S

’

i

=
S
v
ey
§ »
s E
® S
k
=

Cor

INOOTd A TOYVH £a uenonponuy ue yum pue payp




Modern Critical Interpretations

William Shakespeare’s
Coriolanus

Edited and with an introduction by

Harold Bloom

Sterling Professor of the Humanities
Yale University

Chelsea House Publishers ¢ 1988
NEW YORK ¢ NEW HAVEN ¢ PHILADELPHIA




© 1988 by Chelsea House Publishers, a division of
Chelsea House Educational Communications, Inc.,
95 Madison Avenue, New York, NY 10016
345 Whitney Avenue, New Haven, CT 06511
5068B West Chester Pike, Edgemont, PA 19028

Introduction © 1988 by Harold Bloom

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be
reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means
without the written permission of the publisher.

Printed and bound in the United States of America
10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

o The paper used in this publication meets the minimum
requirements of the American National Standard for Permanence
of Paper for Printed Library Materials, Z39.48-1984.

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

William Shakespeare’s Coriolanus.

(Modern critical interpretations)

Bibliography: p.

Includes index.

1. Shakespeare, William, 1564-1616. Coriolanus.
I. Bloom, Harold. II. Series.
PR2805.W54 1988 822.3'3 87-8094
ISBN 0-87754-923-0 (alk. paper)



Modern Critical Interpretations

William Shakespeare’s
Coriolanus



Modern Critical Interpretations

The Oresteia

Beowulf

The General Prologue to
The Canterbury Tales

The Pardoner’s Tale

The Knight’s Tale

The Divine Comedy

Exodus

Genesis

The Gospels

The Ilia

The Book of Job

Volpone

Doctor Faustus

The Revelation of St.
John the Divine

The Song of Songs

Oedipus Rex

The Aecneid

The Duchess of Malfi

Antony and Cleopatra

As You Like It

Coriolanus

Hamlet ~

Henry IV, Part 1

Henry IV, Part II

Henry V

Julius Caesar

King Lear

Macbeth

Measure for Measure

The Merchant of Venice

A Midsummer Night’s
Dream

Much Ado About
Nothing

Othello

Richard 11

Richard 11

The Sonnets

Taming of the Shrew

The Tempest

Twelfth Night

The Winter’s Tale

Emma

Mansfield Park

Pride and Prejudice

The Life of Samuel
Johnson

Moll Flanders

Robinson Crusoe

Tom Jones

The Beggar’s Opera

Gray’s E%egy

Paradise Lost

The Rape of the Lock

Tristram Shandy

Gulliver’s Travels

Evelina

The Marriage of Heaven
and Hell

Songs of Innocence and
Experience

Jane Eyre

Wuthering Heights

Don Juan

The Rime of the Ancient
Mariner

Bleak House

David Copperfield

Hard Times

A Tale of Two Citles

Middlemarch

The Mill on the Floss

Jude the Obscure

The Mayor of
Casterbridge

The Return of the Native

Tess of the D’Urbervilles

The Odes of Keats

Frankenstein

Vanity Fair

Barchester Towers

The Prelude

The Red Badge of
Courage

The Scar%et Letter

The Ambassadors

Daisy Miller, The Turn -
of the Screw, and
Other Tales

The Portrait of a Lady

Billy Budd, Benito Cer-
eno, Bartleby the Scriv-
ener, and QOther Tales

Moby-Dick

The Tales of Poe

Walden

Adventures of
Huckleberry Finn

The Life of Frederick
Douglass

Heart of Darkness

Lord Jim

Nostromo

A Passage to India

Dubliners

A Portrait of the Artist as
a Young Man

Ulysses

Kim

The Rainbow

Sons and Lovers

Women in Love

1984

Major Barbara

These and other titles in preparation

Man and Superman

Pygmalion

St. Joan

The Playboy of the
Western World

The Importance of Being
Earnest

Mrs. Dalloway

To the Lighthouse

My Antonia

An American Traged

Murder in the Cathedral

The Waste Land

Absalom, Absalom!

