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Coriolanus 

 WILLIAM SHAKESPEARE  
  

Context 

  
Likely the most influential writer in all of English literature and certainly the most important playwright of 
the English Renaissance, William Shakespeare was born in 1564 in the town of Stratford-upon-Avon in 
Warwickshire, England. The son of a successful middle-class glove-maker, Shakespeare attended grammar 
school, but his formal education proceeded no further. In 1582, he married an older woman, Anne 
Hathaway, and had three children with her. Around 1590 he left his family behind and traveled to London 
to work as an actor and playwright. Public and critical success quickly followed, and Shakespeare 
eventually became the most popular playwright in England and part owner of the Globe Theater. His 
career bridged the reigns of Elizabeth I (ruled 1558-1603) and James I (ruled 1603-1625); he was a favorite 
of both monarchs. Indeed, James granted Shakespeare's company the greatest possible compliment by 
endowing them with the status of king's players. Wealthy and renowned, Shakespeare retired to 
Stratford, and died in 1616 at the age of fifty-two. At the time of Shakespeare's death, such luminaries as 
Ben Jonson hailed him as the apogee of Renaissance theatre. 

  
Shakespeare's works were collected and printed in various editions in the century following his death, and 
by the early eighteenth century his reputation as the greatest poet ever to write in English was well 
established. The unprecedented admiration garnered by his works led to a fierce curiosity about 
Shakespeare's life; but the paucity of surviving biographical information has left many details of 
Shakespeare's personal history shrouded in mystery. Some people have concluded from this fact that 
Shakespeare's plays in reality were written by someone else--Francis Bacon and the Earl of Oxford are the 
two most popular candidates--but the evidence for this claim is overwhelmingly circumstantial, and the 
theory is not taken seriously by many scholars. 

  
In the absence of definitive proof to the contrary, Shakespeare must be viewed as the author of the 37 
plays and 154 sonnets that bear his name. The legacy of this body of work is immense. A number of 
Shakespeare's plays seem to have transcended even the category of brilliance, becoming so influential as 
to affect profoundly the course of Western literature and culture ever after. 

  
Coriolanus was probably written in 1607-08 and first performed in 1609-10 at the Blackfriars Theatre in 
London, although both these dates are uncertain. As the next-to-last tragedy that Shakespeare composed, 
it follows on the heels of Othello,King Lear,Macbeth, and Antony and Cleopatra, all of which Shakespeare 
probably composed between 1604 and 1606. Like Antony and Cleopatra, it is a Roman play, but unlike 
that play (and Julius Caesar), Coriolanus is set not in the Imperial Rome of the first century A.D. but more 
than two centuries earlier, when Rome was still just one Italian city among many, fighting for survival. The 
action, then, is semi-historical, set in the aftermath of the fall of Tarquin, the last king of Rome (who is 
referred to in the text several times), and focuses on the struggle between the plebeians and patricians 
during Rome's transition from monarchy to republic. /PARAGRAPH Shakespeare's interest in Roman 
history typified the more general Renaissance fascination with the classical world; playwrights and 
political philosophers alike consistently turned to Greece and Rome for inspiration. The source for 
Coriolanus's plot is likely the "Life of Caius Martius Coriolanus," written in the first decade A.D. by the 
celebrated biographer Plutarch and translated into English in 1579 by Sir Thomas North. (Other sources 
may include Livy's History of Rome.) However, a number of scholars have drawn connections between the 
play's plot and the politics of Shakespeare's England: Early 17th century London was haunted by an urban 
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radicalism and witnessed an ongoing struggle between King James and Parliament, which may be 
reflected in Shakespeare's portrayal of the patrician-plebeian conflict. 

  
Although the limited appeal of its characters, as well as the limited scope of the play as a whole, have 
prevented Coriolanus from becoming a universal favorite, the play's political messages have provided a 
lasting source of debate. The play has been adopted by the political Left and Right with equal gusto at 
various points in history and has been played both as a pro-fascist and pro-communist piece, depending 
upon the director's inclinations. Thus, the work's subtle ambiguities of statement continue to fuel 
discussion. 

  

Summary 

  
In ancient Rome, in the aftermath of a famine, the common people, or plebeians, demand the right to set 
their own price for the city's grain supply. In response to their protests, the ruling aristocracy, or 
patricians, grant the plebeians five representatives, or tribunes--a decision that provokes the ire of the 
proud patrician soldier Caius Martius, who has nothing but contempt for the lower classes. At this time, 
war breaks out with a neighboring Italian tribe, the Volscians, who are led by Martius' great rival, Tullus 
Aufidius. In the campaign that follows, the Volscians are defeated, and the Rome takes the Italian city of 
Corioles, thanks to the heroism of Martius. In recognition of his great deeds, he is granted the name 
Coriolanus. 

  
Upon his return to Rome, Coriolanus is given a hero's welcome, and the Senate offers to make him consul. 
In order to gain this office, however, he must go out and plead for the votes of the plebeians, a task that 
he undertakes reluctantly. At first, the common people agree to give him their votes, but they later 
reverse their decision at the prodding of two clever tribunes, Brutus and Sicinius, who consider Coriolanus 
an enemy of the people. This drives the proud Coriolanus into a fury, and he speaks out intemperately 
against the very idea of popular rule; Brutus and Sicinius, seizing on his words, declare him a traitor to the 
Roman state and drive him into exile. 

  
Desiring revenge against Rome, Coriolanus goes to his Volscian enemy, Aufidius, in the city of Antium, and 
makes peace with him. Aufidius is planning a new campaign against the Romans, and he welcomes 
Coriolanus's assistance, although he soon feels himself to be falling into his new ally's shadow. Their army 
proceeds to march on Rome, throwing the city into a panic--Rome's armies are helpless to stop the 
advance, and soon Aufidius and Coriolanus are encamped outside the city walls. Two of his oldest friends 
come pleading for mercy, but Coriolanus refuses to hear him. However, when his mother, Volumnia, to 
whom he is devoted, begs him to make peace, he relents, and the Romans hail Volumnia the savior of the 
city. Meanwhile, Coriolanus and the Volscians return to Antium, where the residents hail Coriolanus as a 
hero. Aufidius, feeling slighted, declares that Coriolanus's failure to take Rome amounts to treachery; in 
the ensuing argument, some of Aufidius' men assassinate Coriolanus. 

