
How are physical spaces used in Troilus and Criseyde?

Chaucer’s foregrounding of notions of physical space in Troilus and Criseyde is mimetic of the poet’s
struggle to establish his own poetic space within both a great classical tradition and the emerging sphere of
vernacular literature. In his development and additions to previous incarnations of the Troilus romance
Chaucer prioritises the collocation and conflict of distinct spaces within the poem. The pre-eminent space in
Troilus and Criseyde is the city of Troy, a name that to both a modern and medieval audience is rich with
literary and historical connatation. In using Troy and the Trojan War as the backdrop for his romance the
poet harnesses the tradition and mythology of the context to imbue the poem, on one level, with a sense of
grand epic – a concept that Chaucer thus allows himself to deconstruct by having the love affair (and not the
war) the primary focus of the text. Furthermore, Chaucer manipulates the topography and architecture of his
particularly idiosyncratic Troy to construct a unique and symbolically charged setting for the action of the
poem. Indeed, the reader gets the impression that Chaucer’s control over and awareness of distinct spaces or
scenes is, at the risk of being anachronistic, theatrical or even filmic. Beyond Troy itself, Chaucer also
appears to be interested in the discrepancy between public and private space as well as the physical space of
the body. Finally, there is considerable interest in the ‘gaps’ between spaces in Troilus and Criseyde (for
what is ‘space’ but a lack of substance) and, especially, how these gaps are brigded by certain characters.

The story of Troy and its destruction had been told in various forms by poets from Ancient Greece to
contemporary medieval continental writers. The fall of Troy in particular had captivated poetic interest and
is perhaps given its definitive treatment by Virgil in the Book II of The Aeneid. Chaucer acknowledges the
existence of this canon of Trojan literature:

“But how this town cam to destrucioun,
Ne falleth naught purpose me to telle,
For it were a long dirgression,
Fro my matere, and yow to long to dwelle.”
(T & C, Bk I 141-144)

The poet assumes on behalf of his readers a foreknowledge of the Troy narrative and simultaneously
indicates that his own text will have a different focus. The choice of the word ‘dwelle’ is significant because
it suggests the physical occupation of a space.  Chaucer thus establishes a conflict for actual space in the
poem between the romance of Troilus and Cressida and the story of the Fall of Troy.

Throughout the poem the reader is aware of the Trojan War rumbling in the background and the moments
where the war itself interrupt the romance are of potential interest. Having the Troilus romance set in Troy
lends the love story a great degree of tragic inevitability but also eloquently imbues the text with an uneasy
feeling that the events it describes are being overshadowed by something of far greater import. Shakespeare
plays with this motif in his play Troilus and Cressida in which, I think rather comically, the epic hero of The
Aeneid, Aeneas, is seen, symbolic of the larger context, as a supporting character in someone else’s drama.
It’s a narrative impulse that has captured many writers since Chaucer and Shakespeare, David Baddiel’s two
recent novels Whatever Love Means and The Secret Purposes present love stories cast against the death of
Princess Diana and the internment of Jews on the Isle of Mann during the Second World War respectively.

The influence of Troy in Chaucer’s Troilus and Criseyde is far more active than is precedented in the
sources for the poem. As C. David Benson explains, “Troy and its history are largely incidental to



Boccaccio’s poem and the Italian poet makes little effort to present the city as anything more than a vague
backdrop for his love-story.”1 Chaucer, on the other hand, not only harnesses the symbolic value of the city
but also provides it with a tangible and detailed (if wildly historically inaccurate) topography. The buildings,
streets, gardens, walls and river resemble 14th century London rather than Ancient Troy, as Benson puts it,
“there is nothing exotic about the domestic architecture of Troilus and Criseyde”2. Thus Troy’s architecture
represents a blurring of period that mirrors the tension in the text between classic epic and the courtly
romance of the Middle Ages.

Indeed, the choice of Troy foregrounds the importance of physical space in the poem. As a walled city under
siege Troy represents an intensely pressured territory and the reader is conditioned to be aware of the
sanctity of space. It is startling what proportion of certainly the first three books of the poem takes place in
private spaces, particularly bedchambers. Often Chaucer, as if giving a stage direction, will highlight
location:

“And whan that he in chamber was allone”
(T & C, Bk I 358)

“Departed out of parlement echone,
This Troilus, withouten wordes mo,
Unto his chambre spedde hym faste allone.”