Light in August

Sanctuary

The Sound and the Fury

The Great Gatsby

A Farewell to Arms

The Sun Also Rises

Arrowsmith

Lolita

The Iceman Cometh

Long Day’s Journey Into
Night

The Grapes of Wrath

Miss Lonelyhearts

The Glass Menagerie

A Streetcar Named
Desire

Their Eyes Were
Watching God

Native Son

Waiting for Godot

Herzog

All My Sons

Death of a Salesman

Gravity’s Rainbow

All the King’s Men

The Left Hand of
Darkness

The Brothers Karamazov

Crime and Punishment

Madame Bovary

The Interpretation of
Dreams

The Castle

The Metamorphosis

The Trial

Man’s Fate

The Magic Mountain

Montaigne’s Essays

Remembrance of Things
Past

The Red and the Black

Anna Karenina

War and Peace



Editor’s Note

This book gathers together a representative selection of the best
modern criticism of Shakespeare’s tragedy Coriolanus. The critical
essays are reprinted here in the chronological order of their original
publication. I am grateful to John Rogers for his aid in editing this
volume.

My introduction builds upon Hazlitt’s analysis of Coriolanus as
an instance of the close association between poetry and power. Eu-
gene M. Waith begins the chronological sequence with his classic
discussion of Coriolanus as heroic tragedy, with the Roman general
as a grand instance of “the Herculean hero.” In Kenneth Burke’s
equally classic essay, the play is viewed as a “grotesque” tragedy, so
that the function of Coriolanus is to be “a master of vituperation,”
who is then tragically victimized so as to perform a ritualistic cathar-
sis for his society.

The way in which the hero’s virtue is also his vice, a frequent
design in Shakespeare’s tragedies, is studied in Coriolanus by Norman
Rabkin. Imagery of hunger and feeding in the play is brilliantly re-
lated in Janet Adelman’s essay to the dialectical interplay of depen-
dency and aggression between Coriolanus and Volumnia. A. D.
Nuttall, in an illuminating excursus, shows us the kind of Rome and
the kinds of Romans Shakespeare created for this play. The philoso-
pher Stanley Cavell, expounding interpretive problems of poetry
and politics, essentially unveils religious analogues in Coriolanus. Pet-
haps finding a more benign totality in the play than most critics have
done, Anne Barton concludes this volume by seeing Coriolanus as a
tragedy that is primarily a history, whose hero belatedly accepts po-
litical change, but then dies before he has a chance to redefine himself
in regard to that acceptance.
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Introduction

I

William Hazlitt, writing in 1816, gave us what seems to me the most
provocative criticism that Shakespeare’s Coriolanus has received. Be-
ginning with the observation that the play was “a storehouse of po-
litical commonplaces,” Hazlitt sadly observed that Shakespeare, un-
like himself, seemed a man of the Right, if only because “the cause
of the people is indeed but little calculated as a subject for poetry.” It
might be salutary if many of our contemporary students of litera-
ture, who wish to make of it an instrument for social change, would
meditate upon Hazlitt’s profound reflections on poetry’s love of
power:

The language of poetry naturally falls in with the language
of power. The imagination is an exaggerating and exclu-
sive faculty: it takes from one thing to add to another: it
accumulates circumstances together to give the greatest
possible effect to a favourite object. The understanding is
a dividing and measuring faculty, it judges of things not
according to their immediate impression on the mind, but
according to their relations to one another. The one is a
monopolising faculty, which seeks the greatest quantity of
present excitement by inequality and disproportion; the
other is a distributive faculty, which seeks the greatest
quantity of ultimate good, by justice and proportion. The
one is an aristocratical, the other a republican faculty. The
principle of poetry is a very anti-levelling principle. It aims
at effect, it exists by contrast. It admits of no medium. It
is everything by excess. It rises above the ordinary stan-
dard of sufferings and crimes. It presents a dazzling ap-

