t count in her universe, never 
have’ (Hecuba, 248). Despite this, Cassandra takes care of her mother and sister even 
when her mother rejects her. It is also Cassandra who has the final speech in the 
play, reaffirming Carr’s revisionist take on the story of Hecuba.

cassandra	 The Achaeans wanted to get their stories down, their myths 
in stone, their version with them as the heroes always, noble, 
fair, merciful. No. They were the wild dogs, the barbarians, 
the savages who came as guests and left an entire civilisation on 

22	 Wallace, ‘Marina Carr’s Hecuba’, p. 523.
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its knees and in the process defiled its queen and her memory 
(Hecuba, 259–60)

Despite Hecuba’s grief over the death of Polydorus, this is accompanied by an almost 
throwaway admission that his death finally brings her identity as mother to an end:

hecuba	 You knew you would come to this day, in you from the start, all 
gone now and something akin to relief comes f looding in, you 
can put aside motherhood now, take it off like a scarf, let it swirl 
and f low away from you across the shining sea. (Hecuba, 256)

Moreover, her multiple identities as widow, former queen, future slave, sexual 
being and mother in Carr’s play by no means privilege her identity as mother 
over these other aspects of her identity. Several male reviewers commented in a 
rather titillating manner on the sexual tension between Agamemnon and Hecuba 
in Carr’s play. Peter Crawley was sceptical about the play’s eroticism, curiously 
finding Agamemnon’s passion for Hecuba credible but Hecuba’s sexual interest in 
Agamemnon unconvincing. It is certainly the case that several of the comments 
Hecuba makes about this uncomfortable desire are comic and grotesque, but none 
of the critics picked up on the ways in which Carr makes Hecuba, an older woman, 
sexually desirable and someone who voices her own sexual agency. Michael 
Lloyd points out that there is a precedent for such seemingly unthinkable sexual 
relationships between enemies not in Euripides’ Hecuba but in his Andromache where 
Andromache states:

When I was taken captive, the son of Achilles wanted to take me as his wife: 
I shall be a slave in the house of those who killed my kin. If I dismiss my 
beloved Hector from my mind and open my heart to my new husband, I shall 
seem disloyal to the dead man; but if I am disagreeable to Neoptolemus, I shall 
be hated by my master. And yet they say that a single night softens a woman’s 
hatred of a man’s bed.23

Andromache’s almost pragmatic balancing of the pros and cons of sleeping with the 
enemy portrays such sexual relationships as necessary forms of survival for captured 
Trojan women. Yet it is also true that Andromache is a much younger woman and 
that the conventional focus on Hecuba’s motherhood tends to downplay any focus 
on her sexuality. This does not occur in Carr’s Hecuba. Agamemnon certainly sees 
his sexual conquest of Hecuba as part of a male rivalry with Priam as well as a 
class-based conquest of a queen who, according to Agamemnon, dismisses him as 
an insolent goatherd. Initially Hecuba is a somewhat unwilling desiring subject, 
noting the appeal of Agamemnon’s ‘[t]ranscendental eyes, fringed by lashes any girl 
would kill for’ (Hecuba, 213) in the midst of her anger. However, when it becomes 
clear that Agamemnon will not respect her desire for justice and intends to reduce 
her to the condition of slave, Hecuba’s attitude changes to one that relies primarily 
on sex for survival. When the two eventually have sex, it is Agamemnon who is in 
command, spreading her legs and shaping her body underneath him with the same 
casual disregard that he waged war on the city of Troy. Yet even here, there is an 

23	 Quoted in Lloyd, ‘Greek Tragedy in Ireland’, p. 102.
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intimate yearning for love which introduces moments of tenderness. While Hecuba 
remembers her lost children, Agamemnon mourns the ways in which war has led 
to his emotional numbness:

agamemnon	 And her cries, balm to this heart of stone, the milk of her all over 
my hands more intoxicating than any wine. It’s been too long 
since I have loved. Troy has coarsened you, taken all the joy, the 
sweetness, well here is sweetness before you, taste it, remember. 
(Hecuba, 254)

However, immediately after their sexual encounter, Hecuba comes across the body 
of Polydorus in a pile of murdered children. This reinforces the idea that sexual 
encounters, however intimate, are never separate from questions of patriarchal and 
military power.

The most contested element of Carr’s Hecuba was her innovative combination 
of direct and reported speech. As W. Michelle Wang observes, this leads to 
original conf luences of thought with speech and speech with stage directions that 
deconstruct oppositions between showing and telling. Tags such as ‘he says’ or ‘I 
think’ are embedded within dialogue. These strategies stressed the interrelational 
nature of subjectivity, both between characters and between characters and 
audience, and elicited ‘active participation in joint meaning making’ and a 
recognition of ‘mutual implication’ in each other’s lives.24 Such moments in the 
2015 production, where characters often broke the fourth wall to include the 
audience, were not viewed positively by English critics. For Dominic Cavendish 
‘the life-blood of tragedy has been replaced by the artificial haemoglobin of lush 
description and a viral outbreak of reported speech’. He identified yet dismissed 
the mutual implication of characters in each other’s lives these strategies suggested: 
‘It’s not so much a contesting of accounts as a sharing of the spoils of the story 
— it suggests the potential for empathy, the constraint of circumstance too but it 
irritates’.25 Similarly, Ian Shuttleworth identified a possible intention behind these 
strategies only to suggest their theatrical ineffectiveness. He argued that ‘Hecuba, 
the Greek commander Agamemnon and others principally deliver an intercut 
narrative, as it were offering testimony to the events’ but concluded that ‘[t]his play 
could have moved fascinatingly on from the original Greek material, but instead it 
contemplates its own navel and trips over its own feet.’26 Although less dismissive, 
Michael Billington expressed doubts about Carr’s ‘strange use of reported speech 
in which encounters are described rather than enacted’.27 Two reviewers were, 