  

Characters 

  
Caius Martius  -  A Roman general, he is given the name "Coriolanus" after he leads the Roman armies to 
victory against the Volscian city of Corioles. Brave, fearsome in battle, and extremely honorable, he is also 
overly proud, immature, inflexible, and stubbornly aristocratic. These faults, combined with a fierce 
contempt for the lower classes of Rome, lead to his exile from his native city.  
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Volumnia -  A Roman noblewoman and the mother of Coriolanus. She is devoted to her son and delights 
in his military exploits, having raised him to be a warrior; he, in turn, often allows himself to be dominated 
by her iron will.  

  
Menenius -  A Roman nobleman, or patrician, and a friend to Coriolanus. Gifted with a clever tongue, he 
has a reputation as a great wit, which he uses adeptly to avoid conflict.  

  
Brutus -  One of the tribunes elected by the common people, or plebeians, of Rome to serve as their 
representative in the government. A clever politician, he regards Coriolanus as a great danger to the class 
he represents and to the Roman state and works to keep him out of power.  

  
Sicinius -  A Roman tribune, a clever politician, and Brutus' ally in the struggle against Coriolanus.  

  
Tullus Aufidius -  A general of the Volscians, Rome's enemy. He is Coriolanus's great rival in warfare but is 
not quite the equal of the Roman general, and his inability to defeat Coriolanus rankles him.  

  
Cominius -  A patrician of Rome and a former consul. He is a friend of Coriolanus, and he's one of the 
generals who leads the Roman army against the Volscians.  

  
Titus Lartius -  An old Roman nobleman. He is appointed, along with Cominius, as a general against the 
Volscians.  

  
Virgilia -  A Roman noblewoman and Coriolanus's loyal wife  

  
Valeria -  A Roman noblewoman, she is close friends with Virgilia and Volumnia  

  
Young Martius  -  Coriolanus and Virgilia's son  

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Act I, scene i 
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Summary 

  

The play begins in the city of Rome, where the common people, or plebeians, are rioting against their 
rulers, the patrician class, whom they accuse of hoarding grain while the common people starve. The 
plebeians demand the right to set the price of grain, rather than accept a price imposed by the Senate 
(the governing body, run by the patricians), and they single out Caius Martius, a patrician general and war 
hero, as the "chief enemy to the people"(I.i.7-8). As they make their way to the Capitol, they are 
intercepted by Menenius, a patrician and a friend of Martius, who tells the mob that the patricians have 
their best interests at heart. He compares the role of the Senate in Rome to the role of the stomach in the 
human body: The stomach serves as a storehouse and collecting-place for all the nutrients and then 
dispenses them throughout the rest of the body; similarly, the patricians collect and dispense grain to the 
entire city. 
  

As Menenius and the rioters argue, Caius Martius himself comes in, and delivers a general curse to the 
mob, calling them dogs and cowards. He then tells Menenius that the Senate has agreed to allow the 
plebeians to elect five "tribunes," or representatives, to advocate for their interests in the Roman state. At 
that moment, a messenger dashes in, bringing word that the Volsces, one of Rome's enemies among the 
Italian tribes, are arming for war. Martius declares that the war will be good for their city and notes that 
the Volsces are led by a great general, Tullus Aufidius, whom he respects as a worthy adversary. A group 
of Senators has come in, and they now order Cominius (who is the consul, or chief magistrate of Rome for 
the year) and Titus Lartius (another patrician) to command the impending war--Martius will act as a 
lieutenant under Cominius. The crowd disperses, and the Senators return to the Capitol to prepare for the 
campaign. 
  

Meanwhile, the plebeians have already elected their tribunes. Two of these, Sicinius and Brutus, have 
been watching Martius's behavior, and now they both comment on how proud and domineering he is. 
Sicinius wonders how he will bear being under the command of Cominius, but Brutus points out that by 
being second-in-command, Martius will escape blame if things go badly, yet he will receive all the credit if 
things go well. 
  

Commentary 

  

The mob of plebeians, which holds the stage as the play opens, lacks an individual identity but 
nevertheless constitutes one of the most important "characters" in the story. These commoners form 
something of a rabble, open to manipulation by the play's politicians, but Shakespeare does not portray 
them in an entirely negative light. They have taken up arms, true, but not without cause: As one of them 
puts it, "the gods know I speak this in hunger for bread, not thirst for revenge (I.i.22-23)." Moreover, their 
principal complaint in this scene seems altogether reasonable: Why should the patricians control the 
supply of grain in a time of famine, one wonders--and indeed, the eloquent aristocrats never sufficiently 
answer the question. 
  

Of course, Menenius does makes an attempt at a response, with his story about the stomach and the 
body. His behavior toward the plebeians contrasts starkly with Martius's--the common people like him, 
calling him "one that hath always loved the people"; they say of him, "...he's one honest enough! Would 
all the rest were so!"(I.i.49-52). Although he does not genuinely care for them any more than Martius 
does (he never actually takes their side in any of the play's political disputes), the people nevertheless 
favor him because he possesses a gift the play's hero lacks--the gift of public relations. In this scene, he 
takes an angry mob and quiets it with a story. "You must not think to fob off our disgrace with a tale," one 
of the plebeians says, but that is exactly what Menenius does. His deftly politicking speeches contrast 
sharply with Martius's language here, which is primarily constituted of sputtering curses: "what would you 
have," Martius asks the crowd, "you curs / That like nor peace nor war (I.i.166-67)?" The pattern for the 
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play is set: While Martius's bullheaded pride and brashness may serve him well on the battlefield, his lack 
of delicacy will prove his undoing among the populace. 
  