(T & C, Bk IV 218-20)

Especially in the second example here Chaucer foregrounds the discrepancy between public and private
space that exists within the poem. In Books I and II both Troilus and Criseyde appear to find solace in
isolation, often retreating to their bed chambers in order to lament their unfortunate fates as lovers. However,
this privacy is problematized by a sense that what goes on in private is actually being observed; on one level
this is implicit in the text through Pandarus’ various machinations to bring the lovers together but, moreover,
the characters’ privacy and isolation is challenged by the presence of the narrator who, not subject to the
physical constraints of walls and distance, is able to observe and comment on action in private zones. The
idea of Troy as a pressurised, enclosed space is thus transferred onto the bedchamber. In all facets the city of
Troy represents an actively political, social and literary arena for the action of the poem to unfold in. A
setting where space itself is prioritised.

There are moments in the poem when Chaucer brings the public and private spheres into direct conflict:

“But as she sat allone and thoughte thus
Ascry aros at scarmuch al withoute,
And men criden in the streete, ‘See Troilus
Hath right now put to flighte the Grekes route!’”

(T & C, Bk II 610-13)

Initially we have the image of Criseyde sitting ‘allone’ in introspective mode. However, her personal space
is suddenly compromised by the impingement of the outside world. The placement of ‘ascry aros’ at the
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beginning of line 611 dramatically introduces the world ‘withoute’, the ongoing war with the Greeks, the
assonance only adding to the affect. Chaucer manages a collision of the private world with the public world
that is emphasized by reporting the shouts of the men in the street.

The spatial trajectory of the poem can broadly be said to be focussed on the moment in Book III where
physical union between Troilus and Criseyde finally occurs. Thus the spatial movement of Books I and II is
convergent as the love affair develops and in Books IV and V is divergent as Criseyde is traded for Antenor
and physically separated from Troilus. The case for the physical union of the lovers as the core of the poem
is put forward by Barry Windeatt: “Chaucer presents the lovers’ physical union, not only so as to
acknowledge the bodily love in a way that is as beautiful as it is frank, but also to celebrate the joy of that
sexual fulfilment.”3 However, it is telling that the time that the lovers spend together is remarkably brief
relative to the entire poem.

During the early stages of the relationship between Troilus and Criseyde it is Pandarus who acts as the link
between their separate worlds. He is one of the few characters in the poem who is able to traverse the
boundaries of distinct spaces (Criseyde achieves this when she is handed over to the Greeks although she is
denied any agency in this decision). In Book III Pandarus analyses his own role in the action:

“That is to seye, for the am I bicomen
Bitwixen game and ernest, swich a meene
As maketh unto men to comen;
As sey I nought, thow wost wel what I meene.”

(T & C, Bk III 253-56)

Here the rime riche emphasizes the punning on the word ‘meene’, at line 254 it is used for a ‘go-between’
whereas at 256 it carries the meaning ‘mean’. Pandarus’ high poetic style in his utterances guides us towards
an understanding of his character as an author figure within the text. Windeatt supposes that, “it is Chaucer’s
Pandarus who, in the manner of an author, invents a plot by arranging correspondance and meetings.”4

Indeed, during the episode of Deiphobus’ dinner party we appreciate Pandarus acting the role of the ‘stage
manager’ which occurs so often in Renaissance dramas.

Chaucer doesn’t necessarily intend Pandarus to be understood as a textual rendering of himself (although
Chaucer does of course cast himself as a character in The Canterbury Tales). However, the role of Pandarus
does invite the reader to reflect on the importance of the author. The text makes it ambiguous just how much
of what goes on between Troilus and Criseyde that they think is private that Pandarus actually witnesses. At
times Pandarus seems to be a troubling voyeuristic third party in the relationship. Indeed, one of the most
problematic passages in the poem is the episode in Book III that takes place in Criseyde’s chamber where
some commentators have suggested that Pandarus seduces or even rapes his niece:

“With that she gan hire face to wrye
With the shete, and wac for shame al read
And Pandarus gan under for to prie…”

