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Both Chaucer and the Gawain-poet use the Matters of Troy and Thebes as 

material for a critique of courtly life, applying these literary matters to the events and 

actions in and around Ricardian England. They use these classical matters to express 

concerns about the effectiveness of the court of Richard II. 

Chaucer uses his earlier works as a testing ground to develop his views about the 

value of duty over courtly pursuits, ideas discussed more completely in Troilus and 

Criseyde. The Gawain-poet uses the Matter of Troy coupled with the court of King 

Arthur to engage in a critique of courtly concerns. 

The critiques presented by both poets show a tendency toward duty over courtly 

concerns. 
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

I will be examining the representation of the classical Matters of Troy and Thebes 

and their probable relationship to the court of Richard II in the works of Chaucer and the 

Gawain-poet. Both poets use classical literary Matters—the Matter of Troy in 

particular to examine courts and courtiers, real and imagined, in their poetry. The 

Matter of Troy simultaneously invokes the idea of empire as well as the idea of fall. This 

dual nature and its receptiveness to shading in either direction is taken up by Chaucer and 

the Gawain-poet in their work and applied to fictional courts. These fictional courts and 

courtiers have similarities to elements of the historical court of Richard II, and they 

construct a critique of Richard's court. 

The importance of the Matter of Troy to medieval Europe, and England in 

particular, has been discussed by many critics. The continual production of literature 

dealing with Troy—from Virgil's Aeneid onward—has been cited by Lee Patterson: 

evidence that the Matter of Troy contained elements that were very important to 

as 



medieval Europe and England.1 According to Patterson, the Matter of Troy was a source 

of the notion of translatio imperii: that empires progressed from Troy, to Rome, and then 

to all of the major kingdoms of Europe. The importance of Virgil in particular has been 

discussed by Christoper Baswell who traces the vaiying uses of Virgil in medieval 

England and also deals with Chaucer's use of Virgil.2 He notes Chaucer's combination of 

Virgilian as well as Ovidian material in his use of the Acne id. Malcolm Andrew has 

asserted the importance of the other aspect of the Matter of Troy, the idea of the fall of 

empire.3 

Andrew has also asserted that the idea of the fall present in the Matter of Troy is 

used similarly in Troilus and Criseyde and Sir Gawain and the Green Knight. John P. 

McCall has discussed the importance of Troy to Troilus and Criseyde asserting that the 

danger of love suggested by the Trojan story is used very carefully, making Troy more 

than just a setting for the story.4 

1 Lee Patterson, "Troilus and Criseyde an the Subject of History," chapter 2 of 
Chaucer and the Subject of History (Madison: U of Wisconsin P, 1991). 

Christopher Baswell, Virgil in Medieval England: Figuring the Aeneidjrom the 
Twelfth Century to Chaucer (Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 1995). 

3 Malcolm Andrew, "The Fall of Troy in Sir Gawain and the Green Knight and 
Troilus and Criseyde," The European Tragedy of Troilus, ed. Piero Boitani (Oxford-
Clarendon, 1989) 75-93. 

4 John P. McCall, "The Trojan Scene in Chaucer's Troilus," ELH 29 (1962V 
263-75. V ' ' 



The importance of the addition of Theban material to Troilus and Criseyde has 

been discussed by David Anderson and Catherine Sanok.5 Patterson also deals with the 

Theban material in Troilus and Criseyde and suggests that the material brings the Theban 

idea of "fatal passion" into the story.6 Anderson argues that the addition of the Theban 

material allows Chaucer to satirize the action in the poem. He also brings up important 

ideas about the value that is placed on history by the characters in the book and what that 

history should signify to those characters.7 Sanok addresses the Theban material in terms 

of its significance to the female characters of the poem and their suppression by the male 

characters.8 She also explicitly states the air of violence and war that accompanies the 

Theban material in Troilus and Criseyde.9 

The relationship between the Ricardian court and Troilus and Criseyde is 

discussed at length by Patterson. He asserts many ties between the events in the poem 

and the turmoil that faced Richard II at the hands of the Appellants and other political 

5 David Anderson, "Theban History in Chaucer's Troilus," Studies in the Age of 
Chaucer 4 (1982): 109-33; Catherine Sanok, "Criseyde, Cassandre, and the Thebaid: 
Women and the Theban Subtext of Chaucer's Troilus and Criseyde," Studies in the Age of 
Chaucer 20 (1998): 41-71. 

6 Patterson 134. 

7 Anderson 133. 

8 Sanok 44, 70-71. 

9 Sanok 71. 



events of the time.10 Paul Strohm also writes about the relationship between Chaucer's 

works and the court of Richard II.11 His work deals with Chaucer's relationship to the 

court of Richard II and the influences that such a relationship had on Chaucer's subject 

matter. The relationship between the court of Richard II and the Gawain-Poet is 

discussed by John M. Bowers. 12 Bowers relates the poem Pearl to Richard's court and 

notes the interest that Richard had in Cheshire, the region in which the Gawain-poet is 

believed to have written. Bowers' assertions about Pearl also apply to Sir Gawain and 

the Green Knight, and support the argument that Sir Gawain and the Green Knight is 

critiquing elements present in Richard's court. 

I am not trying to prove that the events and characters represented in the poetry 

are directly related to the events of Richard II's reign, but rather that they are inspired by 

these events. Paul Strohm, in his work Hochon's Arrow has defined a very useful way of 

thinking about the relationship between literature and historical events. The term he uses 

to describe this relationship is "textual environment".13 Strohm suggests that texts are not 

inspired by exact events, but rather by the combination of all events as well as other texts 

and sources of information available at the time. The sumptuous court of Richard II and 

10 Patterson 155-64. 

li Paul Strohm, Social Chaucer (Cambridge: Harvard UP, 1989). 

12 John M. Bowers, "Pearl in Its Royal Setting: Ricardian Poetry Revisited,'' 
Studies in the Age of Chaucer 17 (1995). 



his efforts to portray himself as a courtly king, coupled with his inability to hold power 

or to produce results on the field of battle, provide the "textual environment" for a 

critique of courtly culture. It is the anxiety present in Ricardian England about kings who 

have lost sight of duty and turned to pageantry and courtly pursuits that both Chaucer 

and the Gawain-poet focus on in their poetry. 

Chaucer's early works serve as a testing ground for the creation of his ideas 

concerning literature—Troy and Thebes in particular—as well as the privileging of duty 

over courtly love. These ideas are then examined in more detail in Troilus and Criseyde. 

In The House of Fame, Chaucer introduces the Matters of Troy and Thebes and 

also comments on the susceptibility of literature to interpretation from different points of 

view. The discussion of courtly behavior is taken up in The Book of the Duchess in the 

form of the critique of the mourning Black Knight by the detached narrator. The narrator, 

through his failure to grasp the reason for the Knight's grief, displays the need for the 

Black Knight to return his thoughts to the welfare of the kingdom rather than dwelling on 

the loss of his wife. The elements of Troy and Thebes are combined in The Parliament of 

Fowls and then applied to another situation in which royalty has lost sight of the need to 

approach love pragmatically. The initial portrayal of a dangerous and disruptive Venus 

amplifies the precarious position of the common fowls who are forced to wait for royal 

eagles who have become caught up in a chivalric competition for a mate. Finally, in The 

13 Paul Strohm, Hochon's Arrow: The Social Imagination of Fourteenth Century 
Texts (Princeton: Princeton UP, 1992) 6-9. 
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Knight's Tale the destructive potential of Thebes is fully examined when two Theban 

knights who are doomed to fall prey to passion disrupt the supposedly stable kingdom of 

Theseus. 

The malleability of literature acknowledged in The House of Fame is brought into 

Troilus and Criseyde with the combination of both Theban and Trojan material. This 

combination, which emphasizes the negative aspects of the Trojan narrative by linking it 

to a Theban subtext, forms the basis for a critique of a royal class that has lost sight of 

duty—as in The Book of the Duchess and The Parliament of Fowls—in the form of 

Trolius' lack of duty to Troy and Pandarus' need to suppress the history of Troy and 

Thebes in favor of courtly romance. The ultimately destructive nature of Thebes is then 

played out in the form of the failed romance between Troilus and Criseyde and the 

damage that it does to those involved. 

In Sir Gawain and the Green Knight, the poet frames the story with invocations 

of the Matter of Troy. This frame is combined with the court of King Arthur whose 

lineage can be traced back to Troy through Brutus. By keeping Troy's dual nature—its 

power as well as its fall—present in the poem, the descriptions of Arthur's court are 

opened up to critique as well as praise. The Green Knight's challenges and insults are 

also given greater weight when viewed in light of the potential for fall in the Trojan 

material. The critique ends in an ambiguous way: Arthur's court survives in the face of 



the Green Knight's challenges, yet the presence of the potential for fall is reasserted in the 

poem's closing reference to Troy. 

By tracing the examinations of the Matters of Troy and Thebes in the works of 

Chaucer and the Gawain-poet and by applying these examinations to events in the times 

of Richard II, I will trace the critique of the court of Richard II in these works. 



CHAPTER 2 

TROY, THEBES, AND COURTLY CRITIQUE IN CHAUCER'S EARLIER POEMS 

Chaucer's earlier works function as a testing ground for his later work in Troilus 

and Criseyde. In this chapter I will discuss some of these earlier works in an effort to 

trace the development of a strong endorsement of duty over courtly love. I have chosen 

The House of Fame, The Book of the Duchess, The Parliament of Fowls, and The Knight's 

Tale because of their common themes of the Matters of Troy and Thebes, as well as their 

discussion of the value of courtly love in the face of civil duty. 

The House of Fame presents the Matters of Troy and Thebes contained within 

the greater question of Fame. It places both of these rich traditions, with their many 

possible meanings, under the control of literary fame, with its tenuous existence and 

malleable substance. The Book of the Duchess, with its probable ties to the death of 

Blanche, the wife of John of Gaunt, presents a more specific examination of the value of 

love relationships in the face of the ruling class's duty to rule. It also shows that Chaucer 

is willing to use contemporary events and personages who are moving in the real world as 

material for his literary examinations. The Parliament of Fowls again deals with the 

subject of courtly love and the ruling class but complicates this with the reactions and 



voices of the common fowls. It also brings in as a preface to the actual parliament a 

portrayal of a very overt and seductive Venus followed by a list of literary figures a 

number of them directly involved in the Troy Matter—who have suffered for love or as a 

result of it. Finally, The Knight's Tale covers aspects of the Matter of Thebes in addition 

to its treatment of courtly love and love's potential dangers through the struggle between 

Arcite and Palamon. The theme and value of both literaiy and historical Fame 

encompassing Troy and Thebes—as well as the discussion of courtly love and its value 

are examined in these earlier works. The use of the Matters of Thebes and Troy in these 

earlier works and the expansion and application of this material in Troilus and Criseyde 

are integral to an understanding of Chaucer's ultimate valuing of civil duly over the 

concerns of courtly love. 

