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Prize Essay Read by Richard G. Ellsworth at the Comme 
men& Exercises, X a y  27, 1926. 

SHAKESPEARE’S CORIOLANUS 

let well enough alon 
of the two that he 
found him. A deep 
is not necesaqy to 
the early Grecian 
dramatic version o 

So on throughout the play, we find Plutarch 
ally repeated. A very striking example is the 
Volumnia to her son, who, having been banish 
Rome by the Plebeians, has attached himself to 
saans, and with the fires of his pride fanned to 
heat by his downfall at the hands of those whom he - 
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pon with contempt, is about to avenge 

ishing with fire and sword the roofs 
native city. Yet Shakespeare is not 

He does not hesitate to supplement 
and in many. other instances. He adds 
ct, he also omits situations that do not 
the drama, and transfers scenes to a 
lace from that given by Plutarch. 

nd and fully appreciate the play it must 
following will suffice to explain the situa- 
that lead up to it, and the results ensuing 

had been banished 
come a republic, but 

rders, had oppressed 
on the verge of re- 

a t  war with the Volscians, and 
ple, who served in the ranks of 
ss. Menenius Agrippa, an aged 
han his colleagues, was sent to 

mplified the relative 
relating the famous 
to the people, and 

to refrain from their in- 
rds, they were successful 
ment by the appointment 

t a youth, had won 
nspkuous bravery 

, and who had added 
prowess and courage in seve?teen 

rfare, was one of the most violent 
'ans in their struggle for equality. 

d mother, Volumaia, his natural 

ge. 

nd the supporting arm of 
did not restrain his 

d nurtured in him a 
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fdse, unbending pride, and an unconcealed conte 
even hatred of the lower classes. 

On his return from his latest triumph, the c 
Corioli, the capital city of the 
for him the honorary title of C 
upon by the senate to offer himself as 
consul. In accordance with custom he 
the forum, garbed in a loose robe, and t 
people, exhibit his scars as marks of hi 
for his city, and beg the people for 
proceeding was so distasteful to the h 
that, instead of mollifying the smoul 
plebeians, who could not forget that he 
he further incensed them by his proud b 
words. The final spark was touched 
tribunes, Sicinus and Brutus, who, to 
ulterior purposes, had set themselves 
liberty and equality, summoned hi 
actions before the assembled 
to do, but was finally persuade 
to ask the people’s pardon. The di 
to Coriolanus is vividly pictured 
iolanus’ reply to the importunities 

Cor.: “Well? I must do’t, 
Away, my disposition, and possess me 
Some harlot spirit? My throat of war be turn’d 
Which quired with my drum, into a pipe 
Small as a eunuch, or the virgin voice 
That babies lulls to sleep? The smiles of knaves 
Tent in my cheeks; and school-boys* tears take up 
The glasses of my sight ! A beggar’s tongue 
Make motion through my lips, and my armed kne 
Who bowed but in my stirrup, bend like his 
That hath received an alms: I will not do’t: 
Lest I surcease to honor mine own truth, 
And, by my body’s action, teach my mind 
A most inherent baseness.” 

Here again he demurs, but on further solicitation 
his mother he gives in with the following ironical words 

Cor: “Pray, be content: 
Mother, 1 am going to the market place; 
Chide me no nore. 
Cog their hearts from them, 

/ 

I’ll mountebank their loves, 
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arc 
of 
cit, 
res 
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es i' the lowest hell fold in the 

deplore. this weakness in hr;r>lanus, 
courage with which he receives the 
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Their mercy at  the price of one fair word; 
Nor check my courage for what they can give, 
To have’t with saying, Good morrow.” 

The unscrupulous, but wily tribunes, fearing perhap 
that the extreme penalty might arouse the sympathy o 
the people a t  the last moment, and redound to their ow1 
destruction, commute the sentence to banishment; and s( 
Coriolanus, his pride still unabated, and his heart burnin1 
for revenge, betakes himself to the Volscian capital, throw! 
himself a t  the mercy of his great enemy Tullus Aufidius 
and is given command of an army against Rome. Finally 
after having overrun the states of Rome’s allies, anc 
devastating their cities, he encamps his army before thc 
gates of the city which he had last entered as a returnin4 
conqueror, and which had shown its gratitude by banish 
ing him from within its walls. The people were in a panic 
The man upon whom they had been wont to depend tc 
preserve them from their enemies had turned his arn 
against. them; the cowardly tribunes, realizing their o w  
inpending doom, prevailed upon the friends of theii 
banished leader to plead with him that he might span 
the city which exiled him; but he remained firm in hi: 
purpose, until his mother and wife, with his young son 
Marcius, coming to him in their mourning garments 
pleaded with him so earnestly that, being compelled tc 
choose between love and rewGnge, his heart softened, anc 
he withdrew his army, knowing that he was signing hi! 
own death warrant. 

In this dramatic climax Shakespeare rises to the verj 
heights of pathos. Volumnia’s appeal must be read to h 
appreciated, but it is too long for insertion here. Th4 
dramatic effect is heightened by the dilemma %hich shc 
proposes to him:.. 

Vol.: “Alas? how can we for our country pray, 
Whereto we are bound; together with thy victory, 
Whereto we are bound? Alack; or we must lose 
The country, our dear nurse; or else thy person, 
Our comfort in the country.” 

She shows him that whether he win or lose in his 
rash attempt to avenge his wrongs, both he and she wil 
suffer by it. If he fails, she will be forced to look upor 
her son led manacled through the streets; if he wins, ht 
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e with him prevailed, 

turns to Corioli. Now, 
has been aroused by 

oldiers, sees in this an 

the weakness of Coriolanus, 
Once more his wounded pride 
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As we have said, Shakespeare 
but he heightens the dramatic effect 
the versatile touch of his own unpa 
scene before the gates of Rome is 
by Plutarch, but the subtle touch o 
adds an indefinable something to 
us breathless at its close. Pluta 
by speaking in the third person: 
this, she threw herself at his feet, 
and children.” There he has 
mercifully ending the scene by drawin 
picture of a mother kneeling to her son. 
who stops at nothing, not only forces th 
dust, but shows her there laying bare 
despairing cry, which is remembered 1 
is ended: 

Volumnia: “He turns away: 
Down ladies; let us shame him with our knees. 
To his surname Coriolanus ’longs more pride, 
Than pity to our prayers. 
This is the l a s t ’ s 0  we will home to Rome 
AQd die among our neighbours.-Nay, behold us: 
This boy that cannot tell what he would have 
But kneels, and holds up hands, for fellowship 
Does reason our petition with more strength 
Than thou hast to deny ’t.-Come, let us go: 
This fellow had a Volscian to his mother: 
His wife is in Corioli, and his child 
Like him by chance :-Yet give us our despatch. 
I am hushed until our city-be afire, 
And then I’ll speak a little.” 

If there is one respect in which Shakespeare exce 

Down; an end: 

all other writers, it is in his almost perfect know1 
of women.. We find this revealed in all his plays, 
ostentatiously but by delicate touches, delightfully fe 
ine, and expressed sometimes in very few words; we 
it in the scene where Valeria comes to visit the wife 
mother of Coriolanus : 

Val:-“How does your little son?’ 
Wrg: “I thank your ladyship, well, good madam 
Vol: “He had rather see the swords and hear a d 

than look upon his school-master.” 
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the father’s son: I’ll swear, ’tis 
I looked upon him 0’ 

r he has such a confirmed 

riolanus is quite rea€ and the 

troth. 

eveals the innermost workings 
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for the theatre goers 
forced to subdue him 
the fault was not his own. He was compelled t 

simply lays the sit 
to draw his own c 


