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AS YOU LOATHE IT 

OCTOBER 3, 1977 
RANDOLPH L. WADSWORTH, JR. 

I've had to live with it 'for thirt 
no,w . . After supper in my couns1'n' 1" Y years s 1v1ng room, his s1ster, parents and grandparents 
we were leg wrestling. One all our · genteel audience, 

, the rubber match. My Uncle ·Bob, 'on hands and knees' about · three feet away, gave uS the count. . 

"One~" The contes~ants reared hack and 
locked legs. 

"Two. " Deep breath. 

"Three!" Much straind.ng, ' much turning 
red in the face; but no movement, no sound. At 
least, no~ until about mezzo-forte -- and very lyri
cally, i 'f I do say so·· myself ·· .... - I gave vent to a 
handsomely modulated toot of flatulence, which, 
if I had only done it on purpose, I'd be glad to 
recall a~ a virtuoso performance. A little less 
weakened by embarrassment than my antagonist was 
paralyzed by laughter, I somehow still had the 
presence of mind to fling him onto the hapless 
referee before collapsing from mortification. And 
luckily, while everybody wondered just,· how to re
spond -- for we were ordinarily a 'pretty decorous 
lot -- my opponent's grandfather redeemed the 
debacle , upholding along the way his great re
putation as one of our leading humorists. "Ducky," 
he chuckled, "that's sure the dog-gonedest way 
I've ever seen to win at Indian wrestling." 

This archetypal little tale is by no means 
unique, of course; its relatives are scattered far 
and wide through the history of anecdote and even 
in IIliteraryll texts widely held to have redeeming 
social importance. Who among us hasn't sometimes 
found humor in crepitation? My father, reconteur 
that he is, cherishes a medical friend's diagnosis 
of the tense posture and preoccupied expression 
of a cardinal in a Renaissance Italian painting: 
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"He looks, Randolph, as if he's about to break wind." 
Herb Caen, the San Francisco columnist, has reported 
lately that some members of the hoity-toity St. 
Francis Yacht Club are distressed by a craft sport
ing their burgee and the name "Passing Wind," a show 
of hypersensitivity that ranks them in my books with 
Absolon in "The Miller's Tale," not the least of 
whose shortcomings was to appear over-nice, "somedel 
squaymous of farting" -- in a word, hardly one of 
the fellas. 

After all, even that most prudish of Eliza
bethan critics, George Puttenham, relished a tale 
on the same Aeolian theme. Sir Andrew Flammock, a 
Gentleman of Henry VIII's Bedchamber, was approach
ing Greenwich Palace with his monarch after a day's 
hunting. The King had his huntsman blow for the 
gatekeeper to prepare a Royal welcome, whereupon 
Sir Andrew (in the deliciously quaint phrase of 
Puttenham), "having his belly full and his tail 
at conunaundment, gave forth a rap nothing faintly." 
When Henry construed this postern blast ~s intend
ing disrespect to the Royal Personage, S~r Andrew 
saved the day, and probably his head, by explain
ing that he had merely been calling the gatekeeper's 
assistant to serve his own more modest needs. 

Royalty themselves, at least ~n those 
lustier days before the purita~ revolut1on , were 
not above making such jokes, e~ther, as we see 
from Aubrey's account of Edward de Vere. 

This Earle of oxford, mak~ng of his 
low obeisance to Queen El1zab7th, 
ha ened to let a Fart, at wh1ch he 
soP~bashed and ashamed the ~e we~t 
to Travell, 7 yeares. On ~~s re 
t the Queen welcomed h1m home 
a~~n~ayd, My Lord, I had forgott 

the Fart. 
literary manifestations, 

There are,many odern limerick cycle 
beginning with the 1nfamous mta and stretching all 
on the young fellow fro~sSi:~ all-timers, the account 
the way back t~ Chaulc;.r of "hende ll Nicholas' coup 
in the "Miller s Ta e 
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of coups -- "as loud as i t had been a thonder-dent" 
-- and the "Reeve's Tale" with its clever monk who 
breezily solves a complex problem in the handling 
of air-~pace by ~ividing a,fart into twelve equal 
parts w~th the a1d of noth1ng more exotic than a 
wagon wheel. Lover s of Restoration literature point 
with pri.de to Dryden' s "Mac Flecknoe," an attack 
on the poet Thomas Shadwell, a poem in which the 
hero, inheritor o f "all the realms of nonsense" 
and in the process of being crowned in a privy, sees 
his predecessor i n dulness dropped through a trap
door: 

He said: but his last words were 
heard 

For Bruce and Longville had a trap 
prepared , 

And down they sent the yet declaim-
ing bard. 

Sinking he left his drugget robe 
behind, 

Borne upwards by a subterranean 
wind. 

The mantle f ell to the young prophet's 
part 

with double portion of his father's 
art. 