The House of Fame 

The House of Fame is an appropriate starting point as it deals with all of the 

themes mentioned above. The House of Fame is for the most part about what is stated 

its title, Fame. Contained within the greater subject of Fame are the Matters of Troy and 

Thebes, which are directly involved with both literary and historical fame. And within 

the matter of Troy there is commentary on the relative value of love and duty. 

The first aspect of Fame that is brought up in the work is the Matter of Troy. 

Geoffrey wanders into the temple of Venus and once inside he recognizes the scenes of 

the Fall of Troy and more importantly of the encounter between Aeneas and Dido. The 

m 
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lines that deal with the escape from Troy are interesting to consider, especially those that 

deal with the separation of Aeneas and Creusa1: 

At a turnynge of a wente, 
How Creusa was ylost, alias, 
That ded, not I how, she was; 
How he hir soughte, and how hir gost 
Bad him to flee the Grekes host, 
And seyde he moste unto Itayle, 
As was hys destinee, sauns faille. 
(1. 182-8) 

This passage diminishes the status of Aeneas by bringing up the fact that his wife is 

conveniently lost simply so he can escape the Greeks unhindered and be free to have the 

necessary encounter with Dido—necessary to rest and reprovision his company of 

Trojans—and more importantly, with Lavinia. This point of view seems to be the one 

that Ovid is assuming in his Heroides alteration of Virgil.2 And it is possible that 

Chaucer with his great interest in the works of Ovid might be trying to question the value 

of Aeneas. However, as this representation of Aeneas is in the temple of Venus 

representative in Chaucer's poem of erotic love—it is possible to view this as a 

misreading of Aeneas' pietas through the distorting lens of Venusian love. Geoffrey has 

misread the lament of Dido because—by his own admission in Book II—he wishes to be 

a servant of love. As a result he overlooks the fact that Aeneas is Venus' son. Given the 

!AH quotes from Chaucer's poems will be taken from Larry D. Benson ed., The 
Riverside Chaucer, 3rd ed. (Boston: Houghton, 1987). 

2 This material can be found in letter VII, "Dido to Aeneas" in, Ovid, Heroides, 
trans. Harold Isbell (New York: Penguin Books, 1990). 
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part that she plays in the encounter between Dido and Aeneas it would seem more likely 

that the pictures of Aeneas' deeds are another effort by Venus to further the reputation of 

her son Aeneas by defending him in her temple. The pictures that Geoffrey sees are 

Venus' celebration of her triumph over the threat posed to Aeneas by Dido and Juno. At 

the time of Aeneas' arrival in Carthage, Dido is a powerful leader who is single-minded in 

her efforts to strengthen Carthage. Venus, fearing for Aeneas' safety, successfully 

poisons Dido with love for Aeneas, allowing him to rebuild his fleet and pursue his 

Roman destiny. By focusing on Dido as the betrayed lover Geoffrey has completely 

missed the point. As Christopher Baswell has pointed out, Geoffrey's misreading in the 

temple of Venus in The House of Fame is directly related to Aeneas' misreading of the 

pictures in Juno's temple in the Aeneid. He notes that both are examples of ecphrasis in 

which the subject misreads the visual image before him.3 Aeneas misreads the depiction 

of the fall of Troy as sympathetic because he is unable to let go of his sorrow and feelings 

of loss. He overlooks the fact that the pictures he sees are in Juno's temple, and that 

Juno would most likely be celebrating the destruction of Troy as a positive event 

Returning to the relationship between Dido and Aeneas in The House of Fame, an 

interesting line to look at is, "That, shortly for to tellen, she/ Becam hys love and let hym 

doo/ A1 that weddynge longeth to" (1.242-4). She let him sleep with her as if they were 

3 

For a more complete discussion of the ecphrasis, see Christopher Baswell, Virgil 
in Medieval England: Figuring the Aeneidfrom the Twelfth Century to Chaucer 
(Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 1995) 230-6. 
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married. This brings up the concern in the Aeneid that they were never really married as 

Juno believed but the possibility that Dido in her submission to love only thought that 

they were. This also supports the stance of duty over love as Aeneas could not have 

fulfilled his destiny without the loss of Creusa; either way love is supplanted by the good 

of the state. This type of confusion and contradiction in the Matter of Troy will be dealt 

with in another way later in Geoffrey's journey to the actual House of Fame. But it is 

important to note that his journey begins in the confusing realm of the matter of Troy. 

After considering where the story is being retold and what that indicates. Dido's 

long lament can be viewed both as a misreading by Geoffrey, and an examination of the 

effects of love. It has made Dido weak and as a result her kingdom will eventually fall to 

the empire that Aeneas will found by staying with his destiny. 

When Geoffrey enters the house and sees the pillars it is important to examine his 

choices for Thebes and Troy: 

The Tholosan that highte Stace, 
That bar of Thebes up the fame 
Upon his shuldres, and the name 
Also of cruel Achilles. 
And by him stood, withouten les, 
Ful wonder hy on piler 
Of yren, he, the gret Omer; 
And with him Dares and Tytus 
Before, and eke he Lollius, 
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And Guydo eke de Columpnis, 
And Englyssh Gaufride eke, ywis; 
And ech of these, as have I joye, 
Was besy for to bere up Troye. 
(1460-72) 

It is interesting that he lists the Theban pillar first even though the Matter of Thebes 

seems to have been less important to many, although it does make sense as a prefiguring 

of the Matter of Troy. Nonetheless, a placement of the seemingly less important Matter 

of Thebes before the more celebrated Matter of Troy may indicate the significance of 

Thebes in the eyes of the narrator. The later insertion of Theban matters into the Troy 

narrative of Troilus and Criseyde suggests a continuing interesit in Chaucer's writings in 

the meanings and judgments that Thebes brings along with it to the Trojan narrative. 

In the Trojan pillar the addition of Lollius is important. Whether Chaucer simply 

made up a fictitious auctor to attribute his creations to or really thought that there had 

been a Lollius whose works were lost through the course of time, the insertion of Lollius 

into the pillar of Troy has similar implications.4 The addition of Lollius suggests that 

Chaucer is not willing to take complete credit for his views and changes to the literary 

traditions. It also suggests that although the Matters of Troy and Thebes are obviously 

very important and interesting to Chaucer, he realizes that they are no more important 

than the weight they are given by royalty and men such as himself. The great Matters are 

4 
For some views on Lollius see Winthrop Wetherbee, Chaucer and the Poets: An 

Essay on Troilus and Criseyde (Ithaca: Cornell UP, 1984) 25, or Stephen A. Barney, 
introduction, Troilus and Criseyde, by Geoffrey Chaucer, Larry D. Benson ed., The 
Riverside Chaucer, 3rded. (Boston: Houghton, 1987) 471-2. 
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available to any writer of literature who wishes to use them for material or inspiration. 

The story lines and characters can be altered—within reason—to suit whatever themes or 

subjects the author might want to pursue. This process does, however, open the author 

to the scrutiny of others which is where Lollius or some other previous auctor can be 

employed to take some of the responsibility away from the new writer. This idea will be 

important later in Troilus and Criseyde, when Chaucer examines more closely the value of 

literature and its place in society. In Troilus and Criseyde it will allow Chaucer to 

combine Troy and Thebes to privilege the destructive aspects of Trojan story and 

attribute this combination to an older validating source. 

Having introduced the great literary Matters of Troy and Thebes in The House of 

Fame, Chaucer in The Book of the Duchess introduces the critique of a royal figure who 

has let personal matters interfere with his ability to rule. It also begins Chaucer's 

examination of duty over love with respect to the ruling class of his time. 

The Book of the Duchess 

The Book of the Duchess also deals with the idea of duty above personal love 

relationships in the dialogue between the dreamer and the Black Knight. The wandering 

dreamer comes across a knight who is mourning and does not seem able to bring himself to 

move on with his life. The dreamer through his seemingly naive questioning of the knight 

is able to make a point about how he views the value of a personal love affair in the face 

of the prospect of losing control of a country or realm 
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There is strong evidence to suggest that the poem was written to John of Gaunt in 

response to John's grief over the loss of his wife Blanche.5 The most important lines in 

support of the argument for duty over love are near the end of the poem: 

"Thow wost ful lytel what thow menest; 

I have lost more than thow wenest. 
God wot, alias! Ryght that was she!" 
"Alias, sir, how? What may that be?" 
"She ys ded!" "Nay!" "Yis, be my trouthe!" 
"Is that youre los? Be God, hyt ys routhe!" 
(1305-10) 

The slowness of the narrator in the face of the grieving Knight opens up a negative reading 

of the Knight's grief. By seeming to miss the point the narrator also diminishes the 

Knight's feelings of loss, in effect saying that the loss of Blanche is insignificant when 

compared to the concerns of the kingdom. The kingdom needs the Knight to supplant his 

own desires with the needs of the kingdom in order for the kingdom to function properly. 

This need for the Black Knight to return his attentions to the well-being of the kingdom 

applies to the position of John of Gaunt well. As Paul Strohm notes, "during the period 

in which Chaucer's poem was probably composed, John of Gaunt was arguably the most 

powerful man in England."6 Lee Patterson writes, he was also "a man deeply involved in 

5 For views on the occasional reading of the poem see Colin Wilcockson, 
introduction, The Book of the Duchess, by Geoffrey Chaucer, Larry D. Benson ed. The 
Riverside Chaucer, 3rd ed. (Boston: Houghton, 1987) 329-30; Derek Pearsall, The Life 
of Geoffrey Chaucer (Oxford: Blackwell, 1992) 82-93; and Paul Strohm, Social Chaucer 
(Cambridge: Harvard UP, 1989) 51-55. 

6 Strohm 53. 
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royal and metropolitan affairs in the period around 1370"7 and thus he was essential to 

the country's strength. He would also be required to maintain the power of the regime 

that he supported, the same regime that employed Chaucer. Another consideration, one 

that links the poem to the Parliament of Fowls, is the concern of those depending on the 

leadership of those in power to maintain order. Just as the narrator of The Book of the 

Duchess or Chaucer are dependent upon the Black Knight or John of Gaunt for their well 

being, so too are the common fowl dependent upon the tercel eagles for theirs in the 

Parliament of Fowls*. 

