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Introduction

"And here remain with your uncertainty" (3.3.125)





Coriolanus: box-office poison?

In December 1933, after seeing a performance of Coriolanus presented at the Comédie Française, Colette, in her capacity as a dramatic critic, published a theatre review in which the eponymous hero was described as "ce grand homme faillible [...] dont le cœur ne fondit que d'amour filial"1. Along with illuminatingly cogent comments, her piece provides yet another interesting glimpse of the general malaise often surrounding Shakespeare's last tragedy. Although the writer describes the play as "classique dans sa simplicité, majestueusement conduit et facile à conter", she confesses to being somewhat baffled by the play, "cette tragédie qui déconcerte"2.

Such perplexity has been one of the usual reactions to Shakespeare's ultimate tragedy3.

A whole string of various flaws and defects has been reeled off about the play, whether it be a certain conceptual and metaphorical austerity, a large degree of poetic dryness and narrowness, its lack of transcendence or scope or want in imaginative sweep – shown in reduced (and
possibly ironie) form in its hero's aristocratie hauteur. It is an understatement to say that Coriolanus has not been a popular play with the literary critics, who often reached the somewhat hasty conclusion that the play was obvious proof of Shakespeare's creative decline – as if breathlessness, mentioned at several points in the course of the play, were mimetic projections of the playwright's exhaustion4. The critical queasiness regarding Coriolanus was matched by the theatre world itself: as John Ripley writes, "the play's grim characters and unromantic action" made it "box-office poison" (Ripley 1987, 339).

No doubt this negative perception partly accounts for the shadowy generic delineation of the tragedy, which can hardly be said to fit nicely into usual categories, as the different critical apprehensions show – thus mimicking the very situation of Coriolan himself. Much has been said about Samuel Johnson's comment that Coriolanus was "one of the most amusing of our author's performances" (1765), although the adjective meant "interesting" rather than comic (Brockman 25). George Bernard Shaw, who did know one or two things about comedy, deemed Coriolanus the best of Shakespeare's comedies, thus paving the way for interpretations of the grotesque dimension of the play (Burke). Others, such as Oscar James Campbell, argued that its meaning can only be made obvious through a satirical reading of it, whereas, in the wake of Farnham's analysis, some viewed Coriolanus as a partly failed attempt at exploring the limits of tragedy.

Such an air of generic indeterminacy entailed a wealth of contradictory interpretations, and throughout history many a stage director presented his own "vision" of the play. More often than not such visions resulted in reifying the original text into a tool of ideological propaganda meant to enhance topical political issues. Coriolanus, itself a play on manipulation, thus became the object of outrageously prejudiced doctrinaire manipulation. During the Restoration period, Nahum Tate, whose claim to fame lies mainly in his rewriting King Lear with a happy ending, presented in 1681 The Ingratitude of a Commonwealth; Or, The Fall of Coriolanus – a mangled version of the original text and a manifesto against the "factious" anti-Catholic riots breaking out in the wake of the so-called Popish plot. The manifest intent of this new Coriolanus appears in the Dedication of the play: denouncing "Faction," duly allegorized as a "monster," Tate promotes an antidemocratic orthodoxy rooted in absolute "loyalty [...] submission and adherence to establisht lawful power"5. A typical Tory (conservative) verging on
stereotype, Tate puts the blame on the plebeians who dare revolt against their most glorious representatives.

