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James Simpson

‘The formless ruin of oblivion’: Shakespeare’s Troilus and Cressida and literary defacement

The main late medieval Troy tradition does two things: It represents ferocious military combat, and also practices ferocious literary combat against other, competing traditions of Troy. 
The competing forces, Greek and Trojan, of the later medieval account of the Trojan War are represented playing a zero sum game, in which war is fought over the same territory that will, eventually, be wholly possessed by one side or the other. The narrative moves entirely within the destructive circuit of the Aegean, never out into shared or new territory. The problem posed by this narrative is how technologically-equal, monarchical and chivalric societies can, above all, preserve what territory they already hold, especially when the chivalric shame culture of those societies can readily propel them forward into self-destruction. These texts represent, that is, the military problematic of Western European monarchical societies between the twelfth and the fifteenth centuries.
 
If zero-sum struggle characterizes the represented action of these narratives, zero-sum struggle also characterizes the literary traditions competing for the ‘territory’, as it were, of Troy. I broadly distinguish the following competing traditions of the Trojan War available to Shakespeare: Homer’s Iliad (c. eighth century BCE), Virgil’s Aeneid (Virgil d. 19 BCE); Ovid’s Heroides, Letter 7 (Ovid d. 14 CE) and its tradition; the Galfridian tradition, derived from Geoffrey of Monmouth’s Historia Regum Britanniae (c. 1136); and what I call the ephemera tradition, derived from the Cretan Dictys and ‘Trojan’ Dares. These texts were probably composed in the first century CE, in Greek. The Latin versions of these two texts were of later date: that of Dictys, fourth century CE and Dares sixth century CE.
 The late medieval instances of the ephemera tradition vastly expand the abbreviated narratives of their late classical sources.
  
Some notable late medieval examples of this, the main medieval tradition, are as follows: Benoît de Sainte-Maure’s French verse Roman de Troyes (c. 1160);
 Guido delle Colonne’s Latin prose Historia destructionis Troiae (1287);
 the English, alliterative verse Destruction of Troy, by John Clerk (1385–1400);
 John Lydgate’s English verse Troy Book (1412–20);
 and William Caxton’s English prose The Recuyell of the Historyes of Troye (1473).
 Shakespeare also, of course, knew the separate, inset traditions of the Troilus and Criseyde narrative, represented by Chaucer’s Troilus and Criseyde (c. 1385),
 and by Henryson’s corrosive sequel to that poem, The Testament of Cresseid (c. 1475).
 This text, written in Middle Scots, was placed immediately after Troilus and Criseyde, as part of the works of Chaucer, in all the printed editions of Chaucer’s works available to Shakespeare (i.e. those editions published between 1532 and 1602).
These traditions are for the most part intensely hostile to each other. Nothing breaks friendships as readily, and nothing promotes new alignments as forcefully, as disagreement over war. There is room for one account only. So these traditions not only offer an account opposed to that of their competitor, but some go one further, as they deface the competitor. Virgil competes with Homer; Ovid is hostile to Virgil; Dares and Dictys are hostile to Homer and Virgil; Geoffrey of Monmouth competes with Virgil; the late medieval ephemera tradition is hostile to Virgil; Chaucer tries to avoid the Trojan War as much as he can, dismissing it as a ‘long digression’ from his matter (Troilus and Criseyde, I.143); both Lydgate and Henryson, in their different ways, differ significantly if not trenchantly from Chaucer.
 In the Prologue to Troilus and Cressida,
 Shakespeare likens theatrical practice to military: Whether or not the audience likes the play, ‘’tis but the chance of war’ (Pro. 31): This metaphor underlines the broader practice of this literary theatre of war in the context of competing versions of the Troy narrative.  
The defacement of the prior tradition is sometimes literal. In Shakespeare’s own Rape of Lucrece (1594), the first act of Lucrece now raped is to ‘read’ a Troy narrative painted in her chamber. Read thus, the whole war is now seen from the perspective of a woman, in this case a recently raped woman. Lucrece marks her primary sympathy with Hecuba, in whose face the painter had ‘anatomized / Time’s ruin, beauty’s wreck, and grim care’s reign’. Hecuba’s ‘blue blood’ is now ‘changed to black in every vein’ (Lucrece, 1450–4). Shakespeare does not, however, stop at opening the space for an alternative, feminist reading of war; instead he goes further, and has Lucrece actively deface the artifact of the competing, pro-Greek tradition responsible for the defacement of women. Lucrece scratches iconoclastically at the face of traitor Sinon: ‘She tears the senseless Sinon with her nails’ (Lucrece, 1564). 
These defacements, of both Hecuba and Sinon, evoke another in the late medieval British Troy tradition, that of Henryson, who brutally closes down Chaucer’s Troilus and Criseyde. Nowhere does Henryson do this more aggressively than in his defacement of Criseyde, in whose eyes, by Chaucer’s memorable account, had stood Paradise.
 Cresseid’s ‘lustie lyre’ will henceforth be shockingly and hideously transformed: 