Menenius's little tale does more than highlight the contrast between his persona and that of Martius: It 
also offers a kind of rudimentary political philosophy for the Roman body politic, which has only recently 
expelled its last king, Tarquin, and made itself a republic. The play shows us a city suffering from a power 
vacuum; wily patricians like Menenius and crafty demagogues like the tribunes now struggle to fill this 
vacuum, Menenius with his organic conception of the state and the tribunes with their notion of popular 
rule. Moreover, this political situation can be traced back to Martius; we learn that as a youth he had a 
hand in King Tarquin's overthrow. One can, thus, see the play's initial situation as an Oedipal moment: 
The young Martius has overthrown the royal father-figure and is poised to take his place--except that in 
republican Rome, the kingly Martius cannot take Tarquin's place without becoming himself a tyrant. 
  

Brutus and Sicinius also recognize this potential for a renewed tyranny, and they express their fear of such 
a possibility in their first words of the play. These two cynics represent the politician par excellence and 
are the closest thing the play has to villains, but the ambiguities of Coriolanus are such that the audience 
can (for now, at least) sympathize with them and their fear that Martius will destroy the popular rule that 
they embody. Later on, they will overreach their proper limits and forfeit our sympathies, but here, when 
Sicinius comments on Martius's extreme pride (I.i.250), we can only agree with his observation. 

 

 

Act I, scenes ii-x 

 Summary 
  

The action now shifts to the Volscian city of Corioles, where Tullus Aufidius, about to depart for his 
attack on Rome, tells the Senators of Corioles that the Romans are already prepared for his 
offensive. But, the Senators are skeptical of the Romans' readiness; they advise Aufidius to take his 
army into the field as planned and to return to Corioles only if the Romans arrive and besiege the 
city. 
  

In Rome, meanwhile, Volumnia and Virgilia, Caius Martius's mother and wife, sit sewing together. 
Volumnia tells her daughter-in-law how she raised Martius to be a great soldier, and takes more 
enjoyment from his victories than she would from a husband's embrace. She expresses the hope that 
he will crush the Volscians and Tullus Aufidius in the coming war and insists upon the beauty of 
bloody wounds. The two women are visited by Valeria, another Roman noblewoman, and the three 
discuss Virgilia and Martius's son, who takes after his father in his appetite for physical activity and 
fighting. Then, Valeria tells them the news from the battlefield--while Cominius has taken part of the 
Roman army to meet Aufidius's forces in the field, Titus Lartius and Martius are leading the rest of 
the army in a siege against Corioles. 
  

At Corioles, the Volscian Senators come to the walls to parley with Martius and Lartius. Warning the 
Romans that Aufidius's army will soon return to rescue their city, they send out what troops have 
stayed behind in a sortie against the besiegers. The Volscians drive the Romans back to their 
trenches before Martius, cursing his men for their cowardice, leads them back all the way up to gates 
of the city. However, in the course of the battle, he is cut off from his troops and trapped within the 
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walls of Corioles; Lartius assumes that he is dead. However, Martius single-handedly holds off the 
Volscians, forces the gate open again, and allows the Roman army to surge in and seize the city. 
  

The ravaging of Corioles begins, while Martius, wounded and bleeding, takes part of the army to join 
up with Cominius's forces, who are fighting with Aufidius's men. Cominius, whose army is retreating, 
has not yet heard the news of Corioles's fall, and so he is surprised at the appearance of the bloody 
Martius and wonders if the Romans have been defeated. Martius assures him that Corioles is in 
Roman hands, and then he leads Cominius's forces against Aufidius' men, seeking out Aufidius to 
engage him in one-on-one combat. The two generals meet briefly during the battle, and Martius 
drives Aufidius and several other Volscians back while the Roman forces pursue their triumph. He 
has now led the victory over both the city and the battlefield, but Martius selflessly refuses any share 
of the spoils, leaving them all to his men, who cheer him. He asks them to stop, but Cominius insists 
that he deserves a new name, Coriolanus, for his valor in the taking of Corioles, and so he is 
acclaimed as Caius Martius Coriolanus. Meanwhile, the beaten Aufidius curses his Roman nemesis, 
who has now defeated him five times, and sends messengers to lobby for peace. 
  

Commentary 

  

We get a brief glimpse of Aufidius, Coriolanus's great opposite number and enemy, making 
preparations for the war before the scene returns to Rome and to the Roman women. We find 
Coriolanus's wife and mother in a domestic scene, sitting and sewing, and then gossiping with one of 
their friends who pays a visit. But the domestic setting sharply contrasts with the words and 
character of Volumnia, whose influence on her son becomes apparent quickly. Coriolanus's father is 
never mentioned, and we assume that he died when his son was an infant, meaning that just as the 
Roman state lacks a king/father-figure, so too does the hero. Instead, he is raised entirely by his 
mother, who, denied social and political influence as a woman, seeks to exert power through her 
son. To the other women, she boasts of having sent her son to battle and expresses a rather 
distasteful delight in the spilling of blood, even Coriolanus's own blood; she claims that the flowing 
blood of a battle wound "more becomes a man / Than gilt his trophy. The breasts of Hecuba, when 
she did suckle Hector, look'd not lovelier / Then Hector's forehead when it spit forth blood / At 
Grecian sword contemning" (I.iii.39-44). And Virgilia and Valeria join in this peculiar celebration of 
violence, commenting on how Young Martius, the hero's son, caught a butterfly and tore it to pieces 
with his teeth, as if such behavior were adorable rather than appalling. Coriolanus's character--his 
bravery and ferocity in battle and his childishness everywhere else--becomes much more 
understandable when we consider the environment in which he has been raised. 
  

The scenes that follow occur in brief, almost cinematic cuts from one part of the battlefield to 
another. More than any of Shakespeare's other warlike heroes--Macbeth, Antony, and Othello, not 
to mention Henry V--Coriolanus appears to us in action, transforming the small Elizabethan stage 
into a site for siege and sortie, attack and counterattack. This is the hero's greatest moment, and we 
never doubt his prowess in battle, as he single-handedly opens the gate of Corioles and then, 
although apparently drenched in his own blood, renews the fight against Aufidius' men. The duel 
between the two men, in which Coriolanus defeats not only his adversary but several other 
Volscians, prepares the ground for his later betrayal at Aufidius' hands: We see the defeated Volscian 
general beginning to suffer from a consuming jealousy--"Five times, Martius, / I have fought with 
thee; so often hast thou beat me ...my valor's poisoned / With only suffering stain by him (I.x.7-8; 17-
18)." Meanwhile, Coriolanus himself proves magnanimous in victory, deprecating his own 
achievement and generously commending the soldiers for their valor. Here we have the hero at his 
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best, displaying a generosity of spirit on the battlefield that he is never able to extend to the political 
arena. 
  