Interestingly enough, John Dennis drew from the same anti-Catholic fears to present another version of Coriolanus with a totally different take: in his 1719 version, Aufidius has turned into a true patriot whereas Tate had made him a villain, and this time around it is Coriolanus himself who gets the full blame, because he betrays his homeland and meddles with foreigners6. This whig adaptation is, not surprisingly, entitled The Invader of his Country; Or, The Fatal Resentment. The plebeians are idealised and shown as having the right to choose a sovereign after their hearts – an obvious criticism of King James II Stuart and his supporters, which the 1688 Glorious Revolution had swept away, and a reminder of the Jacobite rebellion of 1715 and its abortive attempt to restore "James III", the "Old Pretender" of the Stuart dynasty. Tate's and Dennis's political adaptations, the former fanatically tory, the latter equally fanatically anti-Jacobite, show how an identical core material can be used topically towards diametrically political ends7. Although there is much to be learnt from them, it is quite impossible here to delve into the manifold illustrations of the shifting tides of critical interpretation and political leanings of the play up to the 20th century. Is it a play about the dangers of fascism, as some productions portraying the eponymous hero as a potential dictator suggested?8 Conversely, is it a play about class struggle – a perspective conducive to Marxist interpretations -, where the oppressed plebeians and their plight must be given full prominence, as Bertolt Brecht thought? Or could it be that, on the margins of the political drama, the whole tragedy actually boils down to the conflict between an immature son in awe of a castrating virago of a mother? Either a right-wing biased vindication of oligarchy and traditional hierarchy or a pro-plebeian claim for egalitarianism as it increasingly became in the wake of Brecht's adaptation – although still unfinished at his death in 1956 –, either a
high tragedy, a comedy or a debate, Coriolanus might as well be, in typical Shakespearean parlance, very much what you will9. In this respect, H. J. Oliver's statement that Coriolanus is "perhaps the least dated of Shakespeare's plays" (Oliver 57), thereby bringing the play's tumultuous stage history and its no less frantic scholar appreciation together, is very much to the point. The play therefore holds this very paradoxical position wherein its "universals are firmly rooted in the specific" (Parker 2).

None of these angles or stagings, however biased, are to be entirely swept aside, although each tends to be the reflection of its own time and mind rather than a complete rendering of the complex nexus of combinations and connections between the three key elements that are the political, the martial and the psychological. Perhaps the various types of productions, of which only a few could be mentioned here, all go to show precisely the great difficulty inherent in bringing the different threads together.







Coriolanus: a political play?

Because it requires the presence of spectators gathered for the duration of a show for a collective aesthetic experiment, theatre is political by essence: it is very close to what could be termed a "social event." If we understand the adjective political as relating to whatever concerns the life in the city – polis -, theatre is fundamentally political. In Coriolanus, this particular aspect is further enhanced by the fact that the play deals quite specifically with the relationships between the city and its members, with the exemplum of a unique individual, Martius-Coriolanus, from among the community. The tragedy would then be that of a man who will not fit into the political world, a man of war utterly incapable of "interaction" outside the battlefield. Such inability to compromise can be viewed in more temporal, if not historicized, terms as that of the pure aristocrat clinging to his heroic standards in a city where, as the play begins, a huge reform has just taken place. In such a light, the
hero may be considered as "an anachronism in his own time [...] to be crushed by the ineluctable momentum of history" (Velz 63). The momentum of history requires perhaps the shift from valour to politics or, in Volumnia's words, from "honour" to "policy" which Coriolanus will not bow to. In that respect, the play's opening not only shows a noisy – and presumably smelly – crowd crying out for blood and the head of Martius, it also signals the revolutionary moment of the creation of tribuneship in the history of Republican Rome. This is an essential point in the play, as it implies a profound change in the way the city will be geared. Symbolically, this entrance/entry motif – which, according to Coriolanus, was forced upon the patricians (3.1.168-70) – is the political équivalent of the penetration motif at work in the military business surrounding the taking of Corioles. The appearance of the tribunes into the political field will eventually cause the expulsion of Coriolanus from the city. Such a focus raises the issue of "place", which the play's fable constantly (re)presents under various guises, playing on figurative and literal meanings – finding one's place, taking it, keeping it, losing it. Although the play does show some of the petty politician manoeuvering a 21st century audience expect when they hear the word "political", its political dimension ought to be seen in a broader perspective. The tragedy unceasingly reshuffles and redistributes the "territory cards," and Coriolanus, in that respect, provides many an instance of what Gilles Deleuze called deterritorialisation and reterritorialisation. Incidentally, such a dismembering/remembering process, which should be given due attention, is not altogether divorced from the enclosure debate of the day, for which Shakespeare provides a dramatic and scenic Roman transposition.






Representatives?


Coriolanus can be viewed as a tragedy of and on representation and representatives, of what the French would name the "tenant-lieu": politically, the revolution that allows the tribunes to stand for the citizens, as they constantly and cynically claim, is obvious enough. But the phrase and the notion go further than just that. It has a paradigmatic value inasmuch as it extends to the main aspects of the play, i.e. political, theatrical and linguistic – all of which can be said to reflect the "representative" stance.