Thy cristall ene mingit with blude I mak, 

Thy voice sa cleir vnplesand hoir and hace, 

Thy lustie lyre ouirspred with spottis blak, 

And lumpis haw appeirand in thy face: (The Testament of Cresseid, 337–40) 
As Henryson opens a further alternative tradition, so too must he actively deface not only Cresseid, but also Chaucer’s ‘quair’ of ‘fair Creisseid and worthie Troylus’ (The Testament of Cresseid, 42).
In this essay I argue that Shakespeare’s Troilus and Cressida participates in a set of traditions with a long history of fierce internal hostility. I briefly outline some alignments of that prior history, before turning to Shakespeare’s contribution to a tradition of literary defacement. Shakespeare draws, I suggest, primarily on the skeptical, late medieval ephemera tradition, and in particular its vernacular English and Scots examples. My principal argument, however, is that Shakespeare is going one better than all his predecessors, as they fight over this literary territory. Whereas his predecessors open up spaces within the tradition for opposed accounts of the Trojan War, Shakespeare wants permanently to deface and disable the entire territory of the Troy tradition, to render it unfit for any but the lowest human habitation.
 
The narrator of Chaucer’s Legend of Good Women complains that the very act of reading about Tereus infects his eyes that ‘wexe foule and sore also’; the ‘venym of so longe ago’ remains so active that ‘it enfecteth hym that wol beholde’ the story of Tereus (Legend, 2240–3);
 so too Shakespeare, I argue here, wants less to open up a new literary space within the Troy material than to infect it. He seeks to relegate the entire tradition as fit only for the sex trade: Pandarus ends the play by insulting the audience, first encouraging ‘Good traders in the flesh’ to set this story in their ‘painted cloths’, and then by wishing infection on the audience themselves: Until he is certain that no ‘gallèd goose’ will hiss at him, he will ‘sweat and seek about for eases, / And at that time bequeath you my diseases’ (Troilus and Cressida, 5.11.31.14–24). 
Here there is no monumental tomb in which the infected body of Henryson’s infectious Cresseid is contained (The Testament of Cresseid, 603–9); the infection of Troy will continue to spread to anyone who witnesses it, defacing them and leaving them weeping with Pandar, weeping with their ‘eyes, half out’ (Troilus and Cressida, 5.11.31.16). We leave Troilus and Cressida shaken by insult, infection and defacement. In 1679 Dryden described the play as ‘a heap of rubbish, under which many excellent thoughts lay wholly buried’;
 I argue here that this is precisely the effect that Shakespeare sought, though the heap of rubbish is the whole Trojan tradition, and the excellent thoughts are deliberately buried under it, and defaced by it.
I
In my view the skeptical ephemera tradition (derived from Dares and Dictys and adapted through the much enlarged versions of Guido, the alliterative Destruction of Troy, Lydgate and Caxton for example), is resolutely anti-Homeric, anti-Virgilian and anti-Galfridian. Chaucer underlines this internal competitiveness among the poets of Troy in his House of Fame (c. 1373), where the narrator witnesses Homer, Dares, Dictys, ‘Lollius’, Guido and Geoffrey of Monmouth bearing up the fame of Troy, but not without dispute:
So hevy therof was the fame

That for to bere hyt was no game.