  

Act II, scenes i-ii 

 Summary 
  

In Rome, Brutus and Sicinius converse with Menenius as they await news from the battlefield. The 
two tribunes criticize Caius Martius, calling him overly proud and an enemy to the common people of 
Rome; in reply, Menenius tells them that they should look to their own faults before they criticize 
others, since they are "unmeriting, proud, violent, testy, magistrates, alias fools, as any in Rome 
(II.i.41-43)." While he attacks them, Brutus and Sicinius point out that he is hardly a perfect public 
servant either; indeed, he is better known as a wit and a gossip than as a great politician. 
  

The two tribunes stand aside as Volumnia, Virgilia, and Valeria arrive with news of Martius' victory. 
While Volumnia describes the wounds her son received in this campaign, Menenius gives thanks, 
both that his friend is alive and that Rome is victorious over the Volscians. 
  

Surrounded by his soldiers, Martius--now Coriolanus--enters Rome and greets his wife and mother. 
Then, accompanied by Cominius, Titus Lartius, and Menenius, he makes his way to the Capitol to 
greet the Senate. Left alone, Brutus and Sicinius worry that Coriolanus will be made consul in 
gratitude for his victories; they fear that, once in power, he will eliminate their office. However, they 
comfort themselves with the knowledge that the proud general is unlikely to go out in the 
marketplace and gain the votes of the common people-- votes that he must have in order to be 
consul. Indeed, his contempt for the lower classes will likely destroy the popularity that his 
battlefield exploits have won him. 
  

With these thoughts in mind, the two tribunes make their way to the Capitol, where two officers are 
setting down cushions for the Senators and discussing the likelihood of Coriolanus becoming consul. 
The Senators come in and seat themselves, and Cominius rises to recount Coriolanus's exploits 
against the Volscians; the subject of his praise, embarrassed by the adulation, leaves the chamber 
while Cominius describes the battle and Coriolanus's great feats. Amazed by the account of his valor, 
the Senators recall the war hero and declare that they are eager to make him consul. They advise 
him to dress himself in the toga of candidacy and go at once to the marketplace, where he must 
describe his exploits and show his scars to the people and thereby gain their votes. Coriolanus begs 
to be allowed to avoid this custom, since he finds the entire practice demeaning, but they insist that 
he must do it. Observing his reluctance and disdain for the common people, Brutus and Sicinius plot 
to stir up resentment against him. 
  

Commentary 

  

The debate between the tribunes and Menenius is dominated by the latter, who aptly points out 
that Brutus and Sicinius share a number of Coriolanus's faults. Nevertheless, a number of Brutus' 
barbs hit home: "Come, come," he tells Menenius, "you are well understood to be a perfecter giber 
for the table than a necessary bencher in the Capitol (II.i.79)," a valid criticism of the silken-tongued 
patrician. But then, news comes of Coriolanus's victory and imminent return, and the patrician-
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plebeian conflict slips into the background; the tribunes stop their stream of comments in their 
adversary's moment of triumph. Their time will come later, and, for now, they must listen to the 
gibes of Menenius: "God save your worships! Martius is coming home. He has more cause to be 
proud (II.i.140-42)." So, too, must they endure the unbridled joy of Coriolanus's women and the 
general acclaim for the victorious general. 
  

Again in this scene we are struck by Volumnia's somewhat disturbing delight in her son's wounds. 
While Virgilia hopes that her husband is not badly hurt, Coriolanus's mother says of her son, "O, he is 
wounded; I thank the gods for't ...I' th' shoulder and i' th' left arm. There will be large cicatrices to 
show the people, when he shall stand for his place (II.i.118; 143-47)." This is a peculiar attitude, to 
say the least, but the key to Volumnia's delight lies in her reference to "when he shall stand for his 
place." By "place" she means the office of consulship, of course, the highest political post in Rome, 
and her point of view entails an appalling ruthlessness: Her ambitions for her son (which are really 
her own ambitions) are so strong that she welcomes wounds because they will be useful in effecting 
his rise to the pinnacle of political power. Moreover, Volumnia's controlling nature has made her son 
dependent upon her: He returns to Rome a hero but kneels to her until she bids him rise, saying, 
with obvious delight in his new title, "Coriolanus must I call thee? (II.i.270)." 
  

Even the tribunes admit Coriolanus's triumph, bitter though they remain: "On the sudden," Sicinius 
says curtly, "I warrant him consul (II.i.216-217)." But they remain hopeful that his faults will bring 
about his downfall. The two officers who place the cushions in the Capitol offer us a hint of the 
popular mood; they express a continuing suspicion of Coriolanus, combined with a sense that they 
must give him the consulship out of gratitude for his services. But the scene with the Senators 
exposes his political weaknesses--weaknesses that will prove his downfall. First, we see his terrible 
self-consciousness, which drives him from the Capitol while Cominius is extolling his virtues. Then, 
with the consulship nearly in hand, he cannot bring himself to take the necessary final step of going 
to the people for their approval: "I do beseech you," he begs, "let me o'erleap that custom (II.ii.134-
35)," but the tribunes remain firm, and he reluctantly agrees. His words of agreement spell his doom, 
however: He says, "It is a part / That I shall blush in acting, and might well / Be taken from the people 
(II.ii.143-45)." And might well be taken from the people--words heavy with the promise of tyranny, to 
the ears of Brutus and Sicinius. It is the populace's fear of such a tyranny that they will use to defeat 
Coriolanus. 