The Parliament of Fowls 

In The Parliament of Fowls the division between love and duty is again examined 

as it was earlier in The Book of the Duchess. In this work the examination is widened, 

bringing in some literary examples of the consequences of love as well as raising the 

subject of Troy, in particular with the portrayal of Venus. The Parliament of Fowls gives 

us a Venus who represents the thinly disguised dangers of surrender to passion, as the 

literary examples confirm. The consequences of the ruling class becoming too involved 

with courtly concerns is also considered from the point of view of the common fowls. 

Lee Patterson, C haucer and the Subject of History (Madison; U of Wisconsin P 
1991)51. 

8 For information about the relationship between Chaucer and John of Gaunt see 
Patterson or Nigel Saul, RichardII (New Haven: Yale UP. 1997). 
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The story begins with a retelling of The Dream ofScipio. This dream conveys a 

sense of social service and duty to the country that is summed up well with the lines: 

And he seyde, "Know thyself first immortal, 
And loke ay besyly thow werche and wyse 
To commune profit, and thow shalt not mysse 
To comen swiftly to that place deere 
That fill of blysse is and of soules cleere. 
(73-7) 

Clearly the preferred aim is service of the state and in this service, someone will be able to 

attain a higher state of being and ascend to the heavens. The beginning is an interesting 

contrast to what will be seen next. 

There is a list of Gods and Goddesses and when we continue farther into the 

temple we come to the bed of Venus who is lying nearly naked for all to see: 

Hyre gilt heres with a golden thred 
Ibounden were, untressed as she lay, 
And naked from the brest unto the hed 
Men myghte hire sen; and, sothly for to say, 
The remenaunt was wel kevered to my pay, 
Ryght with a subtyl coverchef of Valence— 
Ther was no thikkere cloth of no defense. 
(267-73) 

Venus shows most of her naked body; she hides only a little bit and this bit is merely 

concealed by a thin cloth. The lines indicate that the true nature of Venus—lust—is only 

barely concealed under a light shift of less overt desire. This is supported by the 

reference to Diana's inefficacy in the following lines: "That, in dispit of Dyane the 
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chaste,/ Ful many a bowe ibroke heng on the wal" (281-2). And the perils of lust are 

illustrated by the list of lovers in the next stanza: 

Semyramis, Candace, and Hercules, 
Biblis, Dido, Thisbe, and Piramus, 
Tristram, Isuade, Paris, and Achilles, 
Eleyne, Cleopatre, and Troylus, 
Silla, and ek the moder of Romulus: 
Alle these were peynted on that other syde, 
And al here love, and in what plyt they dyde. 
(288-94) 

This list is of people who are associated with the dangers of passionate love, 

who have all been brought down or caused others to be brought down by their surrender 

to love. It is also important to note the number of characters associated with the matter 

of Troy who are mentioned in this list, especially Troilus, whose love will be of major 

concern later in Troilus and Criseyde. Perhaps Chaucer was already thinking about the 

importance of Troilus at this point: if he was, the reading of the three male eagles, later in 

the parliament, that are competing for the love of the single female eagle applies all the 

more to Troilus and Criseyde. This shifts the emphasis in the case of the Parliament from 

a possible look at the nature of love and the choice of a mate to the possible dangers that 

could result from the lack of action on the part of the ruling class of eagles. 

While in their appointed hierarchy, the common fowls assembled at the Parliament 

are all dependent on the eagles for their own well-being. They have all lined up a mate 

and are ready to go on with the course of their lives and yet they must wait for the eagles 

to pair up so that they can return to their normal lives. This is similar to the trouble 
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facing the commoners of a kingdom whose ruler is distracted with the prospect of 

choosing a mate. They are faced with a ruler who is not ruling and as such not doing the 

duties that are supposed to allow the rest of the population to know what direction to 

move in. And if the commoners are not allowed to mate—do their work—then the 

kingdom is faced with a possible breakdown. The common fowls have a simple request: 

The noyse of foules for to ben delyvered 
So loude rong, "Have don, and lat us wende!" 
That wel wende I the wode hadde al toshyvered. 
"Com of!" they criede, "alias, ye wol us shende! 
Whan shal your cursede pletynge have an ende?" 
(491-5) 

They are tired of the posturing and talk of the tercel eagles and are ready to get on with 

things. This sort of posturing by royalty for a mate mirrors the efforts made by Richard 

II to acquire the hand of Anne of Bohemia. According to Derek Pearsall, in 1380 there 

were two other suitors for the hand of Anne, a German prince as well as a French prince.9 

While Richard's marriage with Anne must have been a victory for his own image, it did 

not benefit the kingdom as expected. Apparently there were quite a few possibilities for 

Richard as well, and many were considered until a choice was made. 

Pearsall 127. 
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A possible sore point with the chosen match was the fact that Anne came with no dowry; 

in fact, Richard had to pay a considerable sum to her father.10 Although Richard and 

Anne appear to have been completely loyal to one another, the benefits that were 

intended for the kingdom did not materialize.11 While a choice was maHp in the case of 

Richard II, the waiting and negotiation before the marriage provides an environment for 

the concerns and impatience of the common fowls. The ruling class makes no move; 

despite the pleadings of some other of the common birds, nothing is decided. 

In the end, Nature is forced to call for a decision to be made at the next Parliament, 

which will happen in a year. This can be taken as a higher power putting things on hold 

for a year, or perhaps in a more serious way. If the kingdom does not sort itself out in 

time, some other kingdom or force will come and force a decision. In the case of Troy and 

Thebes the kingdoms that were in turmoil did not manage to sort themselves out. As a 

result, they were not able to defend themselves and fell to outside forces. The common 

fowl at the Parliament are faced with the same fate that befell those dependent upon the 

broken lovers in Venus' temple—Trojan or otherwise. 

10 Saul 83-91. In fact, the Westminster Chronicler wrote this about Anne's arrival: 
to those with an eye for the facts it seemed that she represented a purchase rather than a 

gift, since the English king laid out no small sum to secure this tiny scrap of humanity." 
The Westminster Chronicle 1381-1394, ed. and trans, by L.C. Hector and Barbara F. 
Harvey, (Oxford: Clarendon, 1982) 25. 

ii Saul 94. 
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Another writer who was involved with the court of Richard II who wrote about 

the value of love in the face of duty was Sir John Clanvowe.12 Clanvowe was a knight in 

the service of Edward III and was subsequently inherited by Richard II when he took the 

throne. Lee Patterson has argued that Clanvowe's Boke of Cupide drew on The 

Parliament of Fowls, The Knight's Tale, and the prologue to the Legend of Good 

Women.13 Patterson points out the relationship between events in Clanvowe's career and 

the court of Richard II. He cites as evidence of Clanvowe's privileging of duty over love, 

the inability of romantic love—in the form of a nightingale—to win a debate when faced 

with a more pragmatic view in the form of a cuckoo.14 Paul Strohm writes "The Boke of 

Cupid may be read not simply as a poem that stands in Chaucer's debt for particular lines 

and phrases, but as a virtual meditation on Chaucer's artistic example."15 Clanvowe has 

picked up on the themes of duty over love in Chaucer's works and in the Boke of Cupid 

makes a similar argument. With his employment as knight both by Richard II as well as 

his previous service to Edward III, Clanvowe was able to witness two different courts. 

12 For text of The Boke of Cupide see, The Works of Sir John Clanvowe, V. J. 
Scattergood ed. (Cambridge: D. S. Brewer and Rowan and Littlefield, 1975). For a more 
complete discussion of Clanvowe and those he is associated with, see K. B. McFarlane, 
Lancastrian Kings and Lollard Knights (New York: Oxford UP, 1972). 

13 Lee Patterson, "Court Politics and the Invention of Literature," Culture and 
History 1350-1600, David Aers ed. (Detroit: Wayne State UP., 1992) 9-13, and Strohm 
78-83. 

14 Patterson, Court Politics and the Invention of Literature 9-10. 

15 Strohm 79. 
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Edward Ill's court was more successful militarily and although it was concerned with 

ceremony like Richard II's, it did not suffer from the same lack of power in matters of 

state.16 While Clanvowe has taken elements from The Parliament of Fowls—in particular 

the use of debating birds—he was not trying to comment specifically on the marriage of 

Richard to Anne, rather on the lack of substance behind the extravagance of Richard's 

court. The cuckoo in Clanvowe's poem supports a more pragmatic view of love and 

appears to come out as the victor in his debate with the nightingale It is this critique of 

courtly matters and lack of political strength in the court of Richard II that I think 

Clanvowe is picking up on in Chaucer's works. 

The Knight's Tale 

The subject of Thebes is the focus of the Knight's Tale. The tale begins with the 

destruction of Thebes and the great amount of slaughter that the destruction caused. The 

story continues with the discovery of two young knights who were gravely injured in the 

fighting, and though buried under a pile of corpses they are still alive. They are taken in 

by Theseus and placed in a cell together as they are still the enemy. This allows the 

destructive force of passionate love that afflicted Thebes in the first place to be brought 

into the court of Theseus, resulting in a great deal of trouble and distraction when the two 

knights fall in love with the same woman and do everything in their power to secure her 

love. They do this at the cost of their duty to their respective lords, and for Arcite, at the 

cost of his life. The Knight's choice of story is a resurrection of the Matter of Thebes 

16 For more comparison of the courts of Edward III and Richard II see, Saul. 



23 

just as the discovery and lifting up from death of the two young knights is a resurrection 

of the blood line of original Theban nobility. They are an incarnation of the very same 

nobility that was presumably cursed along with the rest of Thebes by Oedipus. 

When the two knights first see Emelye they are at once struck by her beauty and 

filled with an overwhelming passion for her. They both pledge their undying love for her. 

This is the beginning of trouble for the two men and those whom they are associated 

with, for from this point on they are consumed with the desire to make her their own. 

Before the two knights are to meet in the tournament, the reader is taken into a 

temple of Venus in the tournament stadium that is strikingly similar to Venus's temple in 

The Parliament of Fowls: 

First in the temple of Venus maystow se 
Wroght on the wal, fill pitous to biholde, 
The broken slepes, and the sikes colde, 
The sacred teeris, and the waymentynge, 
The firy stokes of desirynge, 
That loves servantz in this lyf enduren. 
(1918-23) 

The description continues in the next lines by again listing those who have fallen afoul of 

the dangers of love. This points to the fact that the competition of Palamon and Arcite is 

driven by a potentially destructive and, in terms of their ability to do their duty as 

knights, very disruptive force. 

Following the description of the temple of Venus is a description of the temple of 

Mars. The description of the temple is taken directly from Statius' Thebaid, complete 



24 

with all of its dark and horrific elements. This Theban bolstering of an already Theban 

story cements the dangerous aspects of love in the story. The Theban inability to control 

passion and the dark, uncontrolled martial forces that erupt from the surrender to the 

destructive Venus are strongly asserted. 