What a triumph of insinuation! From which we may pass 
1 'th the followin, g non-to the end of my cata ogue W~ 

pareil of analogies gone wrong: 

Thou trumpet, there's my purse. 
Now crack thy lungs, and split thy 

brazen pipe. . 
Blow, villain, till thy sphered b1as 

cheek , 
outswell tne co~ic of puffed Aqu1lon ; 
Come, stretch thy chest, and let thy 

eyes spout blood. 
Thou blowest for Hector. 

Who, importing the grotesque "colic of puffed Aquilon," 
could with such comic infelicity change the trumpeter 
into Henry's huntsman and Sir Andrew Flammock all at 
once, turning the welcome of Hector into the meta-
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phorical equivalent of an epic fart? , Who but the 
most infamous blowhard on the windy plains of Troy? 
Who but Ajax, consistently rhymed in the Renaissance 
to come out "A-Jakes," an outhouse? Dull Ajax, 
the archetypal dumb jock, perfect tool of that 
most vile politician, Ulysses. Ajax, so unaware 
of his own failings that even Nestor, the Polonius 
of the Grecian camp, sees his folly when, swelled 
with self-conceit, he agrees to "pheese the pride" 
?f Achilles, calling that decayed fraud "A paltry, 
~nsolent fellow"? Pompous Ajax, who arguing with 
Diomedes over a question of precedence, allows 
their most dangerous foe to escape unharmed. 

This doesn't sound like your familiar 
Homeric team? Sounds instead as if some writer 
of low travesties had set them up, let them flaunt 
their supposed prowess until, like the King of 
Brobdingnag after Gulliver's inflated disquisition 
on the destructive accomplishments of Europeans , 
we're forced to rate them as "the most pernicious 
race of little odious vermin that nature ever 
suffered to crawl upon the surface of the earth"? 

I'm afraid that's about the size of it. 
The "corrected" version of Homer we're dealing with 
begins not so much by setting the scene as by setting 
it up, ends by setting up the audience, spends the 
time between setting up the Trojan war as a largely 
ignoble and essentia~ly silly quarrel, initiated 
and blown up out of all proportion by vicious men 
whose reason so panders will as they can no longer 
distinguish love from lust, policy from deceit, 
chivalry from base hypocrisy. 

Just call the author Shakespeare, call 
the piece Troilus and Cressida: then sum up your 
favorite associations with both the Bard and every
body's favorite classical war, and you'~l under
stand at once why so many critics of th1S play belong 
with Gene M~haly:s practitioners of midrash, the 
tradition of ingeniously saving a text from mean-
ing what it all too plainly but painf~lly says. 
For who wants to be shown that romant~c love, wha~
ever we claim for it, grows out of sexual attract10n 
and that to ignore this while protesting love's 
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spiritual beauty is to invite a disillusionment that 
can reduce a man to the animal he had rationalized 
out of existence? Who wants to be shown that even 
the most heroic of wars, no matter what we pretend 
for it, grows from the beast in us and will, in time, 
transform its protagonists into beasts. Worse yet, 
who wants to think Shakespeare could be guilty of a 
play implying as much, a play that might well be 
sub-titled As You Loathe It? 

I'm no more predisposed than the next man 
to think such unBardolatrous thoughts, no more ready 
than the next man to suffer a gratuitous affront to 
idealism; and at times during a long struggle with 
this problematical play, I've been nearly as keen 
as the next fellow to assign it to, say, Bacon, or 
the Earl of Oxford. But now, like any teacher who 
has worked up a presentation over several years, con
vinced (perhaps delusively) that r've stumbled on 
an insight or two, I'd like to explore with you one 
of Troilus and Cressida's procedures and its effects 
in an effort to share with you the force and value of 
this uniquely powerful and uniquely underestimated 
play. 

As live implied, most criticism of the 
play has been more concerned to save appearances 
for its characters than to deal with what really 
happens on the stage. The only published source 
I've found almost uniformly helpful is the intro
duction to Troilus in The Riverside Shakespeare 
provided by Anne Barton of Bedford College, London, 
who is also the wife of John Barton, a resident 
director of the Royal Shakespeare Company. An 
even more fruitful source, but one much harder 
to acknowledge, is my office mate at Miami, Jim 
Clark. A diffident fellow, Jim could s~mplY no~ 
be cajol.ed, dragooned or even suborned l.nto com::ng \I 

tonight: "'l'm not very good at that sort of thl.ng, 
is all he'd say. But he's in the paper, where 
possible with specific attribution! at least as 
often in ways too subtl.e to recognl.ze. 

