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    WILLIAM SHAKESPEARE


    ENGLISH PLAYWRIGHT AND POET


    
      	Born in Stratford-upon-Avon in 1564.


      	Died in Stratford-upon-Avon in 1616.


      	
        Notable works:

        
          	King Lear (1623), play


          	A Midsummer Night’s Dream (1600), play


          	RichardIII (1597), play

        

      

    


    William Shakespeare was an English playwright and poet and is generally considered the most influential writer in the English language. He worked in several modes, including comedy, history, tragedy, the narrative poem and the sonnet, and was active during an extraordinary flowering of creativity during the Elizabethan Renaissance – not just as a playwright, but also as an actor and as the eventual co-owner of the Globe theatre in London. Shakespeare spent 20 years in London, where he wrote all of his famous works and staged them with his own acting company, The King’s Men, and others. Shakespeare’s plays are universal in their scope, as they explore all the complexities of the human experience, from politics to love and death. Played constantly all around the world and revered for their complex characters and deft use of language, Shakespeare’s plays are now considered one of the crowning jewels of English and international literary heritage.

  


  
    CORIOLANUS


    TRAGIC DRAMA


    
      	Genre: play


      	Reference edition: Shakespeare, W. (2013) Coriolanus. London: The Arden Shakespeare, ed. by Peter Holland.


      	1st edition: 1623


      	Themes: power, ambition, class, the State, masculinity, family, war and violence, heroism

    


    Written late in Shakespeare’s career (c.1608) and seen as one of his major tragedies, Coriolanus concerns the story of a Roman general and his struggles with his city of Rome and his own family. Shakespeare based the plot on a legendary figure, Caius Martius, whose existence (whether real or not) is generally dated to around the 5th centuryBCE. Shakespeare’s most verifiable source is the “Life of Coriolanus” section from Plutarch’s (Greek biographer and essayist, c.46-120) The Lives of the Noble Grecians and Romans (written in the 2nd centuryCE) in Thomas North’s translation from 1579. Shakespeare may also have made use of other sources including Livy’s (Roman historian, c.59BCE-17CE) History of Rome (written in the 1st centuryBCE). Shakespeare wrote three other ‘Roman Plays’ – Titus Andronicus (1594), Julius Caesar (1623) and Antony and Cleopatra (1623) – with Coriolanus being the last. Coriolanus had a mixed reception from audiences prior to the 20th century, when it began to be championed (by the Anglo-American poet T.S. Eliot [1888-1965], among others) as one of his masterpieces. Perhaps part of this complicated history is due to the often unpleasant and off-putting nature of Coriolanus as a protagonist and the play’s ambiguous, complex presentation of politics.

  


  
    SUMMARY


    A PROUD GENERAL ARGUES WITH THE PEOPLE


    There are riots in Rome due to stores of grain being withheld from the common citizens (‘plebeians’) despite famine. The rioters turn their anger toward Caius Marcius – later ‘Coriolanus’ – a wealthy aristocrat (‘patrician’) and a superb general of Rome. An older, wise patrician named Menenius Agrippa attempts to calm the crowds by telling them a fable about hunger and the belly. Just as it seems as though the crowd is calming down, Marcius himself arrives and roundly insults the people, contemptuously telling them that they do not deserve the grain if they have not done military service for Rome. Marcius tells the people that nevertheless their demand has been granted, and that Junius Brutus and Sicinius Velutus, both of whom dislike him, have been named as representatives (‘tribunes’) of the Roman public.


    WAR WITH THE VOLSCIANS


    Marcius leaves Rome upon receiving news of that the army of the Volscians, a powerful tribe opposed to Rome, is preparing for battle in the field. As deputy to the general Cominius, Marcius is to help lead the Roman forces against the Volscian army and their general Tullus Aufidius. Aufidius and Marcius have a long history in battle and Aufidius views Marcius as his mortal enemy. Cominius leads the troops against Aufidius’ army in the field, while Marcius leads a siege against the Volscian city of Corioli. The siege is long and almost fails. However, Marcius manages triumphantly to break open the city gates and it is conquered by the Romans. Despite already having fought heroically, Marcius then transfers his forces to join Cominius against the other Volscian forces and meets Aufidius in combat, although Aufidius is dragged away by his men when it is clear the Volscian forces have lost.