Whereas the Troy story can be viewed in the dual light of an empire's destruction 

and resurrection, the Theban story has darker elements of complete destruction and a 

curse to fall to consuming passion that follows wherever Thebes goes—just as it comes 

from Thebes into Athens with Palamon and Arcite. From its examination in The Knight's 

Tale the Matter of Thebes is carried on into the Trojan narrative of Troilus and Criseyde 

where it emphasizes the darker aspects of the Matter of Troy; specifically, Troy's 

destruction arising from a surrender to love and passion. 

Chaucer's earlier poems deal with aspects of his view of duty over courtly 

matters. They also serve as a testing ground for his use of the Matters of Troy and 

Thebes as material for this assertion of the danger of courtly concerns. The examination 

in the earlier poems of the elements inherent in the Matters of Troy and Thebes allows 

Chaucer to combine and make changes that create his more complete commentary on the 

value of duty over courtly concerns in Troilus and Criseyde. 



CHAPTER 3 

TROY, THEBES, AND COURTLY MATTERS IN TROILUS AND CRISEYDE 

In Troilus and Criseyde there is no doubt of the significance of Troy and the 

greater Matter of Troy that was of importance to medieval Europe for writers as well as 

rulers. It is also clear from references made throughout the poem that Chaucer is working 

to integrate the seemingly less important Matter of Thebes. The choice of this particular 

poem and its inherent Trojan setting brings up both the idea of the foundation of empire, 

as in the Aeneid, as well as the idea of the fall of empire, which was the "historical" fate of 

Troy. 

Chaucer's addition of Theban material to the Trojan story of Troilus and Criseyde 

shifts the tone of his poem to the darker elements of the Trojan story, the element of 

passion without regard for the consequences and destruction of empire in the face of a 

more potent enemy. The Theban subtext casts a darker hue on the subjects of the poem, 

especially when it forces its way into direct view. The poem's ostensible interest in the 

story of a lover betrayed is often subordinated to its commentary on the actions or lack of 

action of the characters within the poem. The emphasis is placed on the dangerous 

effects of courtly pursuits, notably love, on a proper attention to duty. 

25 
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As I have noted in the previous chapter, the anxiety about courtly matters filtered 

through the histories of Troy and Thebes is not limited to Troilus and Criseyde; it is also 

present in The House of Fame, The Book of the Duchess, The Parliament of Fowls, and 

The Knight's Tale. In The House of Fame the Matters of Troy and Thebes are introduced 

under the heading of literary fame. The possible meanings of the two Matters are then 

combined with the dangers of courtly behavior shown in The Book of The Duchess and 

The Parliament of Fowls. This combination is then reinserted into a romantic narrative 

that takes up the danger of Theban passion in The Knight's Tale and allows it to play to 

its sad conclusion. This continued attention to the dangers of and problems with courtly 

matters is a continuing theme for Chaucer, a theme that is particularly strong and 

thoroughly examined in Troilus and Criseyde. 

Romance Displacement of History 

In Book I the Trojan setting is established and the scene is set for what will come 

later in the story. Troilus will be betrayed by Criseyde and more importantly—but 

seemingly less importantly to the story—Troy will fall to the Greeks and be destroyed. 

It is important to note that Chaucer calls upon the Fury Tisiphone as his muse for the 

story: Thesiphone, thow help me for t' endite/ Thise woful vers, that wepen as I write" 

(1.6-7).1 The immediate introduction of a Fury into the story invokes a sense of danger 

and tone of impending destruction. It also invokes the history of Thebes by alluding to 

*A11 quotes from Troilus and Criseyde will be taken from Larry D. Benson ed., 
The Riverside Chaucer, 3rd ed. (Boston: Houghton, 1987). 
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Oedipus' invocation of Tisiphone at the beginning of Statius' Thebaid and the "context of 

fatal passion"2 established by Statius' epic poem. This early invocation of furies looks 

forward to their return at the beginning of Book IV, when, after the temporary happiness 

of the romance in Book III, the dark history of Thebes reasserts itself very strongly with 

Criseyde being traded to the Greeks and betraying Troilus by giving her love to Diomede, 

a Greek whose lineage leads back to Thebes. 

The poem's opening invocation of the dangers of the Theban material brings up an 

important instance in the story of a character's efforts to suppress the historical aspects 

of the story. When Pandarus goes to Criseyde's house to speak with her about Troilus, 

both Trojan and Theban elements are very present.3 He finds Criseyde with some other 

women and when he asks her what she has been reading, she responds: 

This romance is of Thebes that we read; 
And we han herd how that kyng Layus deyde 
Through Edippus his sone, and al that dede; 
And here we stynten at thise letteres rede— 
How the bisshop, as the book kan telle, 

2 Lee Patterson, Chaucer and the Subject of History (Madison: U of Wisconsin 
P, 1991) 134-5. 

3 Catherine Sanok, "Criseyde, Cassandre, and the Thebaid'. Women and the 
Theban Subtext of Chaucer's Troilus and Criseyde," Studies in the Age of Chaucer 20 
(1998): 41-71. Sanok in her essay tries to establish that the Theban material in Troilus 
and Criseyde is being drawn from the actual Thebaid, while Patterson in his chapter 
" Troilus and Criseyde and the Subject of History" writes on page 132 that he believes the 
work to be the Roman de Thebes because of the way Criseyde describes the book she is 
reading in Book II of Troilus and Criseyde. I do not think that a distinction is necessary; 
rather, the fact that the material deals with the matter of Thebes at all is what is 
important. 
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Amphiorax, fil thorugh the ground to helle. 

(II. 100-5) 

Criseyde is reading about a history that is full of the dangers of allowing passion and 

emotion to take over. The story is also a very clear example of the fall and destruction of 

a great city, one somewhat similar to the one that she is living in herself. In her article 

about Theban material in Troilus and Criseyde, Catherine Sanok remarks that "Criseyde's 

reading of the Theboid constitutes the most concrete moment of intertextuality between 

Chaucer's poem and Statius's; she holds the material text of the Latin epic."4 Sanok also 

argues that "Criseyde's choice of reading material, however, reflects her acute sense of 

history: her own personal and literary history and the historical relationship between 

Troy and Thebes."5 I am not sure that Criseyde is completely aware of the relationship 

between Troy and Thebes, but she is much more aware of the value of history than the 

other characters. Criseyde is certainly aware of the history of trouble that has befallen 

women at the hands of men when she says, "How ofte tyme hath it yknowen be/ The 

tresoun that to wommen hath ben do!" (II.793-4). Sanok asserts the importance of the 

Theban material to Criseyde: "This striking association between women and the Thebaid 

opens Chaucer's poem to the theme of women's vulnerability to martial violence that is 

so powerfully explored by Statius."6 While Criseyde does not seem to make the 

4 Sanok 69. 

5 Sanok 69. 

6 Sanok 44. 
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connection between Thebes and her own city, it is interesting that she is the vehicle for 

the insertion of the Theban material into this Trojan story. This is an effort to show 

Criseyde and her resistance to courtly love, and her awareness of the situation as a 

favorable alternative to the other characters' lack of awareness. Pandarus responds to 

Criseyde's explanation by pushing the story of Thebes aside in favor of what he is 

interested in: 

Quod Pandarus, "A1 this I knowe myselve, 

And al th'assege of Thebes and the care; 
For herof ben ther maked bookes twelve. 
But lat be this, and telle me how ye fare. 
Do wey youre barbe, and shew youre face bare; 
Do wey youre book, rys up, and lat us daunce, 
And lat us don to May som observaunce." 
(11.106-12) 

Pandarus acknowledges the history and makes it clear that he is aware of the whole 

Theban story. He also places little importance upon the story when he suggests 

"daunce" instead of the book. He is devoted to the task of bringing Criseyde and Troilus 

together even at the expense of history. David Anderson, addressing Pandarus' attempt 

to evade the matter of Thebes, writes: 

His attempt to divert attention from the Thebaid is wholly consistent with 
his inclination, revealed in the course of his interview with Troilus in Book I, to 
dismiss the siege of Troy as a subject less interesting than the pursuit of "jolite" 
(I, 554-60).7 

7 David Anderson, "Theban History in Chaucer's Troilus," Studies in the Age of 
Chaucer 4 (1982): 120. 
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In the conclusion to his essay Anderson compares Chaucer to Cassandra in their mutual 

knowledge of the history of both Troy and Thebes.8 His argument is very interesting to 

consider: "As Thebes should have been to Troy, so Troy should be to England."91 agree 

with the probable connection of the three kingdoms, but I would like to emphasize the 

reason for the fall of the two classical cities. Both Troy and Thebes fell because their 

rulers became controlled by passion and courtly matters rather than attention to the good 

of the realm. The environment for a correlation between Troy and Thebes and a possible 

fate for England becomes more clear when the historical information about the court of 

Richard II is considered. Richard was for the most part unable to produce any positive 

results militarily in France or on his own island against the Scots10 thus producing feelings 

of worry about England's ability to defend itself and relating to the Trojan and Theban 

inability to defend themselves from invading armies. While England was not itself 

invaded the countries' ability to project military power was brought into question. 

Richard was also very fond of pageantry and tournaments which would contribute to the 

idea of a king who could put on a show but not deliver as a protector.11 This attention to 

pageants in place of real military accomplishment relates to Pandarus' wishes to focus on 

Anderson 132. 

9 Anderson 133. 

10 Patterson 156. 

11 Nigel Saul, Richard II (New Haven: Yale UP, 1997) 345-6. 
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love relationships even when presented with a concrete example of the danger of courtly 

love. 

In Book IV the war returns and in Book V the Theban material returns in the form 

of Cassandra's interpretation of Troilus' dream and Criseyde being traded to the Greeks. 

Sanok writes, "Despite the narrator's, and the male characters', attempts to suppress the 

history of Troy in the story of Troilus, the war reasserts itself in book 4."12 Lee 

Patterson notes the impact of Troilus' subsequent rejection of Cassandra's interpretation 

when he writes, "And by rejecting Cassandra as a prophetess, Troilus legitimizes her as a 

historian: denied an understanding of history, he will inevitably repeat it." Just as others 

in the past have succumbed to passion and been betrayed by it, so will Troilus, Criseyde 

and Troy itself. 