1



2 / INTRODUCTION

pearance. It shows its head turretted, crowned, and
crested. Its front is gilt and blood-stained. Before it “it
carries noise, and behind 1t leaves tears.” It has its altars
and its victims, sacrifices, human sacrifices. Kings, priests,
nobles, are its train-bearers, tyrants and slaves its execu-
tioners.—“Carnage is its daughter.”—Poetry is right-
royal. It puts the individual for the species, the one above
the infinite many, might before right. A lion hunting a
flock of sheep or a herd of wild asses is a more poetical
object than they; and we even take part with the lordly
beast, because our vanity or some other feeling makes us
disposed to place ourselves in the situation of the strongest
party. So we feel some concern for the poor citizens of
Rome when they meet together to compare their wants
and grievances, till Coriolanus comes in and with blows
and big words drives this set of “poor rats,” this rascal
scum, to their homes and beggary before him. There is
nothing heroical in a multitude of miserable rogues not
wishing to be starved, or complaining that they are like to
be so; but when a single man comes forward to brave their
cries and to make them submit to the last indignities, from
mere pride and self-will, our admiration of his prowess is
immediately converted into contempt for their pusilla-
nimity. The insolence of power is stronger than the plea of
necessity. The tame submission to usurped authority or
even the natural resistance to it has nothing to excite or
flatter the imagination: it is the assumption of a right to
insult or oppress others that carries an imposing air of su-
periority with it. We had rather be the oppressor than the
oppressed. The love of power in ourselves and the admi-
ration of it in others are both natural to man: the one
makes him a tyrant, the other a slave.

Even I initially resist the dark implications of Hazlitt’s crucial
msight: “The principle of poetry is a very anti-levelling principle.”
Wallace Stevens, who like Hazlitt and Nietzsche took the lion as the
emblem of poetry, tells us that poetry is a destructive force: “The
lion sleeps in the sun . . . / It could kill 2 man.” Hazlitt, an unrecon-
structed Jacobin, writes with the authority of the strongest literary
critic that the European Left has yet produced. I prefer him to T. S.
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Eliot on Coriolanus, not just because Eliot writes with the grain po-
litically, as it were, and Hazlitt against it, but because the Romantic
critic also understands the drama’s family romance better than the
poet of The Waste Land does.

Eliot certainly was fonder of Coriolanus than Hazlitt could find
it in himself to be. I cannot quarrel with Hazlitt’s account of the
Roman hero’s motivations: “Coriolanus complains of the fickleness
of the people: yet, the instant he cannot gratify his pride and obsti-
nacy at their expense, he turns his arms against his country.” When
Volumnia cries out for the pestilence to strike all trades and occupa-
tions in Rome, because they have defied her son, Hazlitt allows him-
self a splendidly mordant comment:

This is but natural: it is but natural for a mother to have
more regard for her son than for a whole city; but then the
city should be left to take some care of itself. The care of
the state cannot, we here see, be safely entrusted to mater-
nal affection, or to the domestic charities of high life. The
great have private feelings of their own, to which the in-
terests of humanity and justice must courtesy. Their inter-
ests are so far from being the same as those of the com-
munity, that they are in direct and necessary opposition to
them; their power is at the expense of our weakness; their
riches of our poverty; their pride of our degradation; their
splendour of our wretchedness; their tyranny of our servi-
tude. If they had the superior knowledge ascribed to them
(which they have not) it would only render them so much
more formidable; and from Gods would convert them into
Devils. The whole dramatic moral of Coriolanus is that
those who have little shall have less, and that those who
have much shall take all that others have left. The people
are poor; therefore they ought to be starved. They are
slaves; therefore they ought to be beaten. They work hard;
therefore they ought to be treated like beasts of burden.
They are ignorant; therefore they ought not to be allowed
to feel that they want food, or clothing, or rest, that they
are enslaved, oppressed, and miserable. This is the logic of
the imagination and the passions; which seek to aggran-
dize what excites admiration and to heap contempt on
misery, to raise power into tyranny, and to make tyranny
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absolute; to thrust down that which is low still lower, and
to make wretches desperate: to exalt magistrates into
kings, kings into gods; to degrade subjects to the rank of
slaves, and slaves to the condition of brutes. The history
of mankind is a romance, a mask, a tragedy, constructed
upon the principles of poetical justice; it is a noble or royal
hunt, in which what is sport to the few is death to the
many, and in which the spectators halloo and encourage
the strong to set upon the weak, and cry havoc in the chase
though they do not share in the spoil. We may depend
upon it that what men delight to read in books, they will
put in practice in reality.

