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Theseus' Characteristics

Theseus was a not only a stereotypical strong king, and an even mightier warrior, 

but he was also a loving husband and a caring brother. He ruled over Athens and was the 

most compassionate, merciful, and fair king there ever was. 

In "The Knights Tale" by Geoffrey Chaucer, Theseus is described as "a great 

conquer, who was often away from home fighting in foreign lands. He had conquered 

lawless countries and killed many savage monsters, and was more famous than any man 

alive." (Chaucer 39-40). This is proven in the story when he returns home from fighting 

the Amazon women in Scythia with his new queen Hypolita, and her sister Emily. He is 

marching by the people lining the streets as he makes his way back to his home through 

the cheering crowd when he looks down to the rows of people and sees four women 

dressed in black, sobbing. I believe this is one of Theseus weakness, seeing a woman in 



distress, because later in the story he gives in again to women crying. He asked why they 

are mourning on a glorious day, and in return they replied that they were crying for their 

husbands, who were princes or dukes, who joined together to go fight against King Creon 

who was king of the Thebans and in return Creon knocked them down and threw their 

dead bodies in a pile  and would not return them or allow for a proper burial (Chaucer  

40-41). So Theseus feeling sad and angry for the woman took it upon himself to ride 

along with those women, and his army, to Thebes that same day and kill Creon himself 

and while also returning the bodies back to the widows.  This shows how courageous 

and brave Theseus is. It also shows that not only is he a strong warrior but also a 

compassionate king, and won't turn his head to bad deeds that even his allies have 

committed. 

 After his fight with the Thebans his soldiers found two Theban princes that had 

been hidden in the piles of bodies scattered throughout the battlefield. They were barely 

living but they still held on. Theseus showed very little mercy and had his men ride the 

two princes back to Athens where they would stay locked up in a tower for the rest of 

their lives. It might seem that Theseus lost his compassion, but he could have easily 

killed the princes instead of letting them live in the dungeon in the tower. I believe he 

could have chosen to let them be free and go back to their mothers, wherever they may 

have been at that time, but he was delivering justice. Time went by and one day a friend 

of not only of Theseus but also Arcite, one of the princes that had been imprisoned many 

years ago, asked Theseus to free him. Once again being merciful Theseus granted his 

friends request but on the circumstance that Arcite never be spotted in Athens from that 

day forward (Chaucer 48). 



Now many years had gone by and Theseus was going on a morning hunt with 

Queen Hypolita, Emily, many Hunstmen, and other fine women. What must have been 

only been arranged by fate, Theseus stumbled upon two men fighting each other in a 

grove, so he jumped off his horse and ran over to them and broke up the fight. Come to 

find out, the two men fighting were Palamon and Arcite, the two princes in which he 

captured years ago. Arcite had left the city of Athens, but only a year later came back in a 

disguise posing as a common man who eventually worked his way to being one of the 

Theseus' most trusted advisors, and Palamon had just escaped two nights before, trying to 

make his way back to Thebes. Palamon told him all of this also adding in that they were 

both fighting for Emily because they both loved her and then asked Theseus to kill them 

both, with which he replied, "Your own mouth has spoken your doom in the hearing of us 

all. There is no need to have you bound and brought to trial, for now, by the red War-god, 

I will slay you both." (Chaucer 61-62). Then Hypolita, Emily, and all the ladies that had 

joined their hunting group began to cry. They begged Theseus to spare the two princes 

lives. Then Theseus became soft and succumbed to the women's cries and pleas and 

decided to not kill them. This is when I believe Theseus becomes a dynamic character. 

Once again Theseus chooses to take the higher road and see their situation and give them 

mercy. He even volunteered to help their situation and hold an event one year and one 

day from that moment that would decide who would marry his sister-in-law. (Chaucer 

64-65). Palamon, the one who first laid eyes on Emily, ended up being the one to marry 

her, but not as smoothly as you would imagine. But thats another story.



In the end, it can rightfully be concluded that Theseus was a fair, merciful and 

compassionate King. He even spared Palamon and Arcites' life more than once. He was a 

just ruler and lived by the right morals. 
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