Jim hadn't taught Troilus for years till 
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I began to do it and to tryout my routines on him 
at the office or over ' lunch. We so set each other 
off in temperament, training and aptitude that our 
discussions often lead to syntheses new to both of 
us, to ideas neither of us would have come up with 
alone. And surely this is no bad thing: a uni
versity ought to be a place where friends, stretch
ing excitedly to reach beyond their grasp, occasion
ally attract strangers in from the corridor to wit
ness the spectacle of grown men slanging each other 
over a work of literature as if that were a rational 
thing to do. But this behavior does complicate 
attribution, viz: 

Clark: "Did I really say that about 
Thersites? Well, it suggests some
thing else to me now. He's a voyeur 
as well. That's another of the things 
that makes him so distasteful." 

Wadsworth: "Pandarus!" 

Clark: "Pandarus?" 

Wadsworth: "Yeah. Pandarus. He's 
the voyeyr in the play, but I hadn't 
thought of Thersites in that light. 
A neat parallel." 

Clark: "Another of those symmetries 
that tie the two plots together. Take 
that, you guys who think the play is 
shapeless." 

I'll give Jim credit where I can sort it out. But, 
if my argument persuades you, as I , hope it will, to 
ask the management of your favorite local playhouse 
to lay on a production, then tell them,to keep us 
both in mind for advice on interpretat~on: they 
can just call oxford, 529-4134 and ask for Doc Clark 
or Doc Wadsworth -- night ~ day. 

Now, by way of entry into our text, a, 
modern analogue. How do those of you who were ~n 
Europe in World war,I~ feel abo~t Joseph Heller s 
Catch 22, the defin~t~ve reduct~o ad absurdum of 
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the great struggle against Fascism? Are you like that 
long list 'of publishers who, over a period of nearly 
ten years, one after another rejected the manuscript 
asking; in essence, "Mr . Heller, if you want to attack 
the whole idea of war, why pick what's easily the most 
just war this country has ever fought? Why not pick 
some sordid little action we could all villify together?" 
Oh, the inaccessibility of editors to reason! Because 
to choose any other war would have been too easy for 
both Heller and his readers. The targets of the most 
memorable and far-reaching satirical attacks cannot 
be cheap. After all, if even the most defensible 
occupant of a category is contemptible, where does 
that leave the others? 

Our first hint that Troilus and Cressida 
may entail the same general strategy comes no later 
than the third sentence of the Prologue: 

In Troy, there lies the scene. From 
Isles of Greece 

The princes orgilous, their high blood 
chaf'd, 

Have to the port of Athens sent their 
ships 

Fraught with the ministers and instru
ments 

Of cruel war. Sixty and nine, that 
wore 

.Their crownets regal, from th'Athenian 
bay 

Put forth toward Phrygia, and their 
vow is made 

To ransack Troy, within whose strong 
immures 

The ravish'd Helen, Menelaus' queen, 
With wanton Paris sleeps -- and that's 

the quarrel. 

That fina l, devastating clause of these ten lines -
set off by a dash for emphasis in both the Quarto 
and First Folio -- neatly puts the whole Trojan War 
into an ironic perspective, perhaps serving to re
mind at least the Elizabethan audience (as Mrs. 
Barton reminds readers of the Riverside text) that 
the ensuing vision of the fracas may owe more to 
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Eurippedes' savage account than to Horner. No matter 
that the Prologue continues gloriously with the words 
so many of us learned -- "To Tenedos they come,/ 
And the deep-drawing barks do there disgorge/ Their 
warlike fraughtage" -- the damage is done and it all 
takes on a somewhat hollow ring. 

The play proper begins by acquainting us 
with Troilus, Pandarus and Cressida, whose story 
in outline goes like this: Troilus, one of Priam's 
sons and therefore a Prince of Troy, loves Cressida, 
daughter of Calchas, a Trojan priest who has sold 
out to the Greeks. The go-between in this affair 
is Cressida's uncle Pandarus, an aging courtier, 
apparently impotent by reason of veneral infection, 
who is about as keen to share vicariously in the 
lovers' consummation as to see his family allied 
to the Royal house. No sooner have the lovers tasted 
bliss (without benefit of marriage, of course) than 
they are sundered. Calchas, anxious to be paid by 
his new masters while the memory of his traitorous 
service to them is still green, arranges to swap 
the Trojan prisoner Antenor for Cressida, thinking 
to sweeten his exile by dragging his daughter along 
(and only reflecting incidentally that she might 
be safer out of Troy, doomed as he thinks it is). 
The lovers swear eternal fidelity; but, once she 
finds herself in the alien camp with no protector 
beside a father held in contempt as a spy, Cressida 
pledges herself to a new champion, Diomed. Finally 
aware of Cressida's perfidy, Troilus abjures her 
and gives all his energies to the war. 

At the outset, we might well imagine we're 
in for a saucy version of Much Ado, parental guidance 
suggested. Troilus, in love with love and panting 
with desire for Cressida, tries to lay on an assigna
tion with her through Pandarus, who delights in keep
ing him off with messages from the lady that she is 
not rQady to hecu: his su1 t : 

But Pandarus -- 0 gods! how do you 
plague me! 