The characters are not the only ones who try to suppress history in favor of the 

romance. The narrator attempts to suppress the historical aspects of the Trojan story by 

saying that how the town fell is not important to his story: 

But how this town com to destruccion 

Ne falleth naught to purpos me to telle, 
For it were a long digression 
Fro my matere, and yow to long to dwelle. 
But the Trojan gestes, as they felle, 
In Omer, or in Dares, or Dite, 
Whoso that kan may rede hem as they write. 
(1.141-7) 

12 Sanok 68. 



32 

The narrator says that the fall of Troy is not important to his story which is true to the 

extent that he is only describing the love affair between Troilus and Criseyde. While he 

states that his intention is not to deal with the war, his flagging of three major sources for 

information on the war is very important and acts like abbreviation By stating the 

aspects of the story that he will not discuss and then listing sources for that information, 

the narrator has brought them into the story. The admission by the narrator that the war 

will not be discussed has brought attention to it, and by listing sources for information 

about the war its importance to the reader is raised. This shows that while the romance is 

meant to suppress the historical implications of Troy and Thebes, it is not able to. 

Throughout the story the narrator and the characters will endeavor to suppress the 

historical meaning of Troy and Thebes in favor of the romance and they will be 

unsuccessful just as the narrator has been. 

In the final stanzas of Book I, the Trojan story again comes into view. However, 

Troilus only remembers the plight of his country after some of the sadness concerning his 

love for Criseyde has been lifted: 

Tho Troilus gan doun on knees to falle, 

And Pandare in his arms hente faste, 
And seyde, "Now, fy on the Grekes alle! 
Yet, parde, God shal helpe us atte laste. 

13 For a more complete discussion of Chaucer's use of abbreviatio, see Rita 
Copeland, Rhetoric, Hermeneutics and Translation in the Middle Ages: Academic 
Traditions and Vernacular Texts (Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 1991) 197-202. 
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And dredeless, if that my lyf may laste, 
And God toforn, lo, som of hem shal smerte; 
And yet m'athenketh that this avant m'asterte! 
(1.1044-50) 

Troilus' attention has returned to the fact that his city is under siege by the Greeks, but 

only after his lovesickness is given a bit of treatment. He now wants to go out and make 

some of the Greeks pay for their attacks on his city. And yet his statement of duty and 

bravery—saying that his life does not matter—is subordinated to the fact that he may be 

able to have a relationship with the woman he desires. The real source of his pledge is his 

love for Criseyde, not service to his country as would seem to be the proper focus for 

such energy. John P. McCall notes that "[f]rom the twenty-first stanza of Book One 

until the beginning of Book Four, no mention is made of the destiny of Troy or of its 

fall."14 It would seem that the destiny of Troy is not simply left out but makes no 

appearance due to the fact that most of the characters in the story do not place much 

interest in the situation of their city. 

Before he is given some treatment and can remember the fact that his city is under 

siege, Troilus' lovesickness and inaction echo the way in which the knight in the Book of 

the Duchess has given up. This knight is not seen by the narrator as acting in an 

acceptable way. Troilus' behavior is not as immediately dangerous, as he is not in direct 

charge of a kingdom as the knight in the Book of the Duchess is, but his lack of attention 

14 John P. McCall, "The Trojan Scene in Chaucer's Troilus," ELH 29 (1962): 
265. 
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to duty for the love of a woman is to open to the same types of criticism—and this 

woman is neither his nor dead. 

Coercion and Rape: The Forced Romance 

Throughout the poem there are indications of amoral activities involved with the 

romance between Troilus and Criseyde as well as Criseyde's relationship with Pandarus. 

The attachment of rape and coercion to the romance is a clear indication that the courtly 

machinations in Troilus and Criseyde are to be read in a negative light. And as the 

pursuits of Troilus—and more importantly Pandarus—place passionate desire over 

matters of state they can also be linked to the Theban curse of violent passion. 

The first instance of rape in the story appears in Book 13. While Pandarus is 

sleeping he hears the song of the swallow Proigne singing her song of lament: 

The swallow Proigne, with a sorowful lay, 
Whan morwen com, gan make hire waymentynge 
Whi she forshapen was; and evere lay 
Pandare abedde, half in a slomberynge, 
Til she so neigh hym made hire cheterynge, 
How Tereus gan forth hire suster take, 
That with the noyse of hire he gan awake. 
(11.63-69) 

The story that Proigne is singing is not a happy one. It deals with the betrayal of a 

family member and the rape and abduction of a woman. This is a foreshadowing of the 

events that will follow in Chaucer's story of Troilus and Criseyde. Criseyde will, in a 

sense, be betrayed by her uncle Pandarus who has told her all along that her involvement 

with Troilus will not become sexual, while he seems to have intended it all along. And as 
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Criseyde is on very shaky terms in the city of Troy, she seems to be held in Pandarus' 

plans against her own will. The way that the swallow moves closer to Pandarus in line 67 

indicates a possible warning to Pandarus as well as to the reader of the poem. The 

swallow is warning him about the consequences of trying to deceive and hold someone 

with unvirtuous motives. The following stanza strengthens the probable tie between the 

story that Proigne has sung and the situation of Criseyde: 

And gan to calle, and dresse him up to ryse, 

Remembering hym his erand was to doone 
From Troilus, and ek his grete emprise. 
(11.71 -3) 

Right after the swallow has sung her sad lay, Pandarus remembers that he has agreed to go 

to Criseyde on Troilus' behalf and influence her through a forceful use of rhetoric to 

pledge her love to Troilus. The desired outcome is to procure the love of Criseyde for his 

friend Troilus and little concern is given to what Criseyde might want. It is ironic that 

Pandarus would wake up in such good spirits remembering his errand after Proigne's 

story has been told to him. Another possible foreshadowing of Pandarus' true motives 

can be seen in this line, "Now Janus, god of entree, thow him gyde!" (11.77) One of 

Janus' chief attributes is his two faces. This description fits Pandarus in this case as he is 

coming to Criseyde as a visitor but has the plan of delivering her to Troilus—something 

he does not make clear to her. 

One part of Pandarus' interest in bringing Troilus and Criseyde together is that he 

approaches their love in an Ovidian light, which stresses that it should be viewed as 
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amusement. In Book I, when he is pushing Troilus to tell why he is so stricken and 

pained, Pandarus, upon finding out that it is the love of a woman, says, "Here bygynneth 

game" (1.868). At this point Pandarus is simply excited to do a bit of matchmaking and to 

be able to engage in the arts of courtly love. Later, when he begins to succeed, his 

intentions become cloudier and the possibility that he may have interests in Criseyde for 

himself becomes more overt. Even if his intention at this point is only to amuse himself, 

it does not make that intention any less dangerous to the proper operation of the Trojan 

kingdom. Troilus should be concerned with the well-being of his country and not with 

matters of courtly love. Pandarus is proposing to substitute the distraction of 

lovesickness with the distraction of a love relationship. 

It is important to note that Criseyde first asks about Hector and Pandarus is 

forced to compare Hector and Troilus in order to bring Troilus into the conversation. 

Hector is the one who has been able to protect Criseyde up to this point, and it is Hector 

who is capable of protecting the city as well—up to this point. Troilus, on the other 

hand, must be referred to as "Ector the secounde" (11.158) in order to get him into the 

picture. Clearly Troilus is not to be mistaken for the virtuous and dutiful Hector. 

The themes of coercion and forced love become much more pronounced in the 

stanzas that make up the consummation scene of the poem. The action is very uncertain 

and some troubling events take place. The first is when the two lovers have not yet come 

together and Troilus has fallen limp by the side of the bed. Pandarus must lift him and 
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practically place him on top of Criseyde who seems reluctant to move the relationship to 

the level of consummation. After he has assisted, Pandarus "drow hym to the feere,/ And 

took a light, and fond his contenaunce,/ As for to looke upon m old romaunce" (III.978-

80). It seems as though Pandarus has simply retreated to a corner of the room to watch 

the two lovers. This suggests the idea that Pandarus has been endeavoring to bring the 

two together in order to satisfy some sort of vicarious need. He looks upon them as an 

old romance, something to enjoy as entertainment. It also suggests the idea that Pandarus 

has been using the two lovers to create a work of literary romance, one that would be 

enjoyable to read or write and yet one that becomes unstable and even destructive when 

applied to the real world. Even after they are in bed together and Troilus has taken 

Criseyde in his arms, Criseyde does not seem sure that this course of action is going to 

turn out well: "Ne hadde I er now, my swete herte deere,/ Ben yolde, ywis, I were now 

nought heere!" (III. 1210-11). The passive construction of "Ben yolde" suggests that 

Criseyde has been yielded up to Troilus without any choice of her own. This fits very 

well with the coercion that has taken place before and the probable rape that will follow. 

The morning after the relationship has been consummated, Pandarus is speaking 

with Criseyde about what has just happened and one of the more problematic scenes in 

the poem occurs: 

With that she gan hire face for to wrye 
With the shete, and wax for shame al reed; 
And Pandarus gan under for to prie, 
And seyde, "Nece, if that I shal be ded, 
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Have here a swerd and smyteth of myn hed!" 
With that his arm al sodenly he thriste 
Under hire nekke, and at the laste hire kyste, 

I passe al that which chargeth nought to seye. 
What! God foryaf his deth, she al so 
Foryaf, and with here uncle gan to pleye 
For other cause was ther noon than so. 

(III. 1569-1582) 

This is a concrete manifestation of the warnings of rape present in the Proigne story. Not 

only has Pandarus thrust his arm under the sheet where Criseyde is presumably naked, 

but he has forcibly kissed her. Then there is the interesting mention by the narrator that 

he is going to leave out what is not important to say. He has been willing to describe the 

previous scenes in a good deal of detail, and even this scene up to this point, yet he 

wishes to abruptly abbreviate his description. It is very probable that Pandarus has 

chosen to take his role as facilitator and viewer a step farther and actually experience what 

he has before only endeavored to set up for Troilus. If so, then this is certainly not a 

positive view about the results of courtly love practices. Not only has Criseyde had a 

physical relationship with Troilus, she has probably been raped by her uncle which is, of 

course, potentially even more damaging to her already tenuous situation. This scene is a 

culmination of the ideas of coercion and rape that have been building in the poem. And it 

paints a very dark and sinister picture of the courtly pursuits of powerful men who are 

not interested in anything more than their own satisfaction. 
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The Futility of Courtly Love 

There is an air of futility about the romance between Troilus and Criseyde that is 

present from the very beginning of the poem. When the narrator is setting the stage for 

the poem he mentions the fact that Criseyde's father Calkas has predicted the fall of Troy 

to the Greeks. This prediction seems to hang over the subsequent events, making them 

seem worthless in the face of a doomed city. 