Act II, scene iii; Act III, scene i 

 Summary 
  

In the marketplace, a collection of citizens discusses Coriolanus's candidacy, saying that if he uses the 
scars of battle in his appeal to them, they will probably make him consul. Then, Coriolanus himself 
comes in, accompanied by Menenius, who offers encouragement and then leaves his friend alone 
with the crowds, which come to him in small groups. Coriolanus struggles and cannot conceal his 
customary arrogance, but by calling attention to his military service, he manages to convince a large 
body of the citizens to vote for him. Brutus and Sicinius reluctantly acknowledge that he has passed 
the test, and Menenius leads him back to the Capitol to be invested with the robes of office. 
  

When Coriolanus has gone, the plebeians remark on his arrogance, and the two tribunes demand to 
know why they voted for such an arrogant patrician. The plebeians decide to retract their approval 
and deny Coriolanus the consulship; elated, Brutus and Sicinius tell the crowds to gather their friends 
and go to the Capitol. Covering their own backs, the two tribunes advise the crowds to say that they 
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only voted for Coriolanus because the tribunes told them to and that now they have come to their 
senses and want to have the vote rendered invalid. 
  

Meanwhile, on the Capitol, Titus Lartius tells Coriolanus that Tullus Aufidius has raised a new army. 
Coriolanus worries that the Volsces will attack Rome despite the newly signed peace treaty, but 
Lartius assures him that they have been broken and will not fight again. At that moment, the two 
tribunes arrive and tell the assembled Senators that the people of Rome will not accept Coriolanus as 
consul. Furious, Coriolanus accuses Brutus and Sicinius of rallying the plebeians against him and then 
begins to denigrate the common people, warning his fellow patricians that allowing the rabble to 
hold power, to have tribunes, will ultimately lead to the downfall of the Senate. Menenius urges him 
to return to the market and beg the people's pardon, but Coriolanus refuses and continues to 
denounce the plebeians--and the patricians, for having ever agreed to allow them a share in Rome's 
governance. Brutus and Sicinius accuse him of treason and call in a crowd of plebeians to seize him. 
He raves at them, and the two tribunes declare that he must be executed; in response, Coriolanus 
draws his sword, and the Senators come to his aid. Coriolanus and the Senators drive away the mob 
of plebeians, along with the two tribunes, and Coriolanus flees to a Senator's house. The mob 
returns in renewed strength, but Menenius convinces the people to allow him to reason with 
Coriolanus and to bring the great soldier to the market place for a public airing of all the grievances. 
  

Commentary 

  

Later in the play, Menenius will remark that Coriolanus often thought of him as a father. The 
audience may scoff at the idea, since Volumnia is clearly father and mother both to her son, but the 
scene in the marketplace shows Menenius in a markedly paternal light, shepherding the reluctant 
Coriolanus down to meet with the people, only nervously leaving him alone to gain the necessary 
votes and then returning proudly when the unpleasant business is done. And this pride is not 
necessarily misplaced; for while Coriolanus does not do well--he is terribly uncomfortable in the role 
of supplicant, and his pride and contempt for the general public leak through his facade of humility-- 
he seemingly does well enough. Although the plebeians are determined not to make things easy for 
Coriolanus--they refuse to let him address them en masse--they do receive him with a certain 
generosity: They know what he has done for Rome, and they are willing to give him their votes 
despite his verbal fumblings. 
  

Thus, Coriolanus has seemingly triumphed and hastily changes out of the garments and repairs to 
the Senate House, accompanied by a relieved Menenius. But the plebeians, despite their generosity, 
are not fools; they have noticed the thinly veiled contempt with which the candidate pleaded for 
their votes. It does not take much prodding from Brutus and Sicinius to make them change their 
minds, although the two tribunes work the crowd with political savvy; indeed, it is a stroke of 
political genius to have the crowds say that the tribunes pressured them into their original vote; 
Brutus and Sicinius appear as peacemakers. 
  

The scene shifts to the Capitol, where the image of the assembled noblemen contrasts sharply with 
the crowds of plebeians from the previous scene; the contrast graphically illustrates the political 
division of Rome. The rumor that Tullus Aufidius has raised another army foreshadows the course 
that Coriolanus will take later in the play; but for now, it is a reminder of another kind of battle--the 
kind of battle the hero is better suited to fight. As long as he is on top, all goes well, but once Brutus 
and Sicinius arrive with the news that people wish to reverse their election, Coriolanus's behavior 
becomes disastrous. Instead of being conciliatory, he immediately goes on the attack, returning 
again to his old complaint about the absurdity of popular rule: "I say again, / in soothing them we 
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nourish 'gainst our Senate / The cockle of rebellion, insolence, sedition / Which we ourselves have 
plowed for, sowed and scattered... (III.i.67-71)." From here, it takes only the slightest goading from 
the tribunes to drive him to declare that he means to "throw their power i' th' dust"(III.i.169); it is 
this treasonous outburst that moves them to threaten him with death. 
  

Now the passions run too high for a political debate; a brawl erupts, in which Coriolanus finds 
himself in his element: "At last, a real battle," one imagines him thinking as he draws his sword to 
beat the mob away; he will fight the plebeians in a civil war if he has to. "Stand fast!" he tells the 
Senators, "we have as many friends as enemies (III.i.232-33)," but this is manifestly not the case; 
they cannot fight an entire city, and cooler heads prevail. Indeed, his bellicosity is a liability, and 
when Coriolanus has been led away to sanctuary in a friend's house, the patricians exhibit a palpable 
sense of relief. "This man has marred his fortune (III.i.255)," one of them says, and it is left to 
Menenius's honeyed tongue to put an end to the strife and begin work toward a peaceful resolution. 
The tribunes support him in this; they may be demagogues, but they prefer politics to violence. 

Act III, scenes ii-iii; Act IV, scenes i-iv 

 Summary 
  

Coriolanus tells a group of Roman nobles that he has no intention of changing his character to suit 
the desires of the mob. Volumnia comes in and berates him for his intransigence, and then Menenius 
arrives with the Senators and advises him to go the marketplace and make peace with the people: he 
must recant what he has said about the plebeians and their tribunes, and then perhaps they will 
allow him to be consul. Coriolanus refuses, preferring to keep his honor, but his mother advises him 
to act humbly, even if his humility is dishonest, and ask for pardon, even if he does not mean this. He 
remains obdurate for a long while but eventually relents and agrees to make peace with the 
plebeians. 
  