I cannot come to Cressid but by Pandar, 
And he's as teachy to be woo'd to woo, 
As she is stubborn-chaste against all 
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suit. 
Tell me, Apollo, for thy Daphne's love 
What Cre~sid i~, what Pandar, and what'we: 
Her bed ~s Ind~a, there she lies, a pearl' 
Between our Ilium and where she resides, ' 
Let it be call'd the wild and wand'ring 

flood, 
Ourself the merchant, and this sailing 

Pandar 
Our doubtful hope, our convoy, and our 

bark. 

Cressid, meanwhile, is revealed as a spicy little mor
sel, contemptuous of Helen and Paris, cynical about 
the war and scornful of the Trojan heroes, who are 
made by Shakespeare to walk across the stage to the 
accompaniment of hilariously demeaning comments from 
her, perched above them on the city's walls. Above 
all, she is a most practiced and politic tease, frank 
and as engagingly bawdy as they come. 

Pandarus: You are such a woman, a man 
knows not at what ward you lie. 

cressida: Vpon 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. 

Pandarus: Say one of your watches. 

Cressida: Nay, I'll watch you for 
that; and that's one of the chiefest 
of them too. If I cannot ward what 
I would not have hit, I can watch 
you for telling how I took the blow 
-- unless it swell past hiding, and 
then it's past watching. 

And, a moment later, after Troilus' servant has appeared 
with news that his master waits on Pandarus, there is 
this exchange: 

Pandarus: I will be with you niece, by 

e 

e 
f 

an 



and by. 

Cressida: To bring, uncle? 

Pandarus: Ay, a token from Troilus. 

Cressida: By the same token, you are 
a bawd. 
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(Exit Pa ndarus) 

Words, vows, gifts, tears and love's 
full sacrifice, 

He offers in another's enterprise. 
But more in Troilus thousandfold I 

see 
Than in the glass 

may be; 
Yet hold I off. 

wooing; 

of Pandar's praise 

Women are angels, 

Things won are done; joy's soul lies 
in the doing. 

That she belov'd knows nought that 
knows not this: 

Men prize the thing ungain'd more 
than it is. 

That she was never yet that ever 
knew 

Love got so sweet as when desire did 
sue. 

Therefore this maxim out of love I 
teach: 

Achievement is command, ungain'd, 
beseech; 

Then though my heart's content firm 
love doth bear, 

Nothing of that shall from mine 
eyes appear. . 

Troilu3, all naivete and romance, is likely to prove 
over-matched unless he grows up very quickly. 

Our introduction to the larger plot, to 
the war that surrounds the title-plot, comes by way 
of a visit to the Greeks assembled in council, not 
an especially auspicious introduction. Things aren't 
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going at all well for the Greeks, who, in the happy 
terms of my office-mate, resemble nothing so much 
as the members of a much favored football team try
ing at half-time to account for their being thirty 
points down on an easy opponent and trying, too, 
to find both a scapegoat and a new strategy. The 
chief strategist is Ulysses, contemptuous (in his 
asides) of Agamemnon and Nestor, his nominal leaders, 
but outwardly deferential, like any man who seeks 
power but would not be seen to usurp it. All reason
ableness and sound doctrine, this wily politico makes 
that famous set-speech on degree that illustrates 
the stock Elizabethan notions on order in so many 
history texts. You know the one: "Take but degree 
away, untune that string,/ And hark what discord 
fo~lows. Each th~ng meets/ In mere oppugnancy." 
(N~ce stuff, but ~t turns out to be largely irre
levant in context.) 

The first Greek problem, lack of leader
ship, is abundantly dramatized by the entrance of 
Aeneas with an offer from Hector to settle the 
whole business in single combat with a suitable 
champion, if the Greeks can come up with one. 
Aeneas wants to deliver this message to Agamemnon 
in person, but claims not to be able to tell which 
of the Greeks looks like a king, so he looks around, 
while Agamemnon does a slow burn for nearly fifty 
lines. They finally come to terms, Aeneas character
izing Hector as the Trojan most "true in love," 
Agamemnon promising to tell his "Grecian lovers " 
of this new chance for glory. Which leads us directly 
to the Greeks' second problem: Achilles, who should 
be their champion, sulks in his tent with Patroclus, 
where the two of them, abetted by the scurrilous 
Thersites, pass the time reviling and ridiculing their 
commanders. ' Everyone blames everyone els~, and all 
blame the hapless Menalaus, whose cuckold s honor 
is their cause. 

Luckily, Ulysses has a plan. Never mind 
that it contradicts his treatise on order and degree: 
all's fair in love and war, and here we have both 
(as Aeneas has reminded us), so extraordinary neasures 
are justified. All they need to do is rouse the 
boastful Ajax to displace Achilles, or at lea5t 
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try to, and the latter will leave his tent to vindi
cate his reputation. 