24	 Michelle Wang, ‘Readerly Plays: Narration and Formal Experimentation in Marina Carr’s 
Hecuba’, Style, 54.4 (2020), pp. 399–417 (p. 400).
25	 Dominic Cavendish, ‘Hecuba, RSC, Stratford, Review: Why Put on this Half-Strength 
Hecuba?’, Telegraph, 25 September 2015, <https://www.telegraph.co.uk/theatre/what-to-see/
hecuba-rsc-stratford-review/> [accessed 6 October 2024].
26	 Ian Shuttleworth, ‘Hecuba, Swan Theatre, Stratford-upon-Avon, UK — Review’, Financial 
Times, 18 September 2015, <https://www.ft.com/content/34809752–65c9–11e5-a28b-50226830d644> 
[accessed 6 October 2024].
27	 Michael Billington, ‘Hecuba Review — A Radically Different Take on a Familiar Story’, The 
Guardian, 25 September 2015, <https://www.theguardian.com/stage/2015/sep/25/hecuba-review-a-
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however, more positive about the dramaturgy of the play. Paul Taylor called Hecuba 
an ‘almost uncannily eloquent play’ where Hecuba and Agamemnon ‘narrate and 
enact the story in haunting counter-intuitive cooperation’,28 while Holly Williams 
noted the lack of distinction between characters and between thoughts and feelings 
in her comment that ‘[e]ach character directly addresses the audience, giving an 
account of the situation unfolding, and what they think and feel about it.’ In 
contrast to male critics, she included Carr’s own justification of these strategies as 
an attempt to introduce a sense of chorality into the performance without the need 
for an actual chorus. In this scenario, ‘everyone becomes everyone else’s chorus — 
they comment on the other person’.29

Alan O’Riordan, unlike English critics, responded well to the unconventional 
dramaturgy of the play, arguing that:

We watch ourselves watching, as the characters themselves narrate, speak each 
other’s lines, and generally engage in myth making, or rather, re-making. The 
effect of multiple points of view, of immediacy and distance, all intertwining, 
is utterly absorbing.

O’Riordan refers astutely to the production as ‘an experiment in defamiliarization’ 
but is less clear in his claim that the experiment is ‘occasionally improbable but 
mostly suggestive’.30 Peter Crawley’s review speaks in terms of a ‘tragedy’ which is 
‘rivetingly intimate’ in its attention to the psychology of these mythical characters. 
Noting that this Hecuba was ‘no longer a vengeful Fury, but a portrait of dignity 
in despair’, he also praised the play’s unconventional dramaturgy where ‘[e]veryone 
is their own chorus, narrating themselves, interpreting others, expressing ref lection, 
contradiction, pain, desire’.31

Whether from a positive or a negative perspective, these reviews give a useful 
sense of why and how such strategies operated in the performance. The notion of a 
sharing of the spoils of the narrative creates an intriguing link between storytelling 
and war which recalls Carr’s notion of a visceral struggle with a literary tradition 
as well as her innovative binding together of victor and victim in uneasy moments 
of empathy. Wang cautions, however, that the attribution of thoughts and feelings 
to others also raises the possibility that those thoughts and feelings might be 
misread, and empathy does not lead necessarily to a desire to relieve the suffering of 
others. As she also points out, they introduce elements of narrative into a dramatic 
structure, a combination that Melissa Sihra labels ‘meta-Shakespearean’, because it 
includes asides and soliloquies within scripted dialogue.32 Intriguingly, Carr herself 

radically-different-take-on-a-familiar-story> [accessed 6 October 2024].
28	 Paul Taylor, ‘Hecuba, Swan Theatre, Stratford-upon-Avon, Review: A Beautiful, Terrifying, 
Almost Uncannily Eloquent Play’, Independent, 28 September 2015, <https://www.independent.
co.uk/arts-entertainment/theatre-dance/hecuba-swan-theatre-stratforduponavon-review-a-
beautiful-terrifying-almost-uncannily-eloquent-play-a6670221.html> [accessed 6 October 2024].
29	 Williams, ‘The RSC’s New Hecuba’.
30	 O’Riordan, ‘Marina Carr’s Take on Hecuba’.
31	 Crawley, ‘Hecuba Review’.
32	 Melissa Sihra, Marina Carr: Pastures of the Unknown (Palgrave Macmillan, 2018), pp. 267–68.
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describes the formalism of her language as ‘Trojan English’.33 The shared dialogues 
represent a form of counter-intuitive cooperation between subject and subjected. 
In a very contemporary way, they suggest a kind of trauma-induced disassociation 
between the violent events that are occurring and the strong emotions they 
generate. The dialogues also involve the audience more directly in the story in 
the kind of embodied connection between performers and audiences described 
by Tanya Pollard as ‘affective electricity’.34 In replacing the personal with the 
interpersonal and mixing dialogue with unspoken thought and action, Carr revises 
not only the narrative of Hecuba but also its mode of narration so as to counter the 
naturalization of the events of the Trojan War through repetition and recognition.