But yet I gan ful wel espie,

Betwex hem was a litil envye.

Oon seyde that Omer made lyes,

Feynynge in hys poetries,

And was to Grekes favorable;

Therfor held he hyt but fable. (The House of Fame, 1473–80)
Only among the poets of Troy does the narrator Geoffrey register internal strife, but that strife is, after all, writ large into the poem as a whole, since the entire narrative of The House of Fame is driven by profoundly inconsistent accounts of Trojan material with respect to the fate of Dido, as represented by the Virgilian and the Ovidian traditions.

The ephemera poets immediately repudiate Homer, because he tells a narrative in which gods fought, and because Homer was prejudiced in favour of the Greeks. The resolutely human tradition of the ephemera tradition takes its discursive cue instead from the very title of Dictys’s work, the Ephemeris belli trojani (The Diary, or day to day account, of the Trojan War). This is a tradition hostile to partisan promotion or theological pretension of any kind.
The ephemera poets also distance themselves from Virgil, in many ways. In the Aeneid, history is set by Destiny; read by the gods; and disseminated to oracles and Muses, who inspire the human poet. In the Aeneid, the whole of history is often painfully immanent in each moment of the narrative. In the late medieval ephemera tradition, by contrast, history is made by aristocrats in committees, and recorded by bureaucrats in diaries. In this tradition, history is initiated by the volition of swaggering aristocrats driven by self-destructive honor codes; history in the ephemera texts takes its course from the contingent and entropic force of events spiraling out of individual human control. Council sessions and diplomatic receptions are of vital significance, pregnant as they are with different possible futures (there are few council sessions in the Aeneid, where advice comes more often than not from heaven). Whereas Virgil’s text begins in medias res in such a way as to propel the narrative into a future determined by its past, the ephemera texts proceed by a ‘natural’, almost journalistic order, where anything can happen tomorrow. Royal power depends on nothing but itself and especially its management of bureaucratic procedure. History turns, that is, on the entirely contingent decisions of council sessions, and on the practice of diplomatic missions; the record of history is the record of bureaucratic failure. 
The most striking and incontrovertible sign of anti-Virgilianism in this tradition is, however, the representation of Aeneas: For the ephemera tradition, Aeneas is, along with Antenor, a traitor of the worst kind, the ‘tulk that the trammes of treson ther wroght’.
 These texts try not merely to displace Virgil so much as to deface him, thrusting traitor Aeneas into the face of Virgil’s epic. Texts in the ephemera tradition seek not to divinize their heroes: On the contrary, these texts underscore the purely human, mechanical effects required to preserve the fame and corpse of the noble, heroic dead.
  
The ephemera tradition is not only anti-Homeric and anti-Virgilian. It is also, in England, anti-Galfridian, since it promises no occupation of new territory. In the ephemera tradition, the victorious Greeks return home within the Aegean to slaughters and betrayals as the reward of ten years’ fighting. 
In sum, the ephemera tradition entertains no hopes for the divinely-sanctioned foundation of empire, however painfully achieved. Victory in the Trojan War is, to be sure, painful in itself, but in this tradition the victors are destroyed on return home no less savagely than the Trojans themselves. The tradition is intensely historical, but history holds no promise of transition from catastrophe to empire; history is instead the story of societies imploding under the pressure of self-destructive ideologies, poor decisions and the cumulative weight of events. The gods, let alone a Christian God, have no serious role to play; no territory is won, and humans with the best intentions are drawn into a vortex of historical forces that destroys them and their cities.

II

I suggest that Troilus and Cressida’s deepest affiliations are with the ephemera tradition, even if, via Thersites, Shakespeare wants also to deface the ephemera tradition itself. Just as the play focuses most insistently on intensely rivalrous male factions within both warring parties, so too does the play itself manifest intensely rivalrous hostility towards its competitors for the literary territory of Troy. The play represents scenes of men brutally losing face: Think of Ulysses’ account of the mocking, private theatre of Achilles and Patroclus in 1.3.142–84, in which Patroclus cruelly mimics, to degrade, the ‘abilities, gifts, natures, shapes’ of the Greek lords; or think of Menelaus and Ulysses being humiliated as Cressida enters the Greek camp in 4.6. In like manner does Shakespeare work with the one sceptical Troy tradition - the ephemera tradition - finally to deface all his Trojan materials.