When Troilus first encounters Criseyde it is in the temple of the Palladium. While 

it does not seem to be completely Troilus' fault, as he is struck by the god of love, it is 

still important that he, while in the place of worship for the most important deity for his 

country, is disturbed by his admiration of Criseyde. This points to a disregard for the 

well-being of Troy in the face of love, a disregard that would not generally be acceptable 

in the character of a knight, whose duty is to protect the well-being of his kingdom. This 

is emphasized even more by the fact that Troilus is the son of Priam, the king of Troy. 

Troilus should be worshipping the Palladium and wishing for the safety of his father's 

kingdom. Even before his sight falls on Criseyde he is described as: 

This Troilus, as he was wont to gide 
His yonge knyghtes, lad hem up and down 
In thilke large temple on every side, 
Byholding ay the ladies of the town, 
Now here, now there, for no devocioun 
Hadde he to non, to reven hym his reste, 
But gan to preise and lakken whom hym leste. 
(1.183-9) 
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The narrator is describing Troilus as one who is simply there to see what he can see and 

to admire the women. He has no interest in anyone in particular and, in the next stanzas, 

he is described as making fun of any of his friends who fall in love or speak of love for a 

woman. He seems to pay little attention to duty, as his first description is one of leisure 

and frivolity which is juxtaposed with the first description of his older brother Hector 

who is a protector and example of duty. This may be due to his being younger than 

Hector, but the fact that he is capable later in the poem of engaging in battle supports the 

idea that he is being frivolous by choice. The way Troilus is described in these 

passages—that is, before he is struck by love for Criseyde—seems very much like the 

tercel eagles of the Parliament of Fowls. He is not acting exactly as they do, as he is not 

coming to the gathering with the idea that he will find a mate, but the fact that he is 

leading around other lower knights and looking everyone over does seem similar to the 

way that the eagles attempt to look better than each other in their attempts to gain the 

hand of the formel eagle. Their actions have no real value in terms of the functioning of 

the kingdom, they are simply designed to enhance their appearance. There is also a 

similarity between the way Criseyde is at first completely unaware of Troilus and the 

way the formel eagle seems to be uninterested in her suitors. The posturing of the males 

does not lead to anything. The formel eagle is being forced to choose one of the three and 

even manages to postpone the decision for a year. Similarly, Criseyde is forced to notice 
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Troilus and even after she is struck by his view, she is still very reluctant and must be 

coaxed along the way. 

In Book V a final statement is made about the futility of courtly love when 

Troilus is lamenting his inability to influence the events that have taken Criseyde from 

him: 

"Why nyl I make atones riche and pore > 
To have inough to doone er that she go? 
Why nyl I brynge al Troie upon a roore? 
Whi nyl I slen this Diomede also? 

Why nyl I rather with a man or two 
Stele hire away? Whi wol I this endure? 
Whi nyl I helpen to myn owen cure?" 
(V.43-9) 

Troilus cannot do anything to keep Criseyde from being taken from him and yet he can 

think of many options to get him out of his situation. The problem is that Troilus is 

stuck in the midst of a relationship that is based on courtly love. Pandarus has been 

aware that this relationship cannot last, but Troilus has blurred the difference between 

real action and courtly action. He seems to need a world in which his oaths and 

statements will simply come to pass without any real action on his part. Paul Strohm 

sums up Troilus' apparent inability to understand what is really going on in the story 

when he writes "Troilus has seemed throughout to grope blindly and incompletely 

toward a vantage point he will achieve only with his death and ascent to the eighth 
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sphere." Troilus is not able to see what his romance with Criseyde really is and is 

doomed to fall just as his city will. 

Troilus and Criseyde is an extended examination of the consequences of courtly 

love. What begins as an infatuation by a young knight is extended and facilitated by an 

Ovidian master of rhetoric who is able to exploit his influence over Criseyde and her 

precarious position in the city of Troy to create a physically consummated love affair. 

Once the love affair is halted by Criseyde's move to the Greek camp, Pandarus is not 

ready to accept what he has created, and is unable to provide for the weakened Troilus 

who is more useless than ever to his city. The courtly matters engaged in by Pandarus 

and Troilus supplant the plight of Troy and the supplied Theban insight into the plight of 

Troy, subverting the value of history and duty, and exposing the problems that such 

pursuits pose for the proper functioning of the kingdom. 

15 
Paul Strohm, Social Chaucer (Cambridge: Harvard UP, 1989) 121. 



CHAPTER 4 

THE MATTER OF TROY IN SIR GAWAIN AND THE GREEN KNIGHT AND ITS 

ROLE IN A CRITIQUE OF COURTLY LIFE 

The importance of the subject of Troy in Chaucer's Troilus and Criseyde is more 

overtly stated due to the fact that the poem is set in Troy itself and deals with the lives of 

Trojans. As I have noted in the previous chapter there has been a good deal of 

scholarship on the historical significance of Troilus and Criseyde. This scholarship 

discusses the probable relationships between the subject of Troy and England as it relates 

to the events of the time period and the government of Richard II. The subject of Troy is 

also present in Sir Gawain and the Green Knight. The supposed founding of England by 

Brutus and the subsequent lineage that can be traced from Brutus to Aeneas and, as a 

result, from England through Rome and back to Troy, is invoked at the beginning and 

again at the end of the poem. This invocation does not only frame the poem and provide 

closure, but also serves as an attempt to critique the court of Arthur in the poem and that 

of Richard II in the real world. The invocation of Troy, then, is just as important to Sir 

1 For the line of kings from Brutus to Arthur, see Geoffrey of Monmouth, The 
History of the Kings of Britain, trans. Lewis Thorpe (London: Penguin, 1966). 
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Gawain and the Green Knight as it is to Troilus and Criseyde, even though the subject of 

Troy is only directly referenced at the beginning and the end.2 Malcolm Andrew 

highlights the shared elements of the two works when he writes: 

I suggest that Chaucer and the Gawain-Poet—two great English poets from the 
late fourteenth century, authors of two great and virtually contemporaneous 
romances—perceived in Troy the potential for a setting uniquely rich and 
resonant.3 

He continues by stating the significance of Troy to the poets: "Troy combines the public 

and the private, love and conflict, nobility and treachery—'bliss and blunder'."4 I agree 

with Andrew's ties between the two authors and will argue that the specter of the fall of 

Troy that I have argued for in Troilus and Criseyde functions the same in Sir Gawain and 

the Green Knight. 

The poem begins with a brief synopsis of the course of events that lead to the 

founding of Britain and the source of lineage for the court of King Arthur. It begins: 

Si[th]en [th]e sege and [th]e assaut watz sesed at Troye, 
[th]e bor3 brittened and brent to brondez and askez, 
[th]e tulk [th]at [th]e trammes of treasoun [th]er wro3t 
Watz tried for his tricherie, [th]e trewest on erthe: 

2 For an overview of some readings of the Trojan frame see, Malcolm Andrew, 
"The Fall of Troy in Sir Gawain and the Green Knight and Troilus and CriseydeThe 
European Tragedy of Troilus, ed. Piero Boitani (Oxford: Clarendon, 1989) 75-93. 

Andrew 92-3. 

Andrew 93. 
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Hit watz Ennias [th]e athel, and his highe kynde, 
[th]at si[th]en depreced prouinces, and patrounes bicome 
Welne3e of al [th]e wele in [th]e west iles. 
(1.7)5 

This passage invokes the sacking of Troy as the starting point for the historical 

background that has preceded the poem, and establishes the line "Ennias [th]e athel and 

his highe kynde" as the basis for the people who will eventually come to found Britain. 

Theodore Silverstein writes, "It thus places the story in a familiar and serious context and 

suggests to its knowledgeable hearers the nobility of its line."6 While Silverstein is writing 

more about the line of the story than the line of heredity, the statement still applies to the 

legitimacy of Arthur as a character. It is important to note that Ennias is mentioned as 

being athel, which means noble, glorious, splendid, and it is clear that the poet is setting 

Ennias up as someone worthy of praise. The poem continues on with the historical 

chronology and mentions that: 

And fer ouer [th]e French flod Felix Brutus 
On mony bonkkes fill brode Bretayn he settez 

wyth wynne 
Where werre and wrake and wonder 
Bi sypez hatz wont [th]erinne, 
And oft blysse and blunder 
Ful skete hatz skyfted synne. 

(1.13-19) 

5 All quotes from Sir Gawain and the Green Knight are taken from J.R.R. Tolkien 
and E.V. Gordon eds, Sir Gawain and the Green Knight, 2nd ed, (New York- Oxford 
UP, 1992). 

Theodore Silverstein, Sir Gawain, Dear Brutus, and Britain's Fortunate 
Founding: A Study in Comedy and Convention," Modern Philology 42.3 (1965): 191. 
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This passage follows the idea of Trojan lineage by naming Brutus as the founder of 

Britain. It also mentions that the land of Bretayn has gone through many good and bad 

periods since that time. This idea of good and bad times sets the stage for possible danger 

as well as prosperity, in the form of "blysse and blunder." The idea of "blysse and 

blunder" can also be associated with Richard II, whose reign had periods of strength as 

well as periods of extreme turmoil.7 For example, Richard's early splendor was followed 

by a loss of power to the Appellants, then he regained power only to lose it again and be 

killed as a result. This is not to say that the idea of "blysse and blunder" in the poem is 

directly related to Richard II as the date of the poem may precede Richard's final fall. 

But the environment of Ricardian England with its displays and questionable king, does 

provide material for the application of "blysse and blunder" in a critique of courtly 

behavior, regardless of its relation to Richard's actual fail. The opulence—blysse— alone 

of his court draws attention to the ever present downside—blunder. After establishing 

the Trojan lineage, the poet introduces Arthur: "Bot of alle [th]at here bult, of Bretaygne 

kynges,/ Ay watz Arthur [th]e hendest, as I haf herde telle" (1.25-6). The poem praises 

Arthur by saying that he is the most courtly of all the kings of Britain that the poet has 

heard of. Arthur is privileged by his courtliness which shifts the emphasis of the poem to 

the court of Arthur. This court—a focus of the poem—is described in lavish detail, but is 

7 For a complete history of Richard II's reign see Saul. 
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also a subject of critique. And to the extent Arthur's court is modeled after the court of 

Richard II, the poem's critique applies to Richard's court as well. 