The Politics of Tragic Affect

Victoria Wohl’s study of tragic affect in the plays of Euripides emphasizes ‘the false 
choice between reading tragedy poetically and reading it politically’.35 Her book 
links political effect and dramatic affect in a discussion of the interpenetration of 
form and content in the plays and their effects on audiences. In a chapter on Hecuba 
and The Trojan Women, Wohl argues that Euripides interrogates the ethical value 
of tragedy’s beautiful tears, with the plays’ deferral of justice giving rise ‘not only 
to intellectual discontent, but also to more affective dissatisfactions’.36 The deferral 
of justice leaves the burden of bringing about justice with the audience in almost 
Brechtian fashion. Wohl is conscious, however, of the limitations of tragic affect in 
effecting political change, arguing that there is a risk that ‘by crying sympathetic 
tears, we feel we have done enough’.37 Stephe Harrop’s review of Wohl’s book 
discusses such risks through explicit reference to Carr’s Hecuba where justice is not 
deferred but denied altogether. She argues that:

[t]he play’s audience is absolved of any requirement to respond ethically to 
the drama. Our role is vicarious indulgence in the second-hand pleasures of 
beautiful grief and morally exhausted sexual encounter.38

As I have argued above, the lack of justice or revenge in the play may be precisely 
the point Carr is making. Within such a context, the sex is all the more shocking 
for being morally exhausted while the affects and political effects of the play are not 
limited as a result. The absence of justice in the play, despite Hecuba’s consistent 
advocacy of her right to it, is far more shocking than the play’s rather jaded 
sexuality. Concentrating on how justice is denied enables a perspective on Carr’s 
Hecuba that interrupts the cycle of revenge in order to emphasize emotionally and 
politically the centrality of justice. As a result, rather than being ‘absolved of any 

33	 Quoted in Sihra, Marina Carr, p. 268.
34	 Tanya Pollard, Greek Tragic Women on Shakespearean Stages (Oxford University Press, 2017), p. 8.
35	 Quoted in Stephe Harrop, ‘Tragic Affect and Euripides’ Audiences: Review of Euripides and 
the Politics of Form by Victoria Wohl’, Arion: A Journal of the Humanities and the Classics, 23.3 (2016), 
pp. 137–44 (p. 143).
36	 Quoted in Harrop, ‘Tragic Affect’, p. 139.
37	 Quoted in Harrop, ‘Tragic Affect’, p. 143.
38	 Harrop, ‘Tragic Affect’, p. 142.



‘A new and harsher world’     219

requirement to respond ethically to the drama’, I would argue that the readers and 
audiences of Carr’s play become aware that revenge is no substitute for political and 
gender justice as the only opportunity to put an end to Hecuba’s suffering. The 
shared dialogues make clear that several opportunities for justice for the women 
in the play are explicitly denied by the military war machine of the Greeks in the 
name of superstition, expediency or Grecian law:

odysseus	 I’m afraid you no longer have the power to allow or disallow 
anything. You’re subject to our laws now. Laws, she hisses, 
growls, she looks old now, the face clamped with rage.

hecuba	 You dare call this a law? It’s an atrocity on top of all the other 
atrocities. (Hecuba, 239)

The audience’s awareness that justice is being denied to Hecuba may not transform 
life outside the theatre, but it does form a connection between the injustices within 
the drama and the social and political injustices outside the theatre that lead to 
and justify contemporary wars and atrocities. As in all Carr’s engagements with 
Greek myth, the language is visceral, poetic, corporeal, moving. She uses affect 
for political effect. She struggles with the gendered bias she identifies in Euripides 
as Euripides himself struggled with the glorification of the Peloponnesian War, as 
contemporary critics have struggled with Carr’s portrayal of suffering, motherhood 
and unlikely intimacies between Trojans and Achaeans and audiences struggle with 
the absence of justice for the women of Troy. These struggles position contemporary 
engagements with the Trojan War as locations of conf lict and struggle rather than 
straightforward transmissions of a story as they wrestle creatively with stories that 
threaten to overpower them with their naturalization of violence, war and female 
suffering. Carr’s Hecuba illustrates that the seductive quality of the myth of Troy lies 
not only in its role as example but also in its plasticity. This versatility enables her 
to wrestle with the gendered and militarist premises of the myth in order to reshape 
its emotional and political power to demand justice in the present.
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‘Neoptolimus, sonne to Achilles, slew her upon his fathers tomb, who when she 
was to be sacrificed, that she might fall decently, cut her robe, and tyed it about her 
knees’.1 This is how the seventeenth-century poet and translator Robert Stapylton 
imagines the death of Polyxena, the youngest daughter of Priam and Hecuba, in a 
gloss to Juvenal’s tenth satire. Arguing that to have one’s wish granted by the gods 
is a curse rather than a blessing, Juvenal offers a list of famous men who regretted 
living to old age: Nestor, Peleus, Laertes, Priam have all found in long life a source 
of misery, losing or nearly losing their children. Having presented the actual 
sufferings of the first three figures, on turning to Priam, the poet switches to the 
subjunctive. Instead of describing what was, he imagines what could have been:

Priam (Troy safe) had his last progresse made 
In state unto Assaracus his shade. 
Hector, his subjects weeping and forlorn, 
With all his brothers had the body born. 
Cassandra, first, her funerall tears had spent. 
And then Polixena her garments rent; 
If he had dy’d before his son’s foule guilt, 
Ere wanton Paris his bold ships had built.2

Juvenal’s lines clearly recall the description of Hector’s death in the Iliad (24.707ff ), 
how Priam carried his body and how the Trojan women bemoaned him in laments.