Poetical justice is not political or social justice, because it ensues
from the royal hunt of the imagination. Hazlitt is not concerned that
this should be so; poetry and power marry one another. His proper
concern, as a literary critic who would die for social change if he
could, is that we protect ourselves, not against literature, but against
those who would make a wrong because literal use of the poetics of
power. Shrewd as Hazlitt’s political insight is, his best insight into
the play comes when he contrasts the attitudes toward Coriolanus of
Volumnia, his mother, and Virgilia, his wife: “The one is only anx-
ious for his honour; the other is fearful for his life.” Glory indeed is
Volumnia’s obsession; Shakespeare makes her Homeric, a sort of fe-
male Achilles, while Coriolanus is more like Virgil’s Turnus (as
Howard Felperin notes), which may be why his wife is named Vir-
gilia. What is most problematical in Coriolanus is the hero’s relation-
ship to his fierce mother, a relationship unique in Shakespeare.

II

Volumnia hardly bears discussion, once we have seen that she
would be at home wearing armor in The Iliad. She is about as sym-
pathetic as the Greek heroes in Shakespeare’s Troilus and Cressida.
Coriolanus himself sustains endless analysis and meditation; even the
question of our sympathy for him is forever open. Neither a beast
nor a god, he is a great soldier, far greater even than Antony or
Othello. Indeed, to call him merely a great soldier seems quite in-
adequate. He is a one-man army, unique and pure, a sport of nurture
rather than of nature, a dreadful monument to his mother’s remorse-
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less drive, her will-to-power. Perhaps he resembles Spenser’s Talus,
the iron man, more even than he suggests Virgil’s Turnus. He has no
military weaknesses, and no civilian strengths. Politically he is a
walking and breathing disaster, in a play that persistently imposes
politics upon him. The play would fail if Coriolanus were totally
unsympathetic to us, and clearly the play is very strong, though its
virtues do not make less weird Eliot’s celebrated judgment that Ham-
let was an aesthetic failure, while Coriolanus was Shakespeare’s best
tragedy. Hamlet contains us, while Coriolanus does not even contain
himself. As several critics have remarked, he is a kind of baby Mars,
and is very nearly empty, a moral void. How can a baby nullity pos-
sibly be a tragic hero?

For Frank Kermode, Coriolanus is a tragedy of ideas, but Ker-
mode is unable to tell us what the ideas are, and though he calls
Coriolanus a great man, he also does not tell us in just what that
greatness consists. I may be unjust to Kermode if the crucial idea
turns out to be solipsism and if the greatness of Coriolanus is in his
imperfect solipsism which cannot become perfect so long as Vol-
umnia is alive. But solipsism, perfect or not, constitutes greatness in
a poet, rather than in a tragic hero. Milton’s Satan is an almost perfect
solipsist, and that, rather than his splendid wickedness, is why he is
a heroic villain and not the hero of a cosmic tragedy. Satan is a great
poet, almost the archetype of the modern strong poet (as I have writ-
ten elsewhere). Coriolanus has no imagination and is no poet at all,
except when he provokes his own catastrophe.

Kenneth Burke’s Coriolanus is a tragedy of the grotesque, which
I translate as meaning that politics and the grotesque are one and the
same, and that seems fair and true enough. Coriolanus is to Burke a
master of invective, rather like Shakespeare’s Timon, and the wielder
of invective makes a convincing tragic scapegoat. That gives us still
the question of this hero’s eminence; i1s he more than a great (and
prideful) killing machine? A. D. Nuttall, in his admirable study of
Shakespearean mimesis, finds the warrior’s aristocratic spirit to be
both large and shallow, “at one and same time a sort of Titan and a
baby.” But how can we get at the Titanism, or is it actually a mock-
ery of the old giants, so that Coriolanus is merely a prophecy of
General George Patton? Nuttall shrewdly takes away everything he
gives Coriolanus, whose “character is one of great pathos,” but:
“The pathos lies in the fact that he has no inside.” Again, Nuttall
salutes Coriolanus for one moment of “true Stoic grandeur,” when
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he replies to banishment with: “I banish you.” Nuttall then adds that
we see a red-faced child in a temper tantrum. As Nuttall says, this is
superb mimesis, but can we greatly care what happens to such a
hero? In Homer, the answer would be affirmative, since Achilles is at
least as much a spoiled child as Coriolanus is. Yet Achilles is a poet
also, a powerful imagination brooding bitterly upon its own mortal-
ity, and so we care what happens to him. His greatness is convincing
not just because others reflect it to us, but because his eloquence is
universally persuasive.