Dramatically speaking, at least in the theatre belonging to the mimetic tradition, the actors always stand for characters, and a backdrop, however richly adorned and believable it may look, always implies, on the spectator's part, that little stretch of the imagination – Coleridge's
famous "willing suspension of disbelief" – to fill the gap between what it really is and what it represents. Drama is essentially mimetic, and as such the greatest proponent of the representative approach. This apparently truistic remark goes a long way to explaining the play's structure as well as dramatic texture and language.

It can hardly be a coincidence that the main stylistic feature of the play's language should be metonymy (Danson): such a characteristic, far from being incidental, expresses at the core of the text the representative nature of the Roman world we are being shown. This is why Coriolanus can be seen as a drama on and of representation, with the three dimensions put forth – political, theatrical and linguistic – either shown as working in close connection with one another or conversely in a dramatic, if not lethal, contrast.

Thus the central issues that should be borne in mind can be summarised as follows:



- The topical echoes of the play: Coriolanus might be considered as an indirect questioning of the political orthodoxy of the day, particularly in its oblique allusions to such contemporary unrest as the Midland Uprising of 1607 and 1608, which was the result of the hoarding of grain, various repressive policies and the consequence of enclosures. The constant battle for space could be, in that respect, a projection onto Roman history of social issues present in Jacobean England.


- The political issue, which was briefly discussed above as the interaction between a city and its members, also has to do with the emergence of democracy in the "voice(s)" which, via the tribunes - a metonymy of a metonymy - the citizens will presumably have in the managing of the city. This political subject also touches upon specific aspects of Jacobean England where parliamentary representation and sovereignty were challenged by James I himself and the king's increasing questioning of the validity of the body-politic metaphor - which Menenius uses somewhat awkwardly (1.1). Thus, through the political and topical angle the fundamental issue and metaphor of the body, both individual and collective, can be apprehended. Shakespeare's focus on the duality of the body also implies a specific dramatic and scenic treatment of the motif, as well as an exploration of the body-like aspects of language (insults, for instance).


- What is at stake linguistically intertwines, as usual in Shakespeare's plays, with ethical and aesthetic issues. The play presents a shifting system of values, in which linguistic and ideological pragmatism is gradually replacing ideals of heroism. Although, as in his other Roman plays, Shakespeare makes much of the values and code associated
with ancient Rome – which comprise heroism, self-command, famé and virtus – he suggests the inadequacy of such codes in a changing world, hence placing the most glorious représentative of this world, Coriolanus, first in a peripheral position, then outside the city. The final victory of "the lesser man" Aufidius is very telling of the emerging ethos of a play where the word "noble" is repeated nearly eighty times with variegated shades of meanings. Coriolanus's paradoxical relationship to language is a key to the understanding of both the play and the hero: the linguistic and ethical absolute of his claim to Aufidius that he hates him "Worse than a promisebreaker" (1.9.2) illustrates the soldier's linguistic "puritanism", which collapses ironically when the hero eventually retracts and is untrue to his word. Aesthetically, one of the questions raised by the tragedy is whether Coriolanus makes a true tragic hero, or whether he is simply a born and bred warrior who can only be himself in gory glory and whose only "error" is antisocial behaviour rather than adverse fate. Furthermore, the denouement of the play can be seen as looking towards a degree of regeneration through the combined purgatory and cathartic effects of Coriolanus's death: the "grangened foot" of Rome (3.1.308-9) has been cut off indeed. Yet the ending can also read as showing no element of progression whatsoever, since the conclusive moments of the tragedy point to a return to the situation as it was set at the opening (Fuzier 37-38). The initial rebellion about the price of corn has not been permanently settled, and the Volsces are still Rome's enemies. In that light, Coriolanus's death has been for nothing, and the whole play can then be construed as a large epanaleptic circular structure, a mere parenthesis in the course of history, just another run on the expendability of individuals and the vanity of reversible heroism.



The following pages were written with a particular examination in mind and should obviously be read in counterpoint to the text itself. The present work does not claim to exhaust the countless dramatic, thematic and linguistic gems Coriolanus has to offer. Through dialectical patterns and dual structures involving division and fragmentation, exteriority and outwardness, contraction and expansion, repetition or uniqueness or the literal and the figurative, this is an attempt to put forth several paradigms that might be useful to grasp the overall texture of a play which, far from being the so-called lame duck of Shakespeare's dramatic œuvre, still speaks to each and every individual's sense of position in the world.
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