At this point in the play, historians tell 
us, the,Elizabethan audience knew just where they 
were: ~n the camp of "The Merry Greeks " those 
jolly barbarians who destroyed the fine~t civiliza
tion,the world had known up to that time. We shouldn't 
be d~stressed by the unflattering portrait; in fact, 
the argument runs, it's 'essential, for the Greeks 
are the villains in the tragedy of Troy. I agree 
that the audience might be primed here for such an 
upshot, but I part company with the critics who 
think Shakespeare continued the play with nothing 
more in mind than the stereotype. The Trojans, in 
order to be tragic protagonists, at least as most 
playgoers understand that term, would have to exhibit 
heroic qualities, when they erred would have to do 
so grandly and nobly, when they fell would have to 
move us to pity and fear, especially through their 
own recognition of their partial responsibility for 
their predicament. To take a couple of examples, 
let's try Hamlet and Othello. (The plays are both 
later than Troilus, but they share their most im
portant traits with the earlier body of Elizabethan 
tragedy. I choose them because they are familiar.) 

Hamlet is often said these days to have 
committed a grave blunder in thinking himself born 
to set it right, in taking up the riskY,role of 
scourge and minister to the rottenness ~n Denmark; 
but when he lets his purpose become bloodY,or else 
nothing worth, he carries us right alo~g w~th,us; 
so that when he sees that special prov~den7e ~n 
the fall of a sparrow and goes, as some th~nk, to 
the death he knows is as right in the scheme of 
things as it is inevitable, our hearts break. We 
need to think him sung to his rest by ~ngels, when 
our ood sense tells us it isn't likely! but we 
aCkn;wledge the justice of his destruct~on, thO~9h 
it pains us: once infected, he had to . b~ purge 