    A FAILED POLITICAL CAREER


    Following Caius Marcius’ heroics against the Volscians, Cominius bestows upon him the agnomen (a kind of official and important nickname) of ‘Coriolanus’. Back in Rome, Volumnia, Coriolanus’s formidable mother, wishes for him to run for consul, given his revered new status as a military hero, and begins working with Menenius on a campaign. His new wounds will be used to convince the people of his worthiness. Coriolanus seems reluctant to enter politics and clearly has a distaste for the popular crowd, but he bows to his mother’s will.


    Cominius gives a powerful speech in the senate on Coriolanus’ behalf, and nominates him for consul. Coriolanus must now convince the people that he is worthy of consulship, and part of this traditional ritual involves baring his wounds to them. Despite his distaste for this kind of political game, Coriolanus goes through the process of wearing the traditional robe and asking the people for their support. Despite some awkwardness, he seems to have won them over.


    However, the peoples’ tribunes, Brutus and Sicinius, who have been scheming in opposition to Coriolanus’ appointment, give their own address to the people and remind them of how Coriolanus formerly stated his contempt for them. The plebeians are not difficult to win over to the other side again, which sends Coriolanus into a fury. He unleashes a furious tirade against the fickleness and stupidity of the common people, stating his belief that they should hold no political influence. The tribunes take this apparent denunciation of Roman democracy to be treasonous and gather a mob of citizens to execute Coriolanus.


    BANISHMENT AND BETRAYING ROME


    The tribunes are persuaded to agree to a public trial for Coriolanus. Coriolanus’ allies plead for him to remain calm and collected during the trial. However, the tribunes are easily able to provoke him into another outburst against the Roman plebeians, and this is put forward by the tribunes as proof of his treason. Coriolanus is banished from Rome, although he retorts with his usual pride that it is he who is banishing Rome from himself.


    Once in exile from Rome, Coriolanus travels to the Volscian capital Antium to find his rival Aufidius. At Aufidius’ house, he initially offers to simply let Aufidius kill him in order to spite Rome for its insult of banishment. However, Aufidius and the other Volscian leaders are impressed and moved by Coriolanus and so a plan emerges for Coriolanus to instead lead a renewed assault on Rome with the Volscian forces. The Volscian forces soon develop a fanatical admiration for Coriolanus. Along with some others, Aufidius plans to double-cross him once Rome has been captured.


    VOLUMNIA SAVES ROME


    Coriolanus has led the Volscians through a successful campaign and now stands at the gates of Rome, ready to conquer it. In desperation, the city sends Coriolanus’ old allies Menenius and Cominius to the Volscian camp. However, all their pleading and persuasion proves unsuccessful. As a last-ditch attempt to save Rome, Coriolanus’ mother Volumnia, his wife Virgilia and their young son Martius, as well as their close friend Valeria meet Coriolanus together outside of the city and renew Rome’s plea to him. Volumnia convinces Coriolanus by reminding him of his family and his duties to them, and of the danger and dishonour that might be brought upon his loved ones. Coriolanus agrees to call off the attack, aware that he is likely to be killed by the Volscians in retribution.


    CORIOLANUS COMES TO A BAD END


    Volumnia returns to Rome in triumph and Coriolanus must return to the Volscians, hoping they will accept a peace treaty he negotiates. Aufidius and his allies tell the other Volscian Lords not to accept the treaty, even though they are inclined to do so and accept Coriolanus as a hero. Coriolanus angrily argues with Aufidius and his men, who are turn the Volscian people against Coriolanus once more. Coriolanus is killed by the Aufidius and the conspirators.

  


  
    CHARACTER STUDY


    CORIOLANUS


    Caius Martius, later Coriolanus, is a patrician, meaning an aristocratic Roman general, who is very aware and proud of his high status and unshakeably firm in his belief that he is intrinsically far superior to the people of Rome. He is a man of military genius and a mighty warrior but is highly distanced from the ordinary affairs of life and the concerns of most people. He is granted his honorific surname ‘Coriolanus’ for capturing the Volscian city of Corioles.