The possibility that the writer of Sir Gawain and the Green Knight had access to 

the court of Richard II is mentioned in Nigel Saul's recent study of Richard's life: 

The subtlety and elegance of Sir Gawain mark it out as a product of a 
cosmopolitan courtly milieu, although the dialect suggests that the author came 
from Cheshire or the north-west. In the late 1390's Richard spent a great deal of 
time in the midlands and the north-west, and it is possible that the author was 
introduced to the court by a local patron, perhaps the controller of the 
household of Sir John Stanley.8 

Because the king and his court were in the area from which the Gawain-poet is thought to 

have been writing, it is probable that the poem could be not just a critique of the court of 

Arthur but also of the court of Richard II. It would be a tremendous sign of praise for the 

court of Richard II to be associated with that of Arthur, although the poem does not by 

any means only praise courtly life. In an essay by John M. Bowers dealing with the 

social context of Pearl, the author describes a possible placement for the poem: 

And a more likely audience would have included the Cheshire natives whose 
careers in military service and royal administration advanced them along these 
patronage networks toward the centers of national power, even the mobile 
household of Richard II himself.9 

Because Pearl appears in the same manuscript as Sir Gawain and the Green Knight and i 

believed to be written by the same poet, this furthers the idea that the poem was written 

is 

Saul 361. 

John M. Bowers, Pearl in Its Royal Setting: Ricardian Poetry Revisited,' 
Studies in the Age of Chaucer 17 (1995): 112-13. 
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by someone who had access to the court of Richard II. And if Pearl was meant for an 

audience that was also very aware of—if not directly involved with—the court, the same 

type of critique that Bowers proposes for Pearl would also apply to Sir Gawain and the 

Green Knight. 

There is much made in the poem of the pride and showiness that distinguishes 

the Arthurian court. Before the Green Knight appears, the poet writes about the dress of 

Guenevere: 

Whene Guenore, fill gay, gray[th]ed in [th]e myddes, 
Dressed on [th]e dere des, dubbed al aboute, 
Smal sendal besides, a selure hir ouer 
Of tryed tolouse, of tars tapites innoghe, 
[th]at were enbrawed and beten wyth [th]e best gemmes 
[th]at my3t be preued of prys wyth penyes to bye, 

in daye. 
(3.74-80) 

This is one of the first descriptions of the opulence of the court of Arthur. It describes 

the lavishness of the dress of the queen, and also mentions the great cost of her clothing. 

The description could be seen as merely a description, and the detail of the description 

could be seen as coming strictly out of admiration. However, the mention at the end of 

the description of the "penyes" shifts the emphasis in the direction of the monetary cost 

of the fancy clothes. The poet is subtly criticizing the sheer amount of money that that 

type of clothing would cost, describing it in detail to show the full beauty, as well as the 

excessive attention, that the court places on appearance. And as Bowers writes: 
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With even greater delicacy than was invested in the critique of chivalric values in 
Gawain, the poet adroitly manages to satirize Ricardian practices whose public 
glitter scarcely concealed devious and self-serving motives, while he seems instead 
to invoke heavenly models to valorize and imbue with majesty these same social 
practices.10 

The poet is praising and glorifying the courtly behavior while at the same time criticizing 

the very opulence that is described so thoroughly. I agree with Bowers' assertion that the 

poet is covering his critique with the heroic fantasy of the Arthurian court. I do not, 

however, think that the poem is strictly critical; the poet is critical and at the same time 

in awe of the type of extravagance and beauty that the courtly life involves.11 It does 

seem that the bright colors and fine cloth, as well as the amount of precious stones and 

metals, would be awe-inspiring—even to someone who might find them to be excessive, 

or prideful. Looking ahead to the end of the poem, a strong point of evidence to support 

a more unfavorable view of the court can be seen in the way that Gawain sees the "green 

girdle" as a badge of shame while others in the court adopt it as a badge of status. To 

Gawain the girdle is a reminder of his failings and shame. By remembering why he has the 

girdle it can keep him from again falling prey to courtly love. To the members of the 

court it is nothing more than an article of clothing and in fact obscures the weaknesses 

that it is meant to signify. 

10 Bowers 114. 

11 For information about the extravagance of Richard II, see Saul or Lee Patterson, 
"Troilus and Criseyde an the Subject of History," chapter 2 of Chaucer and the Subject of 
History (Madison: U of Wisconsin P, 1991). 
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The criticism is tempered by the description of the dress and armoring of Gawain 

as he prepares for his journey. The description contains lines that hint at a criticism such 

as, "Fyrst a tule tapit ty3t ouer [th]e flet,/ And miche watz [th]e gyld gere [th]at gient 

[th]eralofte" (568-9). The richness of the carpet that is laid out is excessive and, again, is 

critical of the riches that the court has at its disposal. The poet, by continually describing 

the opulence of Arthur's court in great detail, not only draws attention to the splendor 

but makes a critique of the excess through excessive description. The statement made by 

Bowers again comes into play when we consider that Gawain has such wonderful clothing 

and armor because he is a member of Arthur's court, and more importantly, he seems to 

be Arthur's champion. The only reason that he is equipped so well is that Arthur wants 

him to be. If Arthur doesn't put out money for his valuable servants and a character such 

as the Green Knight comes along and lays down a challenge, Arthur himself will 

undoubtedly have to face that enemy himself. The poet is skeptical of the way Arthur is 

able to maintain such a grand reputation while he does not—at least in this poem—have 

to actually do anything himself. This criticism has an historical analogue in the amount of 

faith and money that Richard II placed on courtiers that he was recruiting from Cheshire, 

and may well suggest skepticism toward Richard's use of Cheshire to strengthen his 
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position.12 Bowers cites the forming of a personal group of bodyguards to use against 

"domestic enemies" from the men that he recruited in Cheshire.13 

At the same time the poet is drawing attention to the futility of lavishing money 

and gifts on a court that will not act when called upon. This will be seen when the Green 

Knight appears and none of Arthur's knights are quick to defend their king. When the 

knight comes into the court, he lays down the challenge: 

If any so hardy in [th]is hous holdez hymseluen, 
Be so bolde in his blod, brayn in hys hede, 
[th]at dar stifly strike a strok for an o[th]er, 
I schal gif hym of my gyft [th]ys giserne ryche, 
[th]is ax, [th]at is heue innogh, to hondele as hym lykes. 
(286-9) 

He wants to exchange blows with anyone who will be bold enough to stand up and face 

him. He seems to be trying to get Arthur to accept the challenge and show whether or not 

he is as good as his reputation. Before the challenge, the Green Knight makes several 

statements that are overtly critical of the court of Arthur, statements that would also have 

resonance in the poem's Ricardian context. One passage is: 

Bot for [th]e los of [th]e, lede, is lyft vp so hy3e, 

And [th]y bur3 and [th]y burnes best are holden, 
Stifest under stel-gere on stedes to ryde, 
[th]e wy3est and [th]e wor[th]yest of [th]e worldes kynde. 
(257-61) 

12 Saul 392-4. 

13 Bowers 115. 
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The Green Knight makes reference to the reputation of Arthur, saying that his reputation 

is inflated and that Arthur and his men are said to be the best in armor and on horseback. 

This is an attack on both the reputation—saying that it is not deserved—and on the way 

that the reputation is gained—by the use of steel and horse. The Green Knight is placing 

more emphasis on Arthur's knights' armor than on their fighting prowess. This could 

suggest that individually Arthur's men are not good warriors or that the knights ride well 

and look good, but are not ready for the dirty and ugly aspects of actual fighting; it is also 

a statement of the value the Green Knight places on physical prowess. The Green Knight 

has no armor, which would place all of the pressure on his athletic ability rather than on 

armor and weaponry. 

The next critical statement that the Green Knight makes is aimed at the youth and 

inexperience of Arthur and his men: 

Nay, frayst I no fy3t, in fayth I [th]e telle, 
Hit arn aboute on [thjis bench bot berdlez chylder. 
If I were hasped in armes on a he3e stede, 
Here is no mon me to mach, for my3tez so wayke 
(279-82). 

The Green Knight boldly states that Arthur's men are all "berdlez chylder," meaning that 

they are young and inexperienced and, as such, unworthy of his strength and prowess. 

This comments on the fact that Richard II came to the throne at a young age and was 

inexperienced, and at the same time shows that Richard II, no longer young, was in better 

shape than the Arthur of the poem. This is probable because at the time in which Richard 
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II was in Cheshire, he was no longer a young king. In fact, at the time when his ties with 

Cheshire were the strongest, he was strengthening his control on the country and 

consolidating his power.14 It does not, however, diminish the fact that an older and more 

experienced Richard is still being associated with ineffective displays that lack the real 

substance necessary for survival. 

Other suggestive links between Arthur's and Richard's courts lie in the trouble 

that Richard II had with the Appellants. Lee Patterson discusses the possibility of 

relationships between the events in Troilus and Criseyde and the events in the reign of 

Richard II at the supposed time of the poem's creation.15 He mentions the turmoil caused 

by the loss and then the regaining of power that involved the Appellants, and how the 

Trojan setting could fit the loss of power by Richard II. Similarly, the turmoil 

represented by the coming of the Green Knight acts as a challenge to Arthur's—and 

Richard's—power; the survival of Gawain and his and the court's loss of some of their 

honor through the whole ordeal represents the regaining and consolidation of power. 

When Gawain returns to Arthur's court Gawain is very ashamed of the sash that 

he had taken for protection from Lady Bertilak: "[th]is is [th]e token of vntraw[th]e 

[thjat I am tan inne,/ And I mot nedez hit were wyle I may last" (2509-10). The members 

of Arthur's court do not see it as a badge of shame; on the contrary, they embrace it. 

14 Saul 393. 

15 Patterson Chapter 2. 
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"Vche burne of [th]e bro[th]erhede, a bauderyk schulde haue,/ A bende abelef hym aboute 

of bry3t grene" (2516-17). All members of the court will wear a badge to commemorate 

the efforts of Gawain and the prowess of the court he represents. The idea of tainted 

badges can also be related to the court of Richard II. Paul Strohm in Hochon 's Arrow 

discusses the situation of signa in relation to Richard II.16 When faced with the 

Appellants in 1387 he sent out "deputies who would distribute badges to influential 

citizens who were to swear to hold with the king."17 The badges were not able to save 

him from the Appellants as they were still able to seize temporary power. Strohm also 

points out that when Richard was again attempting to consolidate his power in 1390 he 

took the White Hart as his badge.18 The White Hart is depicted on all the people of the 

Wilton Diptych except for the three saints, the Virgin Mary, and Christ.19 It is also 

important to note that Richard II is depicted as very youthful even though the Diptych is 

thought to have been commissioned in the late 1390s.20 This is a possible target for the 

16 

85. 
Paul Strohm, Hochon's Arrow (New Jersey: Princeton UP, 1992) 63-5, 179-

17 Strohm 65. 

18 Strohm 65. 

19 For a discussion of various views about the significance of the Wilton Dyptich, 
see Saul 304-11. For some useful pictures and information about the Diptych see Dillian 
Gordon, Making and Meaning: The Wilton Diptych (London: The National Gallery, 
1993). 