The mention of Polyxena’s torn clothes, however, suggests further intertexts. 
On a linguistic level, the lines ‘scissaque Polyxena palla’ seem to point towards 
Virgil’s Aeneid: in the description of the battle of Actium in Book viii, one meets 
the goddess of Discord in a ‘rent robe’ (‘scissa [...] Discordia palla’) — the only 
known use of these two words together.3 The image itself, in turn, calls to mind the 
description of Polyxena’s sacrifice in Euripides’ Hecuba and Ovid’s Metamorphoses, as 
Stapylton, who recognizes the poem’s intricate net of allusions, correctly observes.4 

1	 Robert Stapylton, Juvenal’s sixteen satyrs: or, a survey of the manners and actions of mankind. With 
arguments, marginall notes, and annotations clearing the obscure places out of the history, lawes and ceremonies 
of the Romans (Printed for H. Moseley, 1647), p. 202, n. i.
2	 Stapylton, Juvenal’s Sixteen Satyrs, pp. 187–88. Corresponding to Juv.10. 258–64. Juvenal, Persius, 
Juvenal and Persius, ed. and trans. by Susanna Morton Braund, Loeb Classical Library 91 (Harvard 
University Press, 2004).
3	 Virgil, Aeneid, viii. 702. Paul Murgatroyd, Juvenal’s Tenth Satire (Liverpool University Press, 
2017), p. 148.
4	 The reference to Ovid is not there in the first publication (1647) but appears, with a typo (Ov. 23. 
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In both Talthybius’s report of her murder in the Greek tragedy, and in its reworking 
in the Latin epic, the Trojan princess bared her chest and neck to Neoptolemus but 
then, dying, ‘took care to cover her body and to guard the honour of her modesty’ 
(‘cura fuit partes velare tegendas [...] castique decus servare pudoris’).5 This peculiar 
juxtaposition of willing nudity followed by painstaking shamefastness, I believe, is 
what inspires Stapylton’s idiosyncratic and highly ingenious portrayal in the gloss 
with which I began. As the translator elucidates in the 1660 reprint, ‘wanting a 
Garter’, Polyxena ‘cut away the skirt of her Gown, and with it tyed her Vest beneath 
her knee, that she might fall modestly’.6 Polyxena tore her clothing for the sole 
purpose of protecting her chastity.

While this, to my knowledge, was the first time Polyxena’s sacrifice involved 
the tying of her legs, curiously, it would not be the last. About 370 years later, 
undoubtedly independently of Stapylton’s commentary, The Burnt City, an 
immersive, ‘site-sympathetic’ staging of the myth of the Trojan War by the British 
theatre troupe Punchdrunk had, among other things, ‘Polyxena hanging suspended 
from the roof by her feet’ — though it was not Polyxena, but other characters 
that tied her ankles together.7 Drawing from my own experience of seeing the 
performance in September 2022 and Emma Cole’s detailed record of the show’s 
development in Punchdrunk on the Classics: Experiencing Immersion in ‘The Burnt City’ 
and Beyond, I want to use The Burnt City as a springboard for looking back at the 
issues the present volume’s juxtaposition of chapters on the Trojan myth’s place in 
Shakespeare’s times and in ours raises about Troy. In addition to being one of the 
most unusual reverberations of the myth in recent years, The Burnt City, I suggest, 
can help us further articulate what distinguishes contemporary attitudes to the 
Trojan War from early modern ones.

Telling the story of the fall of Troy primarily through the medium of dance, The 
Burnt City featured ‘twenty-eight performers spread throughout 100,000 square 
feet of performance space’.8 If one chose to dawdle in the foyer of this immense 
venue, one saw two family trees — one Greek, one Trojan (each also listing a pair 
of deities) — introducing the play’s characters. For anyone with a general back
ground on the myth, several names were conspicuously missing: Achilles, Hector, 