, h he rest of the sickness; and we have,to 
~~~ep~ the restoration of' order under Fort~nbras, 
a lesser man. 

We see some of the same pattern in Othello. 
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Grossly misled by 1ago, the Moor embarks upon his 
monstrous errand, to rid the world of Desdemona's 
wickedness the nearest way, by sacrificing her to 
keep love pure. Horrible as it is, his rage is 
commanding, and even at his most monstrous he never 
loses his magnificence" More than Hamlet, even, 
he recognizes what he has done, calls himself fool 
to Emilia, says he smells hell's sulfurous fumes and 
knows he must be consigned there. rs there anyone 
in an audience who will split doctrinal hairs at 
the end and say he is diminished when he . turns the 
dagger on himself to die upon a kiss? 

There is supposed to be a form of solace 
in these catastrophic histories, the catharsis Aristotle 
spoke of, that knowledge that universal order is 
served by the destruction of the hero. And besides, 
we are elevated by these great protagonists even 
when they are misguided simply .because their grandeur 
lets us believe that nobility is possible among men. 
Mind, it's seldom an easy catharsis in Shakespeare, 
seldom without problems: as one of my old teachers 
used to say, "Order is restored at the end of the 
tragedies, but it's not a very cozy form of order, 
for men are expected to be better than they seem 
able, yet appear to be most horribly punished when 
they try and miss." 

Let's examine our Trojans and see if they 
exhibit any of the traits we expect in a tragic hero, 
or if their play, finally; can be called a tragedy. 

Shakespeare makes the job easy, ·1 think, 
for those willing to follow him into a world where 
even the somewhat negative cons01ation 0: tragedy 
doesn't seem to be vouchsafed: he makes ~t easy, 
that is, for those willing to giveluPkebveh'~d th~h 

f bl rder as seems to ur e ~ 
sense 0 sta e 0 d' 't at once when we 
tra edies And he starts o~ng ~ . . 
lea~e the"Greek c~p, plun~ing us str;~l~~ ~~;oh~d 
complementary TroJan coukn~~l 1~:n~p" Helen and they'll 
a message from the Gree s. g . 
end the war. All the anticipated exped~ents.are " 

. d from "We've spent so much we can t qUl.t now 
~~r;w~ might as well send her back, since she's ~nly 
a whore." Troilus alone seems to argue that thelr 
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~on~r is at stake. When Hector asserts that Helen 
1S not worth what she doth cost the keeping " his 
rejoinder is, "What's ought but as 'tis valu~d?" 
Hector counters with a sermon that would do ju~tice 
to Ulysses:-

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, 
And the will dotes that is attributive 
To what infectiously itself affects, 
Without some image of th'affected 

merit. 

Now this is very sound advice. If Hector and the 
rest wer~ - to live by it, they would stop the war 
forthwith and'- Troilus would examine much more care
fully his ido~atrous feelings for Cressida. But 
Troilus, once he's warmed ~p, is a ha~d man to stop, 
so he continues with another analogy that recalls 
his attachment to Cressida: 

I take today a wife, and my election 
Is led in by the conduct of my will, 
My will enkindled by mine eyes ~nd 

. ~ars, 

Two traded pilots 'twixt the dangerous 
shores 

" Of will and judgment: how may I 
avoid 

(Although my Will distaste what it 
elected) 

The wife I chose? There can be no 
evasion ' . 

To blench from this and to stand f1rm 
by honor. th 

We turn not back the silks upon e 
merchant 

~~en we have soiled them, nor the 
remainder viands . 

We do not throw in unrespect1ve 



48 

sieve 
Because we now are fu~~ .•.. 

~he scene winds, on, through th,e argument :rrom se~f 
~nteres~ of ~ar~s, until it,comes to rest on another 
speech :n wh~c~ Hector, aga~n grounding himself in 
convent1onal w1sdom, seems on the point of con
tradicting t~ose who would prolong the war, only 
to reverse h~mself: 

... Hector's opinion 
Is this in the way of truth; yet 

ne'er the less 
My spritely brethren, I propend to 

you 
In resolUtion to keep Helen still, 
For 'tis a cause that hath no mean 

dependence 
Upon our joint and several dignities. 

This strikes a responsive chord in Troilus, of course 
who must. add' that Helen is "a theme of honor and re- ' 
nown,1 A spur ·to valiant and magnanimous deeds." And 
only then does ' Hector reveal to , the Trojans what 'the 
audience 'already knows, that he has sent -his personal 
challenge to the Greeks. The whole "council scene 
has been a sham, engineered by Hector to gain assent 
to a continuation of the war, a continuation he 
knows is wrong', but wh~ch he, de~i:es ~s ','touching 
upon our joint and several d~gn~t~es, w~th the 
emphasis on "several." All he ~ants is a warrant 
for his ego-trip into solo her01sm. 

' S6, ' if there's going to be a hero among 
the Trojans, Hector's a pret~y unlikely candidate: 
Troilus is still in the runn1ng, though. ,True, h1s 
relativism and naivete are not wholly adm~rable! 
but if he should be willing to stand by them, w~ll
ing to invest them consistently with the honor of 
which he speaks, if he should prove capable of erring 
grandly, we might yet find in him the stuff of 
tragedy. 

But we have to find in him first the stuff 
of that grown-up comedy with which we started, for 
Shakespeare continues the action by finally letting 
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the lovers be united in Pandarus' garden (to the 
accompaniment, I might add, of several salacious, 
voyeuristic remarks by that worthy bawd). Trolius, 
"giddy" with the expectation of "love's thrice re
pured nectar," proves absolutely malleable in the 
hands of Cressida. Her strategy of delay has paid 
off, and she possesses him utterly. 

Meanwhile, we seek in the Grecian camp 
the inevitable result of ulysses' strategy. Dis-
cord is rife. Ajax blunders about, dogged by 
Thersites (whom he regularly beats for our further 
entertainment), and goads Achilles, so far to little 