Shakespeare may have had precise historical motives for his own sack of Troy: Most specifically, he faced a newly resurgent Trojan tradition with George Chapman’s translation of Books 1, 2 and 7–11 of the Iliad, published in 1598 and dedicated to The Earl of Essex as ‘the most Honored now living Instance of the Achilleian vertues eternized’.
 In the same year Chapman also published a translation of the Shield of Achilles from Book 18 of the Iliad.
 In the preface to that translation, after having trashed Virgil’s Aeneid, Chapman appeals to the Earl of Essex, with his ‘Achilleian vertues,’ to lead English readers to the ‘yet poisoned fountain’ of English Homer, infected by ‘venomous galles’.
 In 1601, the Earl of Essex, after a failed insurrection, was convicted of treason and beheaded, after less than Achilleian confessions and incriminations.
 
Faced, then, with a resurgent Trojan tradition (this time Homeric), and faced with the disgraceful fall of its avatar, the Earl of Essex, Shakespeare may have taken the chance to poison more than the Earl of Essex’s reputation. Shakespeare’s disgusting butcher Achilles is the ‘idol of idiot-worshippers’ (Troilus and Cressida, 5.1.6–7). Through his Achilles Shakespeare also re-poisons the Homeric well itself, along with the entire Trojan tradition, pro- and anti-Homeric. So in the fin de règne atmosphere of 1602, when the play was likely first performed, Shakespeare takes aim at the following: the fallen courtier; the ideology of chivalry behind him; the resurgent Trojan material available through Homer; and, not least, the entire Trojan tradition along with it. It is an ambitiously destructive play, using late medieval tactics to destroy both classical and late medieval traditions.

III

Shakespeare’s closest affiliations are, as I have said, with the late medieval ephemera tradition. Lydgate’s Troy Book (available to Shakespeare through the 1555 edition
) provides the closest English structural model for Troilus and Cressida: Among English purveyors of the Trojan material, only this text sets the specifically Chaucerian amatory narrative within the larger narrative of the Trojan War.
 And only this text represents dramatic council sessions about the wisdom of the war.
 Shakespeare targets this text, as we shall see.
Even if Shakespeare finally inflicts damage on the ephemera tradition itself, his prior target is, however, Chaucer’s Troilus and Criseyde, freshly available in the editions published in 1598 (three times) and 1602 (twice).
 I consider Shakespeare’s aggressive reception of Troilus and Criseyde via Henryson’s Testament of Cresseid, before turning to his no more receptive response to Lydgate.

Lydgate’s approach both to The Knight’s Tale (late 1380s) and to Troilus and Criseyde had been to set those narratives, which Chaucer had deliberately enclosed off from larger, darker histories, right back into the broader and destructive sweep of terrible histories. Lydgate’s Siege of Thebes (c. 1422) sets the Knight’s Tale into the larger, darker history of Thebes,
 just as his Troy Book trenchantly opens the larger historical forces of the Trojan War from which the micro-history of Troilus and Criseyde takes refuge.
 Shakespeare, following Lydgate, also sets the Troilus/Criseyde narrative into the wider narrative of the Trojan War. By contrast with Lydgate, however, Shakespeare is more than trenchant: He sets the Chaucerian narrative into larger historical perspective with pitiless aggression. 
Shakespeare inflicts this aggression by demolishing the principal aesthetic feature of Troilus and Criseyde, which is physical and temporal division. Physical division manifests itself in highly divided, articulated spaces of the poem’s represented action. Insofar as the pressures of war permit, these discrete spaces are shielded from each other. Temporal divisions manifest themselves in the narrative’s highly articulated account of the ‘proces’ (Troilus and Criseyde, II.678) of Troilus and Criseyde’s love.
 These represented physical and temporal divisions have their corresponding formal features, of juxtaposed blocks of narrative written in very different styles. Despite the finally irresistible, invasive pressures of war, then, Chaucer inserts protected spaces that permit the small scale, powerful narrative of two lovers within a larger historical sweep, where, Chaucer tells us, ‘how this town com to destruccion’ is not his ‘purpos … to telle’ (Troilus and Criseyde, I.141–2). The overall effect of the poem is created by the subtle and painful attempt to correlate these heterogeneous perspectives, as the reader, prompted by Chaucer, takes heed of his ‘bokes’, the very books of this poem, only to discover that there is ‘non auctour telleth’ what the truth of this story is; there is no authorized truth about Criseyde and Troilus (Troilus and Criseyde, V.1086–92). We bid farewell to Criseyde as Chaucer does, watching her move into opacity and enemy territory.