In the marketplace, Brutus and Sicinius prepare for Coriolanus's arrival, planning to bait him into 
losing his temper. The war hero enters, accompanied by Menenius and Cominius, and declares that 
he will submit to the will of the people. However, when Sicinius accuses him of planning to tyrannize 
the Roman state, he immediately becomes furious and again launches into a tirade against the 
tribunes and plebeians. As his friends watch helplessly, Sicinius and Brutus, supported by the entire 
populace, and over the protests of Cominius, declare that he must be banished from Rome forever. 
Coriolanus replies that he will go gladly, and he prepares to leave the city, pausing only to bid 
farewell to his wife, Virgilia, and to his mother and friends. Volumnia weeps and curses the city for 
casting him out, while Cominius offers to accompany him for a time, but Coriolanus refuses these 
offers and departs. 
  

Brutus and Sicinius dismiss the people, and then try to avoid encountering Volumnia, Virgilia, and 
Menenius, who are returning from bidding farewell to Coriolanus. Volumnia spots the two tribunes, 
however, and denounces them, saying that they have exiled the best man in Rome. Brutus and 
Sicinius accuse her of having lost her wits, and they depart, leaving the friends of Coriolanus to their 
grief. 
  

Meanwhile, a Roman in the pay of the Volscians meets up with another Volscian spy and reports that 
Coriolanus has been banished. The two men agree that this will give Tullus Aufidius an excellent 
chance to gain some revenge against Rome for the defeats he has suffered. At the same time, 
Coriolanus himself comes to the city of Antium, where Aufidius is staying. He informs the audience 
that he plans to ally himself with Aufidius against his native city and become Rome's greatest enemy. 
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Commentary 

  

Coriolanus once obeyed his mother by pandering to the masses, but now he questions her: "Why did 
you wish me milder?" he asks her: "Would you have me false to my nature (III.ii.14-15)?" This is the 
critical question for him: He is not a reflective hero, and Shakespeare does not give him the space for 
soliloquy that other heroes enjoy, but Coriolanus knows that he has betrayed some essential part of 
himself by trying to gain the people's favor, and he wonders why he should bother to make the same 
betrayal again by making peace with the plebeians. The obvious answer is offered by a Senator, who 
tells him that "by not so doing, our good city / Cleave in the midst, and perish (III.ii.27-28)." But the 
stronger reason, and the reason that ultimately persuades him to make one final attempt at 
compromise, is that voiced by Volumnia. She says, "I prithee now, sweet son, as thou hast said / My 
praises first made thee a soldier, so, / To have my praise for this, perform a part / Thou hast not 
done before (III.ii.107-110)." That is, she tells him to do it because she wants him to; just as she 
raised him to be a soldier, now she hopes to turn him into a politician. And Coriolanus, who cannot 
refuse her, once again submits, in the language of an obedient child: "Mother, I am going to the 
marketplace. / Chide me no more (III.ii.131-32)." 
  

But, despite all her ambition and will, Volumnia cannot make him a politician; as a public figure, her 
son is a disaster waiting to happen, and the clever tribunes stand ready to exploit his first slip. 
Indeed, their skill is hardly tested: It only takes one accusation ("traitor") from Sicinius' lips to make 
him explode with a curse: "The fires i' th' lowest hell fold in the people! (III.iii.68)." Now the crowd 
speaks up, demanding Coriolanus's death, and the tribunes, victorious, can effect his exile while 
appearing magnanimous; with the mob calling for his execution, the punishment seems generous. 
Relishing his role, Brutus offers a patronizing explanation for the lighter sentence: "He hath / Served 
well for Rome (III.iii.82-83)." At this point, even Menenius stands helpless; Coriolanus has brought 
the whirlwind upon himself. 
  

Somewhere in these scenes, Coriolanus has inwardly made the decision to betray his city. For by the 
time he is on the road, he is already firmly resolved to seek out Aufidius. In a different tragedy, this 
treacherous decision would be a critical moment in the play, in which we would have access to the 
hero's inner turmoil. But Coriolanus has no inner turmoil; unlike Hamlet or Othello or any of the 
great tragic heroes, he has no inwardness at all. A man of quick decisions and quicker actions, he has 
no room in his consciousness for agonizing over whether or not to betray his city; he makes his 
decision, and that decision is final. We find no trace of conflicted feelings or remorse--but then, such 
sentiments would be alien to his very nature. 
  

Act IV, scenes v-vii; Act V, scene i 

 Summary 
  

In Antium, Coriolanus asks for admission to the house of Tullus Aufidius. Aufidius' servants refuse to 
allow him in, as he is dressed in humble clothing, but one of them fetches his master. The Volscian 
general does not recognize Coriolanus either, so the Roman identifies himself and says that he has 
come to offer his friendship to Aufidius and support to the Volscian cause, or to be killed--it matters 
little to him. Aufidius, overcome with emotion, embraces him as a friend and welcomes him in, 
promising him the opportunity to exact revenge on the Romans for his banishment. The two generals 
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dine together, and one of the servants brings word to his fellows that there will soon be war with 
Rome. 
  

Back in Rome all is quiet, and Brutus and Sicinius congratulate each other on the ease with which 
they disposed of the troublesome Coriolanus. There has been no news from the exile for some time, 
and they tell Menenius that the city is better off without him. Just then, a messenger brings word 
that Aufidius and the Volscians are preparing to make war on Rome again. Brutus refuses to believe 
the news, but a second messenger brings even worse news--not only is the army indeed marching on 
Rome, but it is led by Coriolanus himself. Menenius is joined by Cominius, and the two friends tell 
the tribunes that this catastrophe is their fault--that their folly will bring down destruction on Rome. 
Brutus and Sicinius protest, but now the plebeians come in, panicked by the tidings, and begin to say 
that they were wrong to banish Coriolanus. The two tribunes, fearing for their own position, depart 
for the Capitol. 
  

Meanwhile, Aufidius is beginning to have second thoughts about his alliance with his former 
adversary, as his soldiers have become begun to show more devotion to Coriolanus than to him. He 
assumes that Rome will fall to her exiled general, and he begins to plot a way to dispose of 
Coriolanus once the city has been taken. 
  