Metam. instead of Ov. 13 Metam), in Robert Stapylton, Mores Hominum = The Manners of Men (Printed 
by R. Hodgkinsonne, 1660), p. 377. Stapylton is not alone in juxtaposing Juvenal’s Troy with that 
of Ovid: George Sandys inserts this very extract from the tenth satire into his commentary on the 
thirteenth book of the Metamorphoses. He does not, however, sense the allusion to Polyxena’s sacrifice 
in Juvenal, rendering ‘scissaque Polyxena palla’ as ‘Polyxena tore her golden haire’. George Sandys, 
Ovid’s Metamorphosis Englished, Mythologiz’d, and Represented in Figures. An Essay to the Translation of 
Virgil’s Æneis (Iohn Lichfield, 1632), p. 447. Sandys might be thinking of John Ogle’s The Lamentation 
of Troy, for the Death of Hector (William Mattes, 1594) which contains the lines ‘And next to mourne 
came in faire Pollicene, / [...] She tore hir golden haire (O rufull acte)’, sig. C1v (see Alison Findlay’s 
discussion in Chapter 7).
5	 Ovid, Met. xiii. 479–80. Metamorphoses. Books IX–XV, 2nd edn, trans. by Frank Justus Miller, 
rev. by G. P. Goold, Loeb Classical Library 43 (Harvard University Press, 1984).
6	 Stapylton, Mores Hominum, p. 377.
7	 Emma Cole, Punchdrunk on the Classics: Experiencing Immersion in ‘The Burnt City’ and Beyond 
(Palgrave Macmillan, 2024), pp. 2, 113.
8	 Cole, Punchdrunk on the Classics, p. 12.
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Odysseus, Paris, Menelaus, Helen. With certain exceptions, the absence of Helen 
seems to have always characterized the myth’s reception. As Laurie Maguire has 
argued, Helen tends to be pushed to the periphery; blamed for the war, she is, 
nonetheless, often secondary to the actual story, lacking both voice and agency.9 For 
Punchdrunk specifically, the absence of Helen also meant that the Trojan War was 
no longer fought under the guise of restoring Helen to Menelaus. Members of the 
audience could, of course, supplement what they saw with their own knowledge of 
the myth, but The Burnt City itself did not present any justification for the war. It 
became both baseless and pointless.

And what about the famous warriors? There seem to be several reasons behind 
their omission. Firstly, while Punchdrunk worked with various sources, they mainly 
drew from Aeschylus’ Agamemnon and Euripides’ Hecuba, plays which, indeed, do 
not feature the heroes I have listed.10 Furthermore, as Cole explains, the scenes 
in which an audience member well versed in the classics would have expected to 
see Achilles — as part of their expansion of the world of Agamemnon, Punchdrunk 
interwove Aeschylus’ play with Euripides’ Iphigenia at Aulis — he was replaced by 
his son, Neoptolemus, to avoid confusing those who only knew of Achilles’ deeds 
in the Iliad.11 Finally, although dispensing with the myth’s male figures is not, as we 
know, the only way to question the very notion of heroism — Shakespeare’s Troilus 
and Cressida broadcasts an unglorified view of the Trojan War precisely by having 
the male heroes take centre stage — it is a way that works.

Punchdrunk’s reading was political in a broad sense: decrying the brutality of 
war, it did not address a specific military conf lict. In this, Punchdrunk’s approach 
differed from that of early modern English authors who, while recognizing the 
paradigmatic nature of the Trojan War, often signalled out its specific resonance for 
England/Britain in light of the Brutus myth. For example, as Janice Valls-Russell 
suggests (Chapter 8), when Trojan allusions appeared in the Henry VI trilogy, they 
allowed Shakespeare simultaneously to scrutinize the Wars of the Roses and look at 
the contemporary world of Elizabeth I. This is likewise true of a prequel to William 
Baldwin’s inf luential Mirror for Magistrates (1559). As Joseph Bowling has illustrated 
(Chapter 5), John Higgins’ First Parte of the Mirour for Magistrates (1574) turned to the 
myth of England’s Trojan origins — Brutus’ conquest of the island — to promote 
a vision of an insular empire; a new British identity was constructed by replacing 
and subsuming all others under the name of Troy.

9	 Laurie E. Maguire, Helen of Troy: From Homer to Hollywood (Wiley-Blackwell, 2009).
10	 On the production website, a potential audience member could read that The Burnt City is 
‘inspired by Aeschylus’ Agamemnon and Euripides’ Hecuba’ <https://www.theburntcity.com/the-
world/> [accessed 6 October 2024]. In her study, Cole further specifies that Punchdrunk used Ted 
Hughes’s translation of Agamemnon but did not base their reading of Hecuba on one single translation 
(Punchdrunk on the Classics, p. 105).
11	 Cole, Punchdrunk on the Classics, p. 79. The additional characters were either based on what 
Punchdrunk calls ‘collision sources’ — in this case, dystopian scientific worlds, such as that of the 
novel Do Androids Dream of Electric Sheep? — or taken out of the broader Greek and Trojan lore — 
Macaria, Askalaphos, Zagreus and others — without, however, playing out their actual storylines. 
For example, Macaria, traditionally either a daughter of Hercules or Hades, was known in The Burnt 
City as Polyxena’s lover. See Cole, pp. 11–12.
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The Burnt City, conversely, saw in the Trojan War a universal blueprint of all 
armed conf lict, using the myth to call attention to the pain war always inevitably 
brings to those caught in its midst, primarily, women and children. Even though, 
arguably, this has always been part of the Trojan myth, the last few decades have 
seen a surge of works on page, stage, and screen which claim finally to foreground 
female experience(s). Briseis, for instance, as Casey Dué has suggested (Chapter 1), 
has a much bigger role in several recent retellings than in the Iliad. However, while 
some, such as Pat Barker’s novel The Silence of the Girls, succeed in giving Briseis 
a voice, others, such as the Netf lix series Troy: Fall of a City fail to appreciate the 
power of female lament as a vehicle for critique, in a sense doing ‘less’ for their 
female protagonist than the epic. A heroine’s agency is similarly taken away in 
Marina Carr’s Hecuba: in Carr’s version, Hecuba does not avenge the death of 
her children as she does in Euripides. In performance, this, as Francesca Rayner 
has argued (Chapter 12), can heighten the sense of lawlessness of the world in 
which Hecuba finds herself, a world where she is denied justice. Punchdrunk, by 
contrast, not only portrayed Hecuba’s and Clytemnestra’s revenges but also added 
to them those of Polyxena (resurrected as a fury) and Iphigenia (in a nod to her 
role in Iphigenia among the Taurians).12 With most heroes absent, the heroines seemed 
capable of equal violence.