    Coriolanus is a character of deep complexity. On the surface he appears to be nothing more than a cold and proud aristocratic general, a kind of war machine of violence and power. It also seems like his emotions and ability to relate to other people, especially those hierarchically below him, are undeveloped to say the least. When he is told that he must be diplomatic and sensitive in order to win the support of the people for consul, he finds himself categorically incapable of doing so. However, when his family plead with him to act as a human being rather than as a machine of revenge and spite, he seems to change his mind, and agrees to call off the onslaught of Rome.


    Coriolanus’ classic ‘tragic flaw’ seems to be his colossal pride. As a result of his unshakeable belief in the Roman ideals of military virtue and lack of interest in anything other than living up to his own self-image, he totally disregards what others think about him. This leads him to shun acclaim for his achievements and to despise giving political speeches, which he views as false and approval-seeking. Some of Coriolanus’ actions and principles are admirable but his vastly over-inflated ego leads to his downfall.


    Coriolanus is deeply influenced by his mother, the formidable Volumnia. She is clearly where he gets his grit and ambition from, since he seems to have no living father, and that role is played alternately by the father-like figures of Cominius and Menenius. It is clear that, whatever Coriolanus might say, he is and has been deeply influenced by others, especially his mother. It was she who sent him to be a soldier as a boy, which was the first step in the dehumanising process that transformed him into a fighting machine It is she, along with Cominius and Menenius, who convince him to run for consul to fulfil their own ambitions for him and for themselves.


    VOLUMNIA


    Volumnia, the mother of Coriolanus, is a formidable woman. While she clearly cares for her son, it is in a rather limited way, similar to his own blinkered worldview. She is obsessed with the status and honour of her son and her family and has clearly manipulated Coriolanus’ entire life toward this end, sending him into battle as a boy. This calculating streak is shown to persist as she plans to show her son’s war wounds to the Roman crowd to convince them that he deserves to be named consul.


    While Shakespeare’s work is full of domineering fathers, Volumnia represents a rare case in which the gender roles are reversed and a mother’s influence over her son’s life and behaviour is explored. Volumnia always reminds Coriolanus that she ‘framed’ him, as an artist would frame a painting or mould a sculpture. Her possessiveness over him and pride for her family can be seen as the catalyst that causes Coriolanus’ downfall, given that he has no real desire to go into politics and confront the Roman mob. Volumnia’s calculating ruthlessness is also highlighted when she begs Coriolanus to relent and spare Rome, despite knowing that this is likely to lead to his death. She values the loyalty and pride due to Rome above even her own family – and even while asking Coriolanus to consider family above all else.


    TULLUS AUFIDIUS


    Tullus Aufidius is a powerful Volscian general, and views himself and Coriolanus as mortal enemies due to their long rivalry and history of meeting in battle, so much so that should they meet on the battlefield, they have an agreement to only fight one another, in single combat. Despite this enmity, they clearly also have a mutual respect for one another as military leaders, which leads Aufidius to welcome Coriolanus as an exile from Rome into the Volscian army. Tullus is far more cunning and politically savvy than Coriolanus, who disdains such activities, and this ultimately leads to the latter’s demise.


    MENENIUS AGRIPPA


    Menenius, like Coriolanus, is a noble Roman, a patrician. Along with Cominius he plays something of a paternal role toward the younger man, and unlike him he is highly adept in politics and oratory. He tries to improve Coriolanus’ political acumen by telling him what to say and how to act, although this ultimately proves unsuccessful when Coriolanus cannot or will not play the political game.


    COMINIUS


    Cominius is Rome’s leading general and senator. As Coriolanus’ superior, it is he who grants him his title for his heroics against the Volscians. One of Coriolanus’ other surrogate father figures, he too tries to improve the general’s political chances and coaches him further on how to speak and ingratiate himself with the public. Unlike his charge, Cominius is a skilled orator, speaking on behalf of Coriolanus and his military prowess in an attempt to win him the senate’s approval.


    CITIZENS OF ROME


    The ordinary citizens of Rome do not come off terribly well in the play, which is why its (and consequently Shakespeare’s) politics have often been called into question. They are often described in moblike terms, characterised by their rapacious and angry hunger, their volatility and fickle loyalty to their leaders. At one point they seem won over by Coriolanus, only to turn on him again, causing him to despise them all the more. Their voices never become individuated, and they seem to act and think as one mass. However, they and their representatives, the tribunes Junius Brutus and Sicinius Velutus, show their power in that they are able to exile Coriolanus
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