Coriolanus arrives on the borders of the city with his army, and Cominius goes out to plead with his 
old friend for mercy. Coriolanus turns him away, however, to the great despair of the inhabitants of 
Rome. Brutus and Sicinius plead with Menenius to make his own attempt, and the old patrician 
reluctantly agrees. However, as he departs, Cominius tells the tribunes that there is no hope-- 
Coriolanus is immovable. 
  

Commentary 

  

For the moment, the two great adversaries stand united: The sight of Coriolanus has overwhelmed 
Aufidius' feelings of enmity and resentment--although these will return in double force later on. Early 
in the play, Coriolanus had remarked of Aufidius that "were I anything but what I am, / I would wish 
me only he (I.i.229-30)," and the Volscian general apparently feels the same way: "Know thou first," 
he tells his old enemy, "I loved the maid I married... But that I see you here, / Thou noble thing, more 
dances my rapt heart / Than when I first my wedded mistress saw / Bestride my threshold (IV.iv.117-
22)." There is more than a hint of homoeroticism here, and it only increases when Aufidius describes 
to Coriolanus how he fought him in his dreams: "We have been down together in my sleep, / 
Unbuckling helms, fisting each other's throat." The muscular warrior culture, it seems, easily lapses 
into a kind of sadomasochistic sexual fantasy. 
  

In their intemperate banishment of Coriolanus, the tribunes forfeited the audience's favor; now, in 
their preening self-satisfaction over "the present peace" that grips the city, they become absurd. "Do 
they not know the mistake they have made?" we wonder incredulously. Indeed, they realize it 
quickly enough, although their misplaced confidence is so great that they temporarily disbelieve the 
tidings of Coriolanus's approach. Menenius takes a kind of perverse delight in tormenting the 
unfortunate tribunes with their folly, though a fear for his city necessarily tempers this delight. 
Meanwhile, Brutus and Sicinius exhibit no real response to the news; they are not warriors, their 
political intrigues will be useless against a Volscian army. They can only express the wish that the 
news were untrue. Thus Brutus says, "Would half my wealth / Would buy this for a lie! (IV.vii.161-
62)." 
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Meanwhile, the playwright shows us how quickly Aufidius' initial burst of generosity gives way to an 
insidious envy. Not quite Coriolanus's equal, his repeated failures have embittered him and driven 
him to jealousy. And, while that jealousy waned during his former foe's exile, it reasserts itself 
quickly when the Roman becomes more popular among the Volscian soldiers than Aufidius himself. 
The tragedy of Coriolanus, then, is also Aufidius' tragedy, as his pride and resentment overcome his 
feelings of love for the Roman general. 
  

Meanwhile, the fate of Rome now lies in the hands of Menenius, the smooth-tongued politician. He 
feigns reluctance to go and plead with Coriolanus, pretending to doubt his persuasive skills, but he 
really is only milking enjoyment from the tribunes' desperation; like any clever negotiator, he is 
confident that by playing on his friendship with Coriolanus he can save Rome. 

Act V, scenes ii-vi 

 Summary 
  

At the Volscian camp, Menenius is halted by the sentries, who refuse to allow him to see their 
generals. Eventually Coriolanus and Tullus Aufidius emerge, but Menenius' pleas fall on deaf ears, 
and he is sent away, after enduring the mockery of the guards. When he is gone, Aufidius remarks 
that he is impressed with Coriolanus's fortitude in ignoring the pleas of his oldest friends; the exiled 
soldier replies that henceforth he will accept no more embassies from Rome. 
  

At that moment, however, a shout is raised, and Virgilia, Volumnia, Valeria, and Young Martius, 
Coriolanus's son, arrive from Rome. Coriolanus vows to steel his heart against them but allows them 
to approach, and his mother kneels before him and begs him to make peace. She tells him that she 
will block his path to Rome: "thou shalt no sooner / March to assault thy country than to tread... on 
they mother's womb that brought thee to this world (V.iii.122-25)." Meanwhile, his son pledges that 
when he has grown older, he will fight against his father. Coriolanus, moved, starts to leave, but his 
mother stops him and asks him again to make an honorable peace, one that rewards Romans and 
Volscians alike, rather than destroy his native city. When he does not reply, she makes ready to 
return to Rome and "die among our neighbors (V.iii.73)." But Coriolanus has been won over; he 
pledges to make peace immediately. Seeing this, Aufidius tells the audience that he now has an 
opportunity to eliminate the Roman general. 
  

In Rome, a resigned Menenius, unaware of what has just happened, tells Sicinius that all is lost and 
that the tribunes have doomed their city with their folly. Just then a messenger arrives, with news 
that the women have succeeded in their mission and that Rome is saved. The Romans burst into 
celebration and welcome Volumnia home as the savior of her city. 
  

In the Volscian city of Antium, meanwhile, Aufidius and a band of conspirators prepare to dispose of 
the returning Coriolanus, who is being given a hero's welcome by the people of the city. When the 
general arrives and is greeted by Antium's Senators, Aufidius denounces him, accusing him of 
betraying the Volscian army by giving in to the Roman women and failing to take Rome. Coriolanus, 
predictably, loses his temper and curses Aufidius, whose conspirators are now stirring up the people 
against the Roman, reminding them of how he once led Roman armies against them. As Aufidius 
shouts at him and the Senators try to intervene, the conspirators stab Coriolanus, and he falls dead. 
Declaring that he was a great and noble man, the Senate orders a hero's burial. Now remorseful, 
Aufidius joins his men in carrying the body through the city. 
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Commentary 

  

Menenius' humiliating failure to win over Coriolanus creates a pitiable spectacle. "You shall know 
that I am in estimation," he tells the insolent guards, "you shall perceive that a Jack guardant cannot 
office me from my son Coriolanus (V.ii.59-61)." But Coriolanus is not, in fact, his son; he is Volumnia's 
son, and only Volumnia can persuade him to show mercy. Sent away, Menenius must endure the 
taunts of the guards: "Now, sir, is your name Menenius? ...'Tis a spell, you see, of much power. You 
know the way home again (V.ii.91- 93)." 
  