At the same time, The Burnt City’s somewhat eclectic list of characters allows us 
to pose a question not often unasked. Who is the protagonist of the Trojan myth 
without whom we cannot tell the story of the Trojan War? The answer, I believe, is 
Troy itself. In his Troia Britanica, Thomas Heywood, as Charlotte Coffin has shown 
(Chapter 3), devoted many lines to imagining what Troy would have looked like in 
all its splendour. By describing how Priam’s city buzzed with commercial activity, 
Heywood, as Coffin has argued, developed and nuanced the traditional comparison 
between Troy and Troynovant, or Jacobean London. A similar conf lation of two 
locations — one mythical, one early modern — is suggested by Marion Wynne-
Davies (Chapter 6). Nonsuch Palace, the home of Lady Jane Lumley when she 
was translating Euripides’ Iphigeneia at Aulis, might have been seen as an alternate 
Troy: its unusually white walls could remind one of how Troy was depicted in 
the illustrations to John Lydgate’s Troy Book, whereas the Grove of Diana could 
serve as fitting place for Iphigenia to disappear to at the play’s conclusion if it were 
staged. More often, however, when we think of Troy, we think of ruins. For Troilus 
and Cressida, as Vassiliki Markidou has argued (Chapter 4), ruins become a highly 
productive metaphor. While the city is yet intact, in Shakespeare’s Trojan play, it is 
the characters’ reputations, military ideals, and medieval chivalric models that get 
destroyed.

As much as it is characterized by destruction, Troy is characterized by yearning, 
whether of the Greek men during the ten-year siege, or of the Trojan women 
leaving the city never to return. Asking its audiences to imagine what it means to 
be defined by the name of a place one is forced to abandon, Euripides’ The Trojan 
Women remains uncomfortably pertinent to the present day. The Syria: Trojan 

12	 Cole, Punchdrunk on the Classics, pp. 93, 131.
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Women project, discussed by Myla Skeiker and Fadi Skeiker (Chapter 11), uses the 
legacy of the myth to approach traumas of displacement and dislocation.13 In fact, 
Troy itself has at least once been imagined as a mourning woman. In a daring 
instance of ethopoeia, John Ogle’s The Lamentation of Troy, for the Death of Hector 
(1594), as Alison Findlay has explored (Chapter 7), allowed the city itself to speak, 
ventriloquizing its men and women alike.

Unsurprisingly then, for The Burnt City, space was of immense importance. To 
access the performance, one first had to go through a ‘mock museum’. Displaying 
faux Ancient Greek vases and bowls, the museum mixed fact with fiction, the 
stories of Heinrich Schliemann’s infamous archaeological venture with that of the 
imagined collector Arthur Chapman.14 The Trojan myth, however, as we have 
seen time and again, refuses to be a mere relic, contained in a museum and out of 
reach. It wants to speak, offering ways of looking at the present just as much as at 
the past. And so, exhibition space dissolved into performance space. Encountering, 
in lieu of the last ‘artifact’, a ‘shattered’ case with ‘a single lock of hair tied by a red 
thread’, one found oneself in Greece or Troy, depending on the route one was sent 
on by the ‘museum’ staff.15 Both worlds were broadly dystopian in their design but 
had, nonetheless, a very distinct feel about them. Greece was vast, primarily open 
and empty, featuring the royal household of Agamemnon (his murder took place in 
a shower, not a bath; Iphigenia’s room had a dolls’ house), a shrine to Artemis, and 
‘a space of epic proportions in which the warehouse’s natural architecture was still 
visible’, serving at various times as Aulis, Tauris, and Mycenae.16 Troy, by contrast, 
was maze-like, giving off ‘the Weimar Berlin aesthetic’ and showing signs of former 
(neon) lustre amidst current decay.17

Having been sent down the ‘Greek’ pathway, I found myself by Agamemnon’s 
side, following him and three other warriors from the tank trap on which Iphigenia 
was sacrificed to the gates of Troy. There was no ten-year siege but rather a rapid 
crusade from one warehouse to the other. While losing the, arguably, important 
motif of stalled action — the absence of wind in Aulis, the military campaign 
itself halted several times (e.g. by the plague, by Achilles’ refusal to fight), the 
corresponding absence of wind after the fall of Troy — this constant movement 
around which the audience’s experience of the whole performance was built in a 