 How does Shakespeare manage the dividedness of Troilus and Criseyde? In Troilus and Cressida Agamemnon voices a crucial narrative principle that had permitted the sub-divided narrative of the Chaucerian poem. In welcoming his enemy Hector into the Greek camp in Act 4, Agamemnon declares that, however much ‘What’s past and what’s to come is strewed with husks / And formless ruin of oblivion’, this ‘extant moment [of] faith and troth’ is an exception (Troilus and Cressida, 4.7.50–2). The exceptionality of such enclosed moments permits trusting contact otherwise prohibited, or outscaled, by war. Such exceptionality characterizes Chaucer’s Troilus and Criseyde up to the point in Book 4 when the invasive pressure of war becomes predictably irresistible. In the context of invading war, that is, Chaucer’s narrative establishes spatial and emotional areas of protection. In the provisionally protected spaces of these narrative enclaves, Chaucer draws on and develops literary traditions devoted to the representation and expression of refined love, spaces for the ‘extant moment [of] faith and troth’, spaces provisionally protected from the ‘formless ruin of oblivion’.
If, through Agamemnon, Shakespeare articulates the very principle of Troilus and Criseyde’s narrative possibility, he does so, however, only to demolish that possibility in his own play, as he demolishes Chaucer’s narrative enclaves. In the play we almost never see either Troilus or Cressida alone; Greeks and Trojans mix promiscuously with increasing frequency; we finally join Troilus as he spies on Cressida’s infidelity in the Greek camp; and the slow events, the ‘proces’ of Chaucer’s poem, are at every point accelerated as they rush towards their sour consummation.
The play’s very first scene points less to the start of an amatory narrative than to its end. Troilus enters to unarm, weakened by desire for Cressida; from Pandarus he receives dismissive and vulgar counsel. Chaucer’s Pandarus abandons the project of bringing Troilus and Criseyde together only in Book 5 of Troilus and Criseyde: ‘My brother deer, I may do the namore. / What sholde I seyen? I hate, ywis, Cryseyde’ (Troilus and Criseyde, V.1731–2). Shakespeare’s Pandarus, by contrast, strikes that pose at the very beginning: He will, he says, ‘not meddle nor make no farther. He that will have a cake out of the world must tarry the grinding’ (Troilus and Cressida, 1.1.13–15). Vulgarity is accompanied by indifference: Pandarus is indifferent with regard to his niece: ‘But what care I? I care not an she were a blackamoor. ‘Tis all one to me’ (Troilus and Cressida, 1.1.73–4).
In Book 2 of Troilus and Criseyde Chaucer’s readers are at their most intimate with Criseyde; Pandarus’s pressing invasion of her space is indiscreet, to be sure, but also incomplete, since Criseyde preserves ever more private enclaves for her own self-reflection. Shakespeare certainly evokes this Chaucerian sequence of Book 2, but he does so in order almost entirely to collapse the divisions of its micro-diversity. 