Coriolanus has stood firm against his friends, and Aufidius admits to being impressed by his 
steadfastness. But Aufidius does not realize, as the audience does, that the great Roman warrior will 
be no match for his mother; indeed, the presence of the other women, and even of his son, is purely 
incidental. It is Volumnia who does all the talking, playing on Coriolanus's love for her and for his 
family, describing the terrible position in which he has placed them. She asks, "how can we, / 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 (V.iii.109-113)." Then, she cleverly offers him a way out--an honorable peace, in which 
"the Volsces / May say 'This mercy we showed,' the Romans, 'This we received,' and each in either 
side / Give the all-hail to thee and cry, 'Be blest / For making up this peace!'(V.iii.136-140)." 
  

In other words, she declares that he can be a hero to both sides. But, in the end, it is Volumnia who 
becomes the hero, acclaimed as the savior of Rome and cheered by all the city, while Coriolanus 
must slink back to Antium and explain himself. "Each in either side (will) give the all-hail to thee," she 
promises, as if he will be the victor, but, in fact, the real struggle is not between the Romans and the 
Volscians but between Coriolanus and his mother. Although the audience does not want Coriolanus 
to destroy Rome, we are nonetheless pained to see the great hero, dominated by his mother all his 
life, give in to her for the last time. Coriolanus himself recognizes the disgrace of his surrender to her, 
and he cries out "O mother, mother! / What have you done? Behold, the heavens do ope, / The gods 
look down, and this unnatural scene / They laugh at. / O my mother, mother! O! You have won a 
happy victory to Rome: / But for your son, believe it, O believe it, / Most dangerously you have with 
him prevail'd / If not most mortal to him. But let it come (V.iii.182-89)." The hero's strength 
crumbles--Volumnia has mastered him. 
  

In the final scene, in Antium, Coriolanus has recovered enough of his old confidence to mount a 
defense of his behavior, but Aufidius takes center stage as we watch the final working out of his 
jealousy. Aufidius knows exactly how to taunt his former adversary, calling him "thou boy of tears 
(V.vi.100)"--which, indeed, Coriolanus is--and then, after Coriolanus's death, Shakespeare offers a 
telling stage direction: "Aufidius stands on him"--having endured so much defeat in the past, the man 
finds the gesture irresistible now. This done, Aufidius can say honestly, "my rage is gone, / And I am 
struck with sorrow (V.vi.145-46)." With Coriolanus lying dead at his feet, he is finally able to bury his 
jealousy with his oldest adversary. 
  

Analysis 

  

One of Shakespeare's final tragedies, Coriolanus cannot be considered one of his greatest plays, and 
it has never been one of his more popular. It lacks depth, both metaphysical and psychological; 
though structurally sound, its characters are not multi-dimensional, and it lacks both the great poetic 
strength and the capacity to surprise that the best of the tragedies possess. It is, nevertheless, a solid 
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play, united in structure and theme--the playwright is very much in command of his characters, one 
feels, although this sense of control may actually weaken the play: The dramatis personae never 
seem able to escape the iron structure that the plot imposes. 
  

Perhaps Shakespeare's most overtly political play, more so even than the histories, Coriolanus takes 
as its hero a man completely lacking in political gifts--a stubborn soldier, brought down by an 
overweening pride and an inability to compromise with the forces that seek his downfall. A 
representative of the patrician class of Rome, Coriolanus' prowess in battle would seem to make him 
an ideal hero for the masses; however, he utterly lacks the common touch, and his fear of popular 
rule allows him to be construed as an enemy of the people. Set in the immediate aftermath of 
Rome's transition from monarchy to republic (indeed, we are told that Coriolanus played a part in 
the expulsion of the last king, Tarquin), the play portrays its hero as trapped between two worlds--he 
is a kingly figure, born to command; yet, at the same time he finds himself inhabiting a republican 
political reality that--though he himself has helped to create it--he cannot endure. Thus, his fate of 
exile is appropriate; he truly has no place in the new political life of his city. 
  

Though Coriolanus is himself unsubtle, preferring to express himself directly (indeed, this contributes 
to his downfall), he is surrounded by craftier, more manipulative characters. His close friend, 
Menenius, serves as the perfect foil; for though he shares Coriolanus's aristocratic sensibilities and 
suspicion of the plebeian class, Menenius's smooth tongue and talent for compromise enable him to 
skate through the difficulties that debilitate Coriolanus. Menenius's counterparts on the plebeian 
side are the two tribunes, Sicinius and Brutus, whose talent for demagoguery and manipulation of 
the masses enable them to turn the people of Rome against Coriolanus--an easy task, given the 
hero's propensity for violent outbursts. Meanwhile, his Volscian counterpart, the great general Tullus 
Aufidius, is similar to Coriolanus in temperament but has a resentful streak that leads him to betray 
Coriolanus when he feels himself to be eclipsed in glory. 
  

The most significant figure in Coriolanus's life, however, is his domineering mother, Volumnia. As a 
woman, she lacks the ability to achieve power on her own in the male-dominated Roman society; 
she also lacks a husband through whom she might indirectly enjoy public clout. Thus, Volumnia 
raises her son to be a great soldier, and it is her ambition, more than his, that puts him on the 
disastrous track toward the consulship. Moreover, Volumnia's controlling nature constitutes a major 
cause of Coriolanus's fatal childishness; and while his legendary stubbornness holds sway in every 
other situation, she alone can overcome it and convince Coriolanus to spare Rome--and, thus, 
unwittingly set his doom in motion. 
  

Structurally, the play falls into three main divisions, which overlap the five acts. The first shows 
Coriolanus at his heroic best, in the Volscian war, and culminates in his triumphant return to Rome. 
The second portion traces his failed attempt at the consulship, his fall from grace and his 
banishment. The third witnesses Coriolanus's return to Rome at the head of the Volscian army, 
reaches its climax when Volumnia convinces him to spare Rome, and then follows the great soldier 
to his death in Antium at the hands of the jealous Aufidius. 
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