13	 Since its inception in 2013, the Trojan Women project has expanded significantly, welcoming 
refugees not only from Syria, but also from Afghanistan, Iran, Pakistan, and, most recently, Ukraine. 
This is why, in its current form, its name seems to have returned to that of Euripides’ play. Both like 
and unlike Higgins’s unified Trojan Britishness, Troy becomes an umbrella term for all displaced 
people. The Trojan Women Project <https://www.trojanwomenproject.org/> [accessed 5 August 
2024].
14	 While Cole writes of the intentionality behind the use of such names of Ciacco and Alighieri 
in the performance (Punchdrunk on the Classics, p. 164), this appearance of Arthur Chapman, a partial 
namesake of George Chapman, the author of the first full translation of the Iliad into English, 
seems, together with Polyxena’s tied legs, another curious coincidence, or, perhaps, an instance of 
mythological muscle-memory.
15	 Cole, Punchdrunk on the Classics, p. 156.
16	 Cole, Punchdrunk on the Classics, p. 159.
17	 Cole, Punchdrunk on the Classics, p. 177.
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sense ref lected the transferral of the myth itself. The story of the Trojan War has 
long ceased to be a single self-contained story of what happened at Troy, coming 
to incorporate not only the manifold reworkings of the original myths, but also 
the travels of such characters as Aeneas and Brutus, their attempts to build Troy 
anew. And, together with Aeneas and Brutus, we have continued to hold onto Troy. 
Re-told, re-staged, and re-translated countless times, Troy, as the chapters of the 
present volume testify, has been ‘moving’ in both space and time for the last two 
millennia. This is why, when one wants to re-present Troy, to make it ‘present’ on 
stage, one faces a choice — select a few characters/plotlines or risk incoherence. The 
latter, for example, often seems to characterize productions of Shakespeare’s Troilus 
and Cressida. The play’s tonal shifts, as Warren Chernaik has shown (Chapter 9), are 
hard to do justice to; while Thersites can take on the role of the chorus providing 
guidance to the audience, if done too forcefully, he can drown out the play’s elusive 
but ultimately rewarding multivocality.

The Burnt City eschewed this problem of deciding between unity and scale by 
seemingly granting this choice to each audience member. The show consisted of 
three loops: the events in Greece and Troy were performed three times, with the 
third finale in Troy being an enlarged version of the end of the first two, whereas 
the finale in Greece featured a new scene built around Dirk Bouts’s painting The 
Fall of the Damned.18 However, with almost thirty characters to follow (as well as 
the space itself to explore), the ‘looping structure’ actually allowed for only ‘two 
different characters’ loops to be experienced (almost) in their entirety’ over one 
performance.19 It also meant that, more akin to epic narration than tragic depiction, 
the story could be consumed non-linearly. Taking literal detours — with neither 
maps, nor signposts, it was impossible fully to control where one ended up — each 
audience member had their own unique, fragmentary, at times achronological and 
recursive, story of the Trojan War.

While The Burnt City’s cyclicality, I suggest, mirrors our own returns to the 
myth, in the creators’ vision, the desire to constantly ‘replay’ the Trojan War did not 
belong to us, but to Hades. As Cole explains, ‘the deepest, base layer of The Burnt 
City’ was that of ‘the mythological Underworld’ with hints spread out throughout 
the production — from drinks (in the fictional bar within Troy) ‘named after 
rivers providing access to, or found within, the Underworld’ to rooms ‘designed to 
reference an inhabitant of Tartarus’.20 There were also the characters of Hades and 
Persephone themselves who did not abide by the play’s looping structure: Persephone 
spent the performance attempting to recover her identity and her bearings, Hades 
observing other characters’ deaths (in the Greek finale, the two stood together ‘on 
the mezzanine balcony under a spotlight, surveying their realm’).21 In other words, 
while The Burnt City did not feature the full Olympian pantheon, it did feature 
gods, although, as Cole admits, ‘it is feasible that those [members of the audience] 

18	 Cole, Punchdrunk on the Classics, p. 58.
19	 Cole, Punchdrunk on the Classics, p. 12.
20	 Cole, Punchdrunk on the Classics, pp. 163–64.
21	 Cole, Punchdrunk on the Classics, p. 167.
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who concentrated upon the narrative arc of the characters from Agamemnon and 
Hecuba might have remained ignorant of the Underworld dimension’.22 This 
divine ‘dimension’ places The Burnt City firmly alongside the myth’s depiction 
in the Iliad and other classical Greek works and in direct opposition to the Troy 
of Shakespeare’s contemporaries and the more immediate predecessors. As Yves 
Peyré’s case-study from fifteenth-century Burgundy has reminded us (chapter 2), 
already in the Middle Ages, and even more so in the Renaissance, comprehension 
of the Trojan myth probed both human and divine agency. Commissioned to fill 
the empty spaces in a manuscript of Christine de Pizan’s Epistre Othea, Jean Miélot 
shifted the emphasis away from Christine’s allegorical interpretations to a reading 
of the Trojan War rooted in human fallacy.

With Hades as director-cum-architect of this immersive performance, what 
about the audience? What was its role in this (Under)world? Recalling her 
experience at one of the rehearsals, Cole writes: ‘I felt a sudden sensation [...] that I 
as audience was being cast as one of the restless troops at Aulis, hungry for war and 
holding Agamemnon hostage to the sacrifice’.23 Similarly, the most exhilarating 
moment of the whole performance for me was when Agamemnon touched me on 
the shoulder by the gates of Troy.24 You felt an urge to be part of the action even 
(especially?) when you did not approve of it. This feeling, however, was not meant 
to be reciprocated. For the performers — and this was also picked up by some 
reviewers — we were ‘shades’ or ‘lost souls’ wandering through Hades.25 We saw 
the Greeks and the Trojans, but they, with some exceptions, did not see us. What 
is more, with all audience members ‘given their bone-white full-face Punchdrunk 
mask’ to visually distinguish them from the characters, we became something akin 
to a chorus of Greek tragedy — watching, perhaps lamenting, but, ultimately, 
unwilling or unable to interfere.26