Harold C. Goddard, the most generous and perceptive of all
Shakespearean critics, finds the one fault of Coriolanus to be that he
“lacks unconsciousness of his virtue.” Less generously, we could la-
bel Coriolanus an instance of “Mars as narcissist,” rather than God-
dard’s “proud idealist” who is entirely a victim of his virago of a
mother. Perhaps the ambivalence that Coriolanus provokes in us can
be set aside if we contemplate his heroic death scene, wholly appro-
priate for a tragic protagonist in Shakespeare:

CORIOLANUS: Hear’st thou, Mars?
AUFIDIUS: Name not the god, thou boy of tears!
CORIOLANUS: Ha?

AUFRIDIUS: No more.

CORIOLANUS: Measureless liar, thou hast made my heart
Too great for what contains it. “Boy”? O slave!
Pardon me, lords, ’tis the first time that ever
I was forc’d to scold. Your judgments, my grave

lords,
Must give this cur the lie; and his own notion—
Who wears my stripes impress’d upon him, that
Must bear my beating to his grave—shall join
To thrust the lie unto him.

1. LORD: Peace both, and hear me speak.

CORIOLANUS: Cut me to pieces, Volsces, men and lads,
Stain all your edges on me. “Boy,” false hound!
If you have writ your annals true, ’tis there
That, like an eagle in a dove-cote, I
[Flutter’d] your Volscians in Corioles.

Alone I did it. “Boy”!

AUFIDIUS: Why, noble lords,

Will you be put in mind of his blind fortune,
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Which was your shame, by this unholy braggart,
"Fore your own eyes and ears?
ALL CONSPIRATORS: Let him die for't.
ALL PEOPLE: Tear him to pieces! Do it presently!—
He kill’d my son!—My daughter!—He kill’d my
cousin Marcus!—He kill’d my father!
2. LORD: Peace ho! no outrage, peace!
The man is noble, and his fame folds in
This orb o’ th’ earth. His last offenses to us
Shall have judicious hearing. Stand, Aufidius,
And trouble not the peace.
CORIOLANUS: O that I had him,
With six Aufidiuses, or more, his tribe,
To use my lawful sword!
AUFIDIUS: Insolent villain!
ALL cOoNsPIRATORS: Kill, kill, kill, kill, kill him!
Draw the Conspirators, and kills Martius, who falls.

This 1s Coriolanus at his worst and at his best, with the extremes
not to be disentangled. His triple repetition of “Boy” reflects his fury
both at Aufidius’s insolence and at his own subservience to his
mother, whose boy he now knows he will never cease to be. Yet his
vision of himself as an eagle fluttering his enemies’ dove-cotes raises
his legitimate pride to an ecstasy in which we share, and we are cap-
tured by his exultant and accurate “Alone I did it.” There is his trag-
edy, and his grandeur: “Alone I did it.” If they have writ their annals
true, then he i1s content to be cut to pieces by them. His death is
tragic because it is a sparagmos, not Orphic, but not the death of
Tarnus either. What is torn apart is the last representative of the
heroism that fights alone and wins alone, and that can find no place
in the world of the commonal and the communal.






The Herculean Hero

Eugene M. Waith

As Coriolanus marches on Rome at the head of a Volscian army, the
Roman general, Cominius, describes him thus to his old enemies,
the tribunes:

He is their god. He leads them like a thing
Made by some other deity than Nature,
That shapes man better; and they follow him
Against us brats with no less confidence
Than boys pursuing summer butterflies
Or butchers killing flies.
He will shake

Your Rome about your ears

(4.6,90-94, 98-99)

To which Menenius adds: “As Hercules / Did shake down mellow
fruit.” In these words Coriolanus is not only presented as a god and
compared to Hercules; he is “like a thing / Made by some other deity
than Nature.” So extraordinary is he that even his troops, inspired
by him, feel themselves to be as much superior to the Romans as
boys to butterflies or butchers to flies. Like Menaphon’s description
of Tamburlaine (“Such breadth of shoulders as might mainly bear /
Old Atlas’ burthen”) and Cleopatra’s of Antony (“His legs bestrid

From The Herculean Hero in Marlowe, Chapman, Shakespeare and Dryden. © 1962 by
Eugene M. Waith. Columbia University Press, 1962
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