effect. On the whole, the lot of them appear in
creasingly to justify Thersites' scurrilous strictures, 
to fit his description of them as a pack of curs, to 
merit his curse on the whole business: 

After this, the vengeance on the whole 
camp! or rather, the Neapolitan bone
ache! (that's syphillis) for that me 
thinks is the curse depending on those 
that war for a placket . 

In short, to Thersites the whole affair has now de
generated into what he knew it was all along: it 
is (forgive me) just another fucking brawl, redeemed 
at this point in the play only by the courteous 
and gallant behavior of Diomedes, the young Greek 
sent to collect Cressida from Troy. 

Before their tearful parting, thrust upon 
them with such cruel suddenness, the lovers have 
had only one night of blisS1 but, if their bawd~ 
morning dialogue is any index, it's been some n~ght. 
Now that they must separate, Troilus, who had here
tofore used a lot of very sexy imagery to describe. 
both his anticipation and his fulfillment, ~ow cla~ms 
he cannot be parted from one he has loved w~th so 
"strained a purity," a line that always.get~ a laugh 
a~ ~he audience~ oa~oh ~h~ ~un on "s~ra1ned ~~d_ 
hear "stretched." He's rl.s~ble, too, when he ~n 
sists, a little too literally~ that.the gods must 
have willed the separation, s~nce h~s love (he th doesn't say "our love") is too grand for any 0 er 
agents to affect. And, finally, he's absurd, as 
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Cressida's asides instantly remind us, when he 
harps repeatedly on the need for her to be true 
to him without ever enjoining reciprocal restrict
ions on himself. r t 's a sad scene, hut profoundly 
funny, too, and not a bit tragic in any production 
I've seen. 

Cressida's lot among the Greeks is any
thing but pleasant. When she enters the camp, 
she's made to walk the line, as it were, before 
the whole pack of curs, who, led by Ulysses, re
mark that she's in heat. When a flourish is sounded 
to announc7 the a:rival of a party from Troy, the 
Greeks, st~ll ogl~ng Cressida, respond with one 
of Shakespeare's worst puns: "The Trojans trumpet." 
Small wonder, then, that she should cleave to 
Diomed, the one among them to treat her with 
courtesy. Still, we may share the shock of Troilus, 
arriving a day later for a "love-feast" -- that's 
what they call it -- between the Greek commanders . 
and the Trojan princes only to discover that Cress~da 
is already betrothed, in effect, to her new pro
tector. 

As the feast, got up to celebrate ~ector's 
challenge, gets underway, with m~ch travesty~ng of 
the epic style on all sides, Tro~lus of,cour~~h 

s 'ealous. When he charges Cress~da w 
become J athetically answers that her fault 
betrayal, she p . "The error of our eye 
. the fault of her sex. .. hi 
1~ . d" His response f1n~shes m as 
d~rects our m~n., . 
a candidate for trag~c her01sm: 

th;s is Diomed's This she? No, • 
Cressida. 

a soul, this is not If beauty have 
shee. . be 

If souls guide vows, ~f vows 
sanctimonies, d ' delight, 

If sanctimony be ~he ~~tS itself 
If there be rule 1noumad~ess of dis
This was not she. 

course, with and against 
That cause sets up 

itself, where r~~son 
Bi-fold authority, 
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Without perdition. This is, and is 

not, Cressid • 
The bonds of Heaven are slipp'd dis

solved and loos'd 
And with another knot, five-finger 

tied, 
The frac,tions of her faith, orts of 

her love, . 
The fragments, scraps, the bits and 

greasy relics 
Of her o'er-eaten faith, are given 

to Diomed. 
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T~e fellow who was willing to live with relativism 
w 0 asked, "What's aught but as 'tis valued " want~ 
o~~h h~nst~ad of sticking heroically if wro~g-headedly 
w~ ~~ v~e~, blaming himself finally for having 
enterta~n7d 1t, he cops out, blames the universe 
for allow~ng such contradictions to Occur The 
fellow who said in the set-speech of the ~ouncil 
scene that honor should keep a man from rejecting 
what he had "elected," uses the same images to 
reduce his choice to garbage on another's plate. 

, , 
It s allover, now, but the shouting; 

for we know we can't turn to the other ·plot for 
some feat of tragic significante to redeem the 
play. And we're right. All that happens in the 
closing scenes is what we might expect. To the 
choral asides of Thersites, who excoriates the 
lot of them, puts their actions down to natural 
depravity and then rushes about the field so as 
not to miss any of the fun, our lot of maddened 
actors course about the stage seeking to kill each 
other in a mad medley of brief, chaotic scenes. 
The climax comes when Hector, drooling greedily 
over the armor of a slain Greek -- indeed, in the 
dct of stripping it - - is caught by 'Achilles, 
now incensed not by Ulysses' plan but because 
Patroclus is dead, and foully stabbed ih the back 
by the Myrmidons, as Achilles stands idly by. 
More emetic, this, than lathartic. 

As the play closes, Enter Troilus with 
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a speech not restoring order, as in a tragedy, but 
proclaiming the ·.continuation of disorder till the 
last Greek has measured his shadow. When Pandarus 
entreats a word of him, our anti-hero strikes him 
for his pains, leaving the hapless go-between to 
close the play with this bitter prophecy: 

Good traders in the flesh, set this 
in your painted cloths: 

As many as be here of Pandar's hall, 
Your eyes, half-out, weep out at 

Pandar's fall. 
Or if you cannot weep, yet give some 

groans, 
Though not for me, yet for your aching 

bones. 
Brethren and sisters of the hold-door 

' trade, 
Some two months hence my will shall 

here be made. 
It should be now, but that my fear 

is this, 
Some galled goose of Winchester 

would hiss. 
(a whore in 
South London) 

Till then I'll sweat and seek about 
for eases, 

And at that time bequeath you my 
diseases. 

How, then, are we to take this legacy, 
