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recently undermined as hearsay. Since he focuses on the sorrow she feels rather than
on her pleasure and he denies altogether the possibility that she might actually love
Diomede, he gives her more chance to be read as a character to which one should be
sympathetic. But he is still not comfortable allowing her to love freely and escape the
overbearing power that the men’s love for her has over her freedom. If she does love
these men, it is a forced love and therefore should not be held to the same standards
of a love that overcomes its “victim” as courtly love claims to. By choosing to be
victimized by love, Troylus takes on a certain power, but without the power to make
such a decision Criseyde can only grow to love as she comes to know her lover over
time. It seems obvious that Troylus’ loyalty to his love is easy to keep because it suits
his desire for power through chosen victimization. But Criseyde has no motivation
to be faithful to Troylus other than the love she has developed for him. His loyalty
supports his original motives for starting the relationship, while her loyalty is only
hurtful longing to be near the man she has come to love.

Pandarus too has his discontent with culture, although it may be more hidden
than Criseyde’s. Pandarus seems to be constantly subverting Troylus” masochism by
destroying the fantasy of Troylus’ powerlessness in love. Pandarus is constantly push-
ing and encouraging Troylus to help him achieve what he wants. Overall, Pandarus is
more concerned with Troylus” happiness than with that of himself or of his niece. He
cries for Troylus™ pain, declares his hatred for his niece when she hurts Troylus, and
even admits his slight jealousy when Troylus cries for the loss of Criseyde.

But tel me this, whi thou art now so mad

To sorwen thus? Why listow in this wyse,

Syn thi desir all holly hastow had,

So that by right it oughte ynow suffise?

But I, that never felte in my servyse

A frendly chere, or lokying of an eye,

Lat me thus wepe an[d] wayle til I dye. (IV . 393-9)

It seems from these lines that Pandarus is saying more than simply “it is better to
have loved and lost than never to have loved at all.” He points to his own unfulfilled
desire for a friendly greeting or glance from his beloved at the same time that he talks
of his “servyse.” This kind of “servise,” according to the MED, can mean labor per-
formed for another, a life in the service of God, a requested favor, service in a lord’s
court, a payment of rent, and even slavery. The most logical meaning in this context
would refer to the effort Pandarus has gone through for Troylus’ happiness. But
Pandarus clearly expects the gazes and greetings that he longs for to be a result of his
service, implying that Pandarus is looking for these greetings and glances to come
from Troylus. In a sense, Pandarus has made his own masochistic contract. He is the
vassal and Troylus is his unattainable lady. And indeed he is more unattainable than
even a queen, in a culture that will never recognize homosexual love as it does the
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heterosexual courtly love that it places on such a high and elaborate pedestal. In this
case, Troylus has so much more power than Pandarus would have as a gay man that
the question of Pandarus forcing Troylus, as Troylus forces Criseyde, is moot. Pandarus,
though he clearly manipulates the other characters, ultimately has no real power
because no matter whom he manipulates his desire for love will never be fulfilled by
Troylus.

Essentially, by understanding the ironic power structure of the masochistic con-
tract, the motives for its frequent use in explaining the suffering in courtly love texts
become much clearer. The masochistic contract in courtly love is initially a one-sided
power play on the part of its creator, but this is not to say that a masochistic contract
cannot become mutual. In the case of those couples simultaneously struck by love or
those in which both partners love the other equally, the masochistic contract can
work in the way that Slavoj Zizek explains in “From Courtly Love to The Crying
Game.” Zizek argues that a couple that is on relatively equal ground in terms of real
power can use the contract to constantly switch roles within the relationship (108).
Master and slave become reversible within the couple’s world and this alternation
can preserve a relationship that might otherwise become stale and therefore unstable
in a way that a constantly changing relationship does not.

But, unfortunately, circumstances offering equality were rare in medieval litera-
ture, so that masochistic contracts were rife with dangerous pitfalls for all parties
concerned. Nowhere is this danger more apparent than in Troylus and Criseyde.
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