In the long history of bringing the Trojan War to life, however, at least one 
audience member did not accept the role of a passive spectator this easily. Appearing 
for the first time in Edmund Gayton’s Pleasant notes upon Don Quixot (1654) and 
then in the collection Poor Robin’s Jests (1666) under the title ‘Valorous Love’, the 
anecdote allows us to imagine what it was like to attend a performance of a play on 
the Trojan myth in early modern England:

A passionate Butcher of our Nation, who being at the Play, called the Greeks 
and Trojans, and seeing Hector over-powred by Mirmydons, got upon the 

22	 Cole, Punchdrunk on the Classics, p. 165. To an extent, this was my experience as a viewer. While 
I noticed the deities’ names in the character list in the foyer and crossed path with Hades (and most 
likely others) during the performance, I found myself more drawn to the narrative of the Trojan War.
23	 Cole, Punchdrunk on the Classics, p. 80.
24	 As Cole’s study illuminates, this is, in fact, one of Punchdrunk’s ‘audience management 
strategies’: ‘pausing in a doorway and touching its architraves’ an actor could slow down the 
performance if it was running ahead of schedule; disappearing behind the corner, ‘they draped an 
arm or traced a fingertip on the wall behind them [...] to provide a visual trail’; by squeezing an 
audience’s member’s shoulder they could move them out of the way (Punchdrunk on the Classics, p. 83).
25	 Cole, Punchdrunk on the Classics, pp. 169, 171.
26	 This connection was also drawn by one of the directors of The Burnt City, see Cole, Punchdrunk 
on the Classics, p. 171.
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Stage, and with his good Battoone tooke the true Trojans part so stoutly, that 
he routed the Greeks, and rayled upon them loudly for a company of cowardly 
slaves to assault one man with so much odds. He strooke moreover such an 
especiall acquaintance with Hector, that for a long time Hector could not 
obtaine leave of him to be kill’d, that the Play might go on; and the cudgelled 
Mirmydons durst not enter againe, till Hector, having prevailed upon his 
unexpected second, return’d him over the Stage againe into the yard from 
whence he came.27

Perhaps spurred on by a sense that he is, via the Brutus link, a descendant of Hector, 
this anonymous butcher took to arms to defend the Trojan hero from the ‘unheroic’ 
behaviour of Achilles’ men.

One can, of course, dismiss the anecdote by painting the butcher as a naïve 
ignoramus who does not know the difference between reality and the make-
believe world of theatre — indeed, it seems probable that this was the attitude 
with which his story was originally transmitted. At the same time, I think, the 
anecdote encapsulates what makes our own present-day interactions with Troy 
different from those of Shakespeare’s contemporaries. As we have seen throughout 
this volume, Troy speaks to us as much as it did to the people living in early 
modern Europe. And yet, our Troys are distinct. Reprovals of epic models of male 
heroism — already current in Shakespeare’s time — have made the Trojan myth 
suspect for us, perhaps even made some of us wish we could disassociate ourselves 
from its enduring legacy. For example, as Natália Pikli has discussed (Chapter 10), 
of the two recent Hungarian productions of Hamlet, one kept the famous Hecuba 
speech, whereas another found it more powerful to have the First Player declaim 
Attila József ’s Levegőt! [A Breath of Air!], a Hungarian anti-authoritarian poem most 
likely known to every audience member. Unlike our early modern counterparts, 
such as the anonymous butcher, nowadays few would consider themselves part of a 
long chain of Trojan mythographers, daring to think that their interventions into 
the Trojan story will make a difference. We still adapt Troy but are more likely to 
shrink from having our narratives, let alone ourselves, be adopted into the legend 
of Troy.

Defending what might have come across as random name-dropping in The Burnt 
City —  the use of mythological Greek names that do not belong to the myth of 
the Trojan War — Cole writes: ‘Punchdrunk used the ancient world to support 
their own mythmaking’.28 But has that not always been the case? The most abiding 
works on the Trojan myth — indeed, on any myth — are the ones that do precisely 
that. Just as the myth of Oedipus has been transformed by Sigmund Freud, so too, 
for several hundred years, was the myth of the Trojan War by a Monmouth cleric 
called Geoffrey. Troy is ours to shape: it can justify the building of an empire — 

27	 Edmund Gayton, Pleasant notes upon Don Quixot (Printed by William Hunt, 1654), p. 32. ‘The 
Greeks and Trojans’ could be a lost play, or it could refer to a staging of Shakespeare’s Troilus and 
Cressida or Thomas Heywood’s The Iron Age which both feature Hector’s death. Tom Butcher is cited 
as a stereotypical playgoer in John Fletcher’s Wit Without Money, as mentioned in the introduction 
(Francesca Rayner and Janice Valls-Russell) to this volume.
28	 Cole, Punchdrunk on the Classics, p. 97.
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Higgins’s First Parte of the Mirour for Magistrates — or open its arms to refugees — 
The Syria: Trojan Women project. This is why, I, for one, do not have a problem 
with the creative freedom Punchdrunk took with the Trojan myth in The Burnt 
City. What I do disagree with is the claim they made in their promotional slogan: 
‘As night falls, Gods, mortals, dreamers and lovers come alive — one last time’.29 
If this volume has shown anything, it is that ‘gods, mortals, dreamers and lovers’ of 
the Trojan myth will come alive again and again.

29	 The Burnt City, <https://www.theburntcity.com/> [accessed 6 October 2024].
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