Pandarus enters asking what Cressida is talking about at 1.2.43 (cf. Troilus and Criseyde, II.94–7); displaces Cressida’s attention from Hector to Troilus at 1.2.51–6 (cf. Troilus and Criseyde, II.176–82); and then proceeds to witness the warriors’ return from battle with Cressida. Chaucer has two such scenes, one planned by Pandarus, one not (Troilus and Criseyde, II.610–51, and II.1247–74). Chaucer’s Pandarus is present for the second, but the injustice of his manipulative pressure in that scene is much diminished by the effect of the first ride-by, unplanned by Pandarus, since in that scene Criseyde, by ‘proces’, falls in love.  Shakespeare merges the two scenes, but traduces the uplifting intimacy of Criseyde’s private vision and contemplation of the single warrior Troilus. For Shakespeare crafts a procession of warriors, prior to the sight of Troilus, each of whose names except Hector evoke grievous narratives: Aeneas (a traitor in this tradition); Antenor (another traitor); Hector; Paris (the immediate cause of the war); Helenus (the one Trojan prince who unsuccessfully tries to stop the war); Deiphobus, the Trojan prince who in the Virgilian tradition is supposed to have had an affair with Helen, and whose utterly mangled face confronts Aeneas in the underworld (Aeneid, 6.494–9). Only then, possibly confused with Deiphobus, as a ‘sneaking fellow’ (Troilus and Cressida, 1.2.208) does Troilus appear. Once Troilus has been exposed to this sorry parade, Pandarus claims that he could have his sister; this depressing declaration is in fact drawn from Troilus and Criseyde (III.407–13); in that poem it strikes the reader as wholly out of place; in Troilus and Cressida, by contrast, it sits well with the diminution of the entire set of Trojan princes being conducted in this scene; it also sits well with Cressida’s farewell to Pandarus here: ‘By the same token’, she insists, ‘you are a bawd’ (Troilus and Cressida, 1.2.259).
It is true that Troilus and Cressida share one night together, across Act 3.2 and 4.2. Even across that single night, however, the temporal, ethical and spatial enclaves of Chaucer’s poem are demolished. It’s a single night, prepared by stale rhetoric about fidelity (Troilus and Cressida, 3.2.158–69), and finally by Pandarus’s wholly accurate, depressing, masculinist prophecy: If either lover proves false, then ‘let all pitiful goers-between be called to the world’s end after my name: call them all panders. Let all constant men be Troiluses, and all false women Cressids, and all brokers-between panders’ (Troilus and Cressida, 3.2.187–90). In Chaucer’s poem that night expands into a much longer, if indefinite space of trusting love. In Shakespeare’s play it shrinks, where the lovers’ space is invaded by, in order, Pandarus, Aeneas, and, just outside, Paris, Deiphobus, Diomede and Antenor, all come to announce the exchange. Each of those names is freighted with male treachery. Male treachery invades the space and brutally extinguishes Chaucerian possibilities. As Shakespeare brutally closes down the possibilities of Chaucer’s Book 3, so too does Cressida promise to deface herself, to ‘tear my bright hair, and scratch my praised cheeks’ (Troilus and Cressida, 4.3.32). 
Unlike Chaucer’s Criseyde, Shakespeare’s Cressida is given no room to question the literary tradition that condemns her. She is literally given no room of her own, and neither are we. As soon as she enters the Greek camp, her Henrysonian fate is sealed: Ulysses judges that her ‘wanton spirits look out / At every joint and motive of her body’, before all the Greeks join in a rousing, sexist pun at her arrival: ‘The Trojans’ trumpet’ (Troilus and Cressida, 4.6.55–65). Chaucer’s Criseyde talks twice privately with Diomede (Troilus and Criseyde, V.120–82, and V.841–1015); Shakespeare’s Cressida is also represented as speaking twice with Diomede (Troilus and Cressida, 4.5.117–35 and 5.2.1–107), but neither dialogue is private, and the subtle shifts in Chaucer’s texts are collapsed into a single, accelerated rush towards a sour consummation. Cressida predicts that she ‘shall be plagued’ (Troilus and Cressida, 5.2.105), and Thersites pushes the scene directly into the brutal, sex trade environment of Henryson’s sequel to Troilus and Criseyde, in which ‘giglotlike’ Cresseid has become a prostitute before succumbing to leprosy (Testament of Cresseid, 83). Thersites comments that Cressida’s actions speak these words: ‘My mind is now turned whore’ (Troilus and Cressida, 5.2.114).

