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Few traditional stories were more popular during the heyday of
Elizabethan theater than the Troy legend and its related episodes. The myth
of Troy, full of strife, guile, and pageant, contained a rich store of material
which prompted the kind of ethical questions Elizabethans liked to raise.
The story was so provocative that characters of lesser eminence came to
acquire as much celebrity as the more exalted figures in the myth. To the
Elizabethan audience, Cressida was as renowned for wontonness as Achilles
was for his wrath. Above all, the Troy legend gave the poet ample material
by which to chronicle large heroic actions (see Kimbrough 24-46). And ac-
cording to Sir Philip Sidney these were, by and large, the true subjects of
the poet.

In his An Apology for Poetry, the chief heroes of the Troy myth are
in fact repeatedly commended by Sidney as examples of excellence. ‘‘Speak-
ing pictures’’ of magnanimity, justice, and truth, Troy’s heroes stir up the
minds of men to virtue. And this, of course, is the principal task of the
poet, Sidney argues in the Apology, ‘‘the winning of the mind from
wickedness to virtue’’ (22). The reader is eager to hear the ‘“‘tales of Her-
cules, Achilles, Cyrus, and Aeneas; and hearing them, must needs hear the
right description of wisdom, valour and justice’’(22). The heroic image has
great force in Sidney’s eyes as a model of right action. And if these cham-
pions of excellence are to instruct and stir the human imagination, if they
are to be forcible models, their speech, by means of poet’s invention, must
be exemplary; they must be shown ‘‘uttering sweetly and properly and con-
ceits of the mind’’(51), what is for Sidney the purpose of language. ‘‘For
if Oratio, next to Ratio, Speech next to Reason,’’ as Sidney explains, ‘‘be
the greatest gift bestowed upon mortality, that cannot be praiseless which
doth most polish that blessing of speech; which considers each word, not
only...by his forcible quality, but by his best measured quantity, carrying
even in themselves a harmony’’ (31).

As many have observed, the major ideas behind Sidney’s theory of
poetry echo commonplaces voiced repeatedly in sixteenth-century critical
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