20 Saul 304. 
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insult about the "berdlez chylder" that the Green Knight made about Arthur's court, 

insulting the weakness displayed by a man who would need to look young when he was 

no longer so. Strohm also notes that Richard's statements made against the use of badges 

in 1388, coupled with his use of the White Hart in the 1390s, provided ammunition for 

the Lancastrian effort against him.21 The overuse of badges by Richard and the ineffective 

and even damaging results that misuse created relates to the "bauderyks" that Arthur's 

court adopts. Their negative meaning is not only misread by the court, it is embraced as a 

positive symbol that seems to cloud the court's views of its own shortcomings. The 

badge which—if viewed correctly as Gawain does—could have pointed out the danger to 

the court from within, is made hollow and useless. This is exactly what happened with 

Richard's badges. Overuse diluted their power, and they even became a source of power 

for the opposition. 

Sir Gawain and the Green Knight, however, is not the only contemporary source 

of empty badges. Strohm cites the depiction of the White Hart in Richard the Redeles, a 

contemporary poem criticizing Richard that complains about the badges themselves 

swarming over the land, further emphasizing the ill effects that the empty use of badges 

had on the reign of Richard II.22 The theme of badges without any real meaning behind 

21 Strohm 182-3. 
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them also has ties to Troilus and Criseyde. In Troilus and Criseyde Troilus presents 

Criseyde with a brooch as a sign of his love for her. The badge is without real meaning as 

he presents it to her after he has failed to speak up for her in Parliament—suppressing the 

very love that the brooch is supposed to represent. This failure to speak has allowed 

Criseyde to be traded over to the Greeks where Troilus' silent love can give her little aid. 

Subsequently, Troilus sees Diomede wearing the brooch and is injured by the empty 

badge that he meant to gain strength from. He is reminded of his inability to act and also 

reminded that he has lost Criseyde's love to his enemy, as Troilus expresses in his "Why 

nyl I" lament in Book V. This again is very similar to the trouble that Richard's badges 

ultimately caused him. They were given in an effort to gain strength, but ended up 

causing extra injury when used by the enemy. 

At the end of the poem, the poet again invokes Troy: 

[th]us in Arthurus day [th]is aunter bitidde, 
[th]e Brutus bokez [th]erof beres wyttenesse; 
Sy[th]en Brutus, [th]e bolde burne, bo3ed hider fyrst, 

22 Strohm 183. The text of the poem can be found in Mabel Day and Robert 
Steele eds., Mum and the Sothsegger, EETS o.s. 199 (London: Oxford UP, 1936). The 
lines that refer to the number of White Harts are: 

What kynnes conceyll / [th]at [th]e kyng had, 
Or meued him most / to merke his liegis, 
Or seure hem with signes / [th]at swarmed so thikke 
[Th]oru-oute his lond / in leng[th]e and in brede, 
[Th]at ho-so had hobblid / [th]oru holtes and tounes, 
Or y-passed [th]e patthis / [th]er [th]e prynce dwellyd, 
[Of] hertis or hyndis / on hassellis brestis, 
Or some lordis leuere / [th]at [th]e lawe stried, 
He shulde haue y-mette / mo [thlan ynowe 
(2.19-27). 
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After the segge and [th]e asaute watz sesed at Troye. 
(2522-5) 

The poet again invokes the chronology of the transmission of power from Troy to 

Brutus, and then on to Arthur. This is a further effort to legitimize the court of Arthur 

by re-grounding it in a worthy lineage, after all of the testing, criticism, and faltering of 

Arthur's court. It is not very likely that the poet would re-invoke the subject of Troy if 

the poem was strictly a critique. It is more likely that the return of Troy in the poem is 

an effort to restate the fact that the court does have a valid and worthy origin. At the 

same time it also reminds the reader of the potential fall that awaits a court that cannot 

learn from its mistakes. 

The subject of Troy in Sir Gawain and the Green Knight thus acts as an essential 

frame for any effort to understand the meanings and motives of the poem. The invocation 

of Trojan roots both legitimizes and criticizes the court of Arthur in the poem. By 

associating the court with Troy, the poem is able to show that the court of Arthur is both 

worthy and, at the same time, flawed. If the possible region and time period for the 

production of the poem is placed within the reign of Richard II, another court emerges as 

a probable subject for the critique or support of the poet. The similarities between the 

court of Arthur and that of Richard II are strong. Arthur's court is criticized for being 

young, just as Richard II came to the throne at a young age. Arthur's court is very 

opulent and interested in shows of wealth and style, just as Richard II's court was 

interested in shows of beauty and style. And Arthur's court comes under the attack of a 
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seemingly stronger foe, just as Richard II's rule was nearly lost to the Appellants. All of 

these areas of critique are tempered by the fact that the poem is begun and ended with the 

subject of Troy, for if Troy invokes images of rise and fall, it also imparts legitimacy and 

a strong pedigree. Consistent with the ambivalent Trojan history it draws upon, the 

Gawain-poet leaves Arthur's court in an ambiguous state, as Gawain is concerned with 

his perceived failure with the girdle while the court adopts it as a badge. 

Sir Gawain and the Green Knight does not, of course, have to be a critique of any 

certain court; it could simply be a critique of the extravagances and pride of any court. 

What seems clear is that the poem is more than just an Arthurian romance. And the use 

of Troy in the poem is not just a device for the creation of legendary status. The language 

of the poem and the placement and use of Troy point to a commentary on the court in the 

poem. With the addition of the information that is known about the possible origins of 

the poem, it becomes a probable commentary inspired by the court of Richard II. Both 

the Trojan court and the Arthurian court provide the reader with examples of power as 

well as underlying weakness. By giving direct examples of the two "historical" courts the 

poem allows for the examination of the contemporary court of Richard II, providing a 

worthy lineage while at the same time pointing to the dangers of excessive attention to 

extravagance and display. 



CHAPTER 5 

CONCLUSION 

Both Chaucer and the Gawain-poet use the Matters of Troy and Thebes to set up 

critiques of courtly life. They both produce fictitious courts and apply the various 

aspects of the Matters in order to point to failings and deficiencies in the functioning of 

the courts. 

Chaucer's earlier works serving as a testing ground for his views about the 

meanings of the Matters of Troy and Thebes in relation to courtly life. They also 

establish his position on the side of duty over courtly pursuits. These views are then 

examined more closely in Troilus and Criseyde. In Troilus and Criseyde Chaucer 

emphasizes his tendency toward destructive aspects of the Troy legend by combining 

that legend with the legend of Thebes. He in turn applies this negative material to the 

courtly pursuits of the characters in the story to point out the dangers of courtly pursuits 

in the face of duty. 

In Sir Gawain and the Green Knight the Gawain-poet invokes the Matter of Troy 

to examine the fictitious court of King Arthur. The extravagance and underlying questions 

of substance in Arthur's court can be linked to feelings about the lack of substance in the 

court of Richard II. And while the critique is not as negative as that of Troilus and 
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Criseyde, the presence of the Matter of Troy at the beginning and the end does not allow 

the danger of fall to remain out of view. 

Both poets have picked up on the same dual aspects of the Matters of Troy and 

Thebes and applied them to the most obvious source for criticism of courtly life at the 

time, the court of Richard II, choosing to focus attention on the need to place duty to the 

state over courtly love. 



BIBLIOGRAPHY 

Anderson, David. "Theban History in Chaucer's Troilus" Studies in the Age of Chaucer 
4(1982): 109-33. 

Andrew, Malcolm. "The Fall of Troy in Sir Gawain and the Green Knight and Troilus 

and Criseyde" The European Tragedy of Troilus. Ed. Piero Boitani. Oxford: 

Clarendon, 1989. 75-93. 

Baswell, Christopher. Virgil in Medieval England: Figuring the Aeneidfrom the Twelfth 

Century to Chaucer. Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 1995. 

Bowers, John M. "Pearl in Its Royal Setting: Ricardian Poetry Revisited." Studies in 

the Age of Chaucer 17 (1995): 111-55. 

Chaucer, Geoffrey. The Riverside Chaucer. Ed. Larry D. Benson. 3rded. Boston: 

Houghton, 1987. 

Copeland, Rita. Rhetoric, Hermeneutics and Translation in the Middle Ages: Academic 

Traditions and VernacularTexts. Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 1991. 

Geoffrey of Monmouth. The History of the Kings of Britain. Trans. Lewis Thorpe. 

London: Penguin Books, 1966. 

Gordon, Dillian. Making and Meaning:, The Wilton Diptych. London: The National 

Gallery, 1993. 

61 



62 

McCall, John P. "The Trojan Scene in Chaucer's Troiius." ELH 29 (1962): 263-75. 

Mum and the Sothsegger. Ed. Mabel Day and Robert Steele. EETS o.s. 199. London: 

Oxford UP, 1936. 

Ovid. Heroides. Trans. Harold Isbell. New York: Penguin Books, 1990. 

Patterson, Lee. Chaucer and the Subject of History. Madison: U of Wisconsin P, 1991. 

—. "Court Politics and the Invention of Literature." Culture and History 1350-1600. 

David Aers ed. Detroit: Wayne State UP, 1992. 9-13. 

Pearsall, Derek. The Life of Geoffrey Chaucer. Oxford: Blackwell, 1992. 

Sanok, Catherine. "Criseyde, Cassandre, and the Thebaid: Women and the Theban 

Subtext of Chaucer's Troilus and Criseyde." Studies in the Age of Chaucer 20 

(1998): 41-71. 

Saul, Nigel. Richard II. New Haven: Yale UP, 1997. 

Silverstein, Theodore. "Sir Gawain, Dear Brutus, and Britain's Fortunate Founding: A 

Study in Comedy and Convention." Modern Philology 42.3 (1965): 189- 206. 

Strohm, Paul. Hochon 's Arrow. New Jersey: Princeton UP, 1992. 

—. Social Chaucer. Cambridge: Harvard UP, 1989 

The Westminster Chronicle 1381-1394. Ed. and trans. L. C. Hector and Barbara F. 

Harvey. Oxford: Clarendon, 1982. 

Tolkien, J.R.R. and E.V. Gordon eds. Sir Gawain and the Green Knight. 2nd ed. New 

York: Oxford UP, 1992. 



63 

Wallace, David. "Anne of Bohemia, Queen of England, and Chaucer's Emperice." 

Litteraria Pragensia 9.5 (1995): 1-16. 

—. Chaucerian Polity: Absolutist Lineages and Associational Forms in England and 

Italy. Stanford: Stanford UP, 1997, 

Wetherbee, Winthrop. Chaucer and the Poets: An Essay on Troilus and Criseyde. 

Ithaca: Cornell UP, 1984. 