Above all, however, the scene is secretly witnessed by the enemies Troilus and Ulysses, whose enmity is set aside as they promiscuously share in an invasive male gaze, a sexist gaze that finds no resistance as Cressida rapidly accedes to the advancing Diomede. And all those on stage, both actors and spectators, are themselves watched over by the presiding genius of the scene and the play, the dyspeptic Thersites. What in Chaucer had been private, enclosed spaces becomes for Shakespeare public theatres of degradation and shame, where spectators are humiliated no less surely than actors.
We are, then, deprived of Chaucerian intimacies, however provisional, with Cressida. Neither are we given access to Troilian enclaves of Chaucer’s text. Not once in the entire play are we are alone with Troilus, but for one very brief moment, consisting of eleven lines in 3.2.16–27, in which Troilus luxuriates in ‘swooning destruction’ at the thought of his imminent meeting with Cressida. The almost total absence of protected spaces for Troilus immediately deprives the Chaucerian narrative of an extraordinarily rich resource. No less damaging, however, is Troilus’s performance in the council scene of 2.2, and here I turn to Shakespeare’s reception of the ephemera tradition as represented by Lydgate’s Troy Book. 


Council sessions are crucial to the ephemera tradition, precisely because no gods are looking out for cities. Troy falls not primarily through military weakness: The crucial events happen not on the battlefield but in the council-chamber or parliament. Civil implosion is a much more significant factor than military action in the overall destruction of the city.
In these council sessions, the ephemera poets shape a discursive space for prudential, broadly ‘clerical’ (though by no means divinely inspired) voices, who argue against war. This recognized division of power allowed clerics a permissible voice that is trenchantly opposed to aristocratic military, marital and bureaucratic practice. The clerical voice of the narrator holds up to aristocratic readers the spectacle of their own downfall, cast down by their own readiness to mount the wheel of Fortune. There are relatively few such ‘clerical’ voices heard from within the work, and, unless they flatter militarist impulses, as in the case of Calchas, they are dismissed by knightly swagger. This is the fate of Helenus’s intervention in the first Trojan counsel session, just as the philosopher Pentheus fails as he warns Priam to set aside old rancour and not to submit Troy to the vagaries of Fortune (Troy Book, 2.3196–202). His failure gives way to the impassioned but useless prophecy of Cassandra, and, finally, to the rueful voice of the poet himself, who reflects that if the council had been swayed by Hector, Helenus, Pentheus and Cassandra, Troy would still be standing (Troy Book, 2.3295–318).

The absence of effective clerical voices from within Trojan and Greek 

societies is, however, made good by the presence of the prudential poet in the work itself. If these societies of the past failed for want of philosophical reflection, the work presents itself as saying, then contemporary readers might be able to avoid the same mistakes by attending to this very work, and to the clerical voice of its author and translator.