'ronic in its implication that all the world 

so 1, "h hId-door trade" -- whether as ~ook~r, 
are ln t,e 0 so metaphorical in its impllcatl0n 
John or p~mp --II h" at least as it might. . 
that Pandarus' bone-ac e, ly physical, a syphl111S 
Its is more than mere . 

~~p t~e ~o~'l? Do we pretend there is no ~lckne~s, , 
or that if there is we are immune? That: Trollus 
way: patronize the bawd, ignore the sord1d n~ture 
of the transaction, blame the agent when we dlS
cover what we've bought. Should we be literal 
whores like cressida, excusing our betrayals on 
the grounds of our nature, or figurative whores 
like Ajax, Achilles and Hector, prostituting ability 
to pride, indolence or greed? Accept the bequest 
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as complacently as Pandarus offers it, bawd to 
bawd? Or, lik~ Thersites, regard the whole affair 
as a black joke meriting at best the hollow laughter 
of nihilistic resignation? None of these ways 
seems valuable, likely to produce an upshot more 
satisfactory than that of the play, which after 
all has left us without the comfort of a formal 
solution either esthetic, intellectual, moral or 
ethical. 

In the conclusion to her often brilliant 
introduction, Mrs~ Barton offers a solution. She 
first borrows from Winifred Nowotny a functional 
distinction be'tween simile and metaphor: simile 
as "a process of likening stable, defined objects 
without ever suggesting that their identity merges 
in a new creation ••• a figure particularly suited 
to the description of a familiar, ' ordered world"; 
and metaphor as "creative and exploratory ••• a 
way of mapping fluid, uncertain real'ity for which 
there are, as yet, no categories or fixed t~~s." 
Characters in the pay, she argues, employ s1m11e 
"falsely to describe a world whose values are not 
stable, a world of chaos and relativity with which 

h " only metap or can cope. 

The metaphor in this case is of course 
the play itself, whose overall effect Mrs. Barton 

summarizes in this way: 

There are right and wrong ways of 
ordering the complexities of human 

. t a given moment. • . 
exper~ence a 'd the only 
In Troilus and ~ress~ a asses muster 
order which ~lt~~at~~~ ~rtistic order 
and stands £:-rtn ~~ Although Shakes
of the play 1tse h (too much, as 
peare con~~~:~ ~~~tiCS were con-
far as ea formless and un-
cerned) t~ th~e structuring of his 
orthodox 1n t ic of the play 
five acts, the log more effective 
is n:verthe~eSSt~:~ anything Ulysses 
and 1mpress1v~ dividual characters 
represenbts:lde~inglY inconsistent; 
may be eW1 
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their dramatic treatment is not. 
Silently, through the j uxtap'osi tion 
and contrast of different characters 
and ideas, through the placing of 
scenes and the implicit comment they 
make upon one another, an order is 
affirmed which envelops ' and, in a 
sense, contradicts the nihilism of 
the action. The distortions of 
epic.c71ebration, the inadequacy 
o~ s~m7le as a way of anatomizing 
s~tuat~ons demanding' a flexible . .. ' 1ntu1t1ve language, do not prevent 
Shak,espeare from demonstrating that 
words, rightly used, can be the 
sensitive and precise registers of 
experi:n~e. ~ltimately, Thersites' 
reduct~ v,~st v~ew of man is refuted 
by th7 sirnp~e fact that Troilus and 
Cress~d~ ex~~ts. The disorder' of 
the s';lbJect 1S not, as i ·n so many 
~went1eth-century works, reflected 
1n its structure. This sense of 
mastery and control 'over difficult 
m~terial is why, for all its pessi
m~sm a~d savagery, the experience 
of Tro1lus and Cressida is finally 
exhilarating. DespIte the bleak
ness of the ending and the bitter 
prophecies of Pandarus, this great 
play dismisses its audience funda
mentally reassured. 

'Granted, the 'mind that conceived this play 
and cons'tructed it to reveal the inadequacy of 
virtually every character in it, could obviously 
"order the complexities of human experience." 
Granted that mind has obviously intuited, behind 
the actions ' of the play and setting them off, a 
scheme of imperatives that man violates only at 
his peril. But if we leave the theater content 
in this knowledge, "exhilarated" by it, what have 
we done'? 'Said either, "Shakespeare's in his heaven, 
all's right with the world," or "Suppose a genius 
has been able to turn the trick, what's an ordinary 
mortal to do by way of synthesizing the contradictions 
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of experience into a neat, artistic whole?" Either 
way, we're off the hook, going home reassured that 
Shakespeare has "put it all together " for us, as 
my students might say, reassured that his achieve
ment has made us proof again'st Pandarus' poxed 
legacy. Nm·i, I don't know about you, ' but if I 
left the theater in Mrs. Barton's sanguine frame 
of mind, I wouldn't want to run into the 'author's 
ghost, for fear he'd snicker at me, scorn equally 
my want of discernment and my cowardice. 

For Pandarus -- who " afte'r- all, is Shakes
peare's creature '-- does not complete the metaphor. 
He leaves the 'synthesizing to us'; le'aves 'us to 
find "a way of mapping a fluid, uncertai'n reality 
for which there are, as yet, no categories or 
fixed terms"; leaves us to own up to human im
perfections, neither ignoring them, accepting them 
complacently, glossing them with neat formulations 
to hide our 'responsibility for them, nor, finally, 
using their inevitability as a license for indulgence; 
leaves us to decide our own relationship to the 
"hold-door trade " ~f worldly hypocrisy; leaves us, 
in a word, to make our own metaphysical pro-kit 
against the "Neopolitan bone-ache" of our moral 
being. 

Pandarus allows us two months for this 
daunting task. Will it be long enough? Or, to 
put it at once more specifically and mor: generally, 
at once more literally and more metaphor~cally, 
since the first stage Pandarus dropped the problem 
in the lap of an audience it's n~w some ~7~ years 
in the life of western civilizat~on. ' Has ~t been 
long enough? 