(T & C, Bk III 1569-71)

                                                  
3 Troilus and Criseyde, Barry Windeattt, p. 223
4 Troilus and Criseyde, Barry Windeattt, p. 214



Although Larry Benson argues that, “the now widespread view that Pandarus here seduces or rapes
Criseyde, or that Chaucer hints at such an action, is baseless and absurd”5, surely Pandarus’ action here
represents an invasion of personal space and in a text where the sanctity of space is prioritized this has to be
significant. In a similar manner can we understand the poet to be opening up private spaces by placing them
in the public domain through the act of writing? If so then Chaucer is asking questions about the nature of
storytelling similar to those raised by Virgil in Book II of The Aeneid concerning the associated problems of
an ostensibly public narrator discussing what goes on in private spheres.

Attitudes towards space appear to change after the consummation scene in Book III. After the act of sex, the
ultimate convergence of spaces such that two bodies are physically linked, the worlds of Troilus and
Criseyde begin to move further and further apart. Criseyde is placed outside of the walls of Troy and this
separation is felt desperately by Troilus. Whereas previously space had been understood constructively,
almost theatrically, as tangible settings such as buildings and gardens, in Books IV and V the treatment of
space appears  to become increasingly sceptical. Physical space now becomes associated with lack and
absence. At the end of Book IV we are presented with an image of emptiness rather than presence:

“For when he saugh that she ne myghte dwelle
Which that his soule out of his herte rente,
Withouten more out of the chaumbre he went.”

(T & C, Bk IV 1699-701)

Troilus’ heart empty of his soul is matched with the empty bed chamber. At the end of the book we are left
with the bedroom, which for so long has been a primary focus, vacant, redolent of loss.

As Book V progresses we witness Troilus becoming increasingly anxious about his ability to locate
Criseyde:

“Wher is myn owene lady, life and deere?
Wher is hire white brest? Wher is it, wheere?”

(T & C, Bk V 218-19)

The disintegration of the relationship is thus linked to divergence. Now Troilus and Criseyde exist not in
separate spheres within a common space, but, in the camps of the Greeks and Trojans, in utterly distinct
spaces. The image of Troilus looking out from the walls of Troy onto the Greek camp with the mirror of
Criseyde looking up to the high towers of Troy is poetic and pathetic. The reader is aware that as Troilus is
buffeted by the winds that this poem is a profound treatment of the tragic separation of lovers:

“I preve it thus: for in noon other place
Of all this toun, save onliche in this space
Fele I no wynd that soweth so like peyne
It seyth, ‘Alas! Whi twynned be we tweyne?’”

(T & C, Bk V 677-80)
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So, we appreciate that the narrative voice in the text demonstrates a concern with the nature of physical
space in the poem. This concern can perhaps be understood to be symbolic of the poet’s concern regarding
the ‘space’ his poem will occupy in literary tradition. Chaucer is conscious that his Troilus and Cresiyde
relies heavily on source material. Broadly he relies on existing stories of Troy and more specifically he bases
his poem on the Il Filostrato of Boccaccio. In the text, however, the narrator frequently cites the fictional
source of ‘Lollius’:

“And of his song naught only the sentence,
As writ myn auctour called Lollius…”

(T & C, Bk I 393-94)

In doing so Chaucer consciously sets his fiction in relation to other writing. Chaucer playfully constructs a
narrative voice that often appears to be playing the role of historian rather than creator of fiction.

To conclude, let me return to the defining physical space of the poem; the city of Troy. Chaucer
harnessessing of the literary power of this city can illuminate our reading of Troilus and Criseyde in two
directions. Looking towards the text the besieged city prioritises the notion of physical or distinct spheres of
action. We are aware of the differences between public and private space as well as how the romance
competes for narrative room with the well known story of the Fall of Troy. Chaucer’s Troy also projects
outwards and becomes a symbol too of the poet’s anxiety over the space in the literary tradition that his work
will occupy. Troilus and Criseyde demonstrates an acute poetic awareness that space requires not only a gap,
but also a surrounding structure to define it. The poem can thus be seen to carve its own legacy in its blend
of invention and reliance on existing sources.
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