How does Shakespeare present council sessions? In the first, in the Greek camp, no sooner has Ulysses attacked Achilles for demeaning respect for proper degree with mocking theater than he proposes a mocking theatre of his own. ‘Then everything includes itself in power, / Power into will, and will into appetite; And appetite, an universal wolf … / Must make perforce an universal prey’ (Troilus and Cressida, 1.3.119–23), he declares, before deciding with Nestor to meet the Trojan challenge by setting Ajax against Hector: ‘Two curs shall tame each other; pride alone / Must tarre the mastiffs on, as ‘twere their bone’ (Troilus and Cressida, 1.3.383–4). Ulysses anti-democratic philosophy is beside the point of the practical issue at hand, but he ignores it himself in his plan to meet bristling, animalistic force with bristling, animalistic force. 
The second council session is conducted by the Trojans in Act 2.2. This is modeled on an extraordinary, extended scene from the ephemera tradition, where the Trojans deliberate on the wisdom of abducting Helen in repayment for the Greek abduction of the Trojan Hesione (Troy Book, 2.2063–3318). Shakespeare’s Trojans articulate roughly the same positions as Lydgate’s: Prudent Hector and Helenus, no less than prophetic Cassandra, are overborne by the rash, swaggering, honor-driven voices of youth, Paris and Troilus. But in Troilus and Cressida, Troilus is the main proponent of war. He prosecutes his stupid, pro-war position by repudiating the voice of caution - that of Helenus-  in very much the same way as Lydgate’s Troilus repudiates Helenus: Priests are timorous and they should stay in their studies (cf. Troilus and Cressida, 2.2.37–49 and Troy Book, 2.3001–69). He then goes on to propose a disgraceful position not articulated at all in the ephemera tradition: We have stolen Helen, so let’s not seem as we have ‘stol’n wat we do fear to keep’ (Troilus and Cressida, 2.2.92). In the ephemera tradition, this council session takes place before the rape of Helen; here the options are radically foreclosed, and it is Troilus who leads the charge of catastrophic aristocratic stupidity. 
So forceful is his rash, chivalric swagger that Hector repudiates precisely the position he articulates with such precision in Lydgate’s version: There Hector acknowledges the force of chivalric honour, which stands to be dimmed by refusal to pay the Greeks for the abduction of Hesione; but he gives priority to prudence. Hector argues very forcefully here that the Trojans will be worse off for this war, and they need only consider the strategic situation to recognise that. If Troy initiates a war, Hector argues, the Trojans will be put ‘alle to destruccioun’ for one woman, who might in any case die very soon. So, he recommends, the Trojans should act ‘by dissymulacioun’, by which he means that they should pretend that no injury has been done, and thereby avoid the need to activate the entropic forces of war. Having articulated the chivalric position by speaking like a knight, that is, Hector looks to the future and speaks as a secular cleric (Troy Book, 2183–304). 

The position of Shakespeare’s Hector is the diametrical opposite: Hector of Troilus and Cressida begins by counseling prudential wisdom: Let Helen return. Overborne, however, by the passion of youth, this Hector continues to recognize the law of nations, by which the Trojans should return Helen, but finally caves in to the honour argument, and agrees that Helen should be kept: ‘For ‘tis a cause that hath no mean dependence / Upon our joint and several dignities’ (Troilus and Cressida, 2.2.191–2).
The evidently disgraceful, and eventually stupid pro-war position, then, is conducted principally by Troilus. Not only does Troilus’s position undercut any possibilities for the Chaucerian Troilus throughout the rest of Shakespeare’s play. He also voices a law of might being right that will rob him of Cressida, and destroy his brother Hector, not to speak of his city.
Like Lucrece, then, Shakespeare defaces Chaucer’s poem, savaging both Troilus and Cressida, merging Troilus wholly with the ephemera tradition idiot, and Cressida with Henryson’s ‘gigelot’. Troilus and Criseyde is itself conscious of defacement lying just behind the surface: When Helen and Deiphobus play their roles in the social comedy at the end of Book II of Troilus and Criseyde, Chaucer alludes to, but shields us from, the vision of Deiphobus’s mangled face from Aeneid 6.494–9, the earless, sliced visage of horror in hell, punished by the invading Greeks for his affair with Helen. Chaucer protects us from that defacement, just as he also refuses ‘childishly to deface’ Criseyde’s protestations of grief about leaving Troilus, by repeating them. Here he uses ‘defacement’ as a literary term. If he were to attempt to describe her grief, ‘It sholde make hire sorwe seme lesse / Than it was, and childisshly deface / Hire heigh compleynte, and therfore ich it pace’ (IV.803–5). Unlike Chaucer, Shakespeare does not protect us from the experience of defacement.
In sum, Shakespeare works as a medieval author in Troilus and Cressida: His commitments are most obviously to the late-medieval ephemera tradition, which, like Shakespeare, is hostile to both Virgilian and Homeric accounts of Troy. He uses the possibilities of the ephemera tradition to demolish the pretensions of the classical traditions, just as he demolishes the enclaves of the late medieval tradition created by Chaucer. In breaking down the protected spaces of Chaucer’s narrative, Shakespeare conducts a kind of literary demolition, taking every chance he can get to demolish the emotional and ethical nobility of a range of Trojan War traditions. Through the great Grub-street journalist Thersites, Shakespeare also degrades the ephemera tradition itself, until all we are left with are ‘The fragments, scraps, the bits and greasy relics’ (Troilus and Cressida, 5.2.159) of the entire tradition.  
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