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ABSTRACT 

SHAKESPEARE1 S BLACK SATURNALIA 

H. Richard Weiner 

This thesis investigates similarities in characterization and 

structure between the dramas of Plautus and King Lear, in order to esta¬ 

blish the context for a new interpretation of Shakespeare's play. Plautus 

provides a model for the anarchy and cruelty that can result when con¬ 

trols are removed from a highly ordered society. 

In Plautus1 time every member of Roman society carried heavy respon¬ 

sibilities to the patriarchal society. Relief came at the end of the year, 

in the Saturnalia. This holiday was marked by suspension of laws and in¬ 

version of social roles: businesses closed, gambling was permitted and 

masters served slaves. A lord of misrule, licensed to mock his betters 

and banish those who refused to celebrate, presided over the festival. 

The Saturnalia turned the tidy world of Rome upside down, and Plautus 

drew his secular drama from it. 

The majority of Plautine plots treat one general situation: the 

reversal of social order in one general conflict, the struggle between 

parents and children. Inter-generational battle sets the pious, material¬ 

istic demands of the old group against the sacriligeous, spend-thrift 

escapades of the younger. Plautine reversals are quite extreme: iuvenes 

contemplate parricide and frequently scramble class lines by obeying 

slaves. Tricky slaves take advantage of the situation to become lords of 

misrule, gull fathers completely, take outrageous liberties with their 

masters. 

The correspondence between these details and those of King Lear is 

clear. Lear's Celtic England is completely father-dominated. The king 



begins his retirement in a contest for dowries, establishing an atmos¬ 

phere of festival. He dismisses his finest servant and only loyal 

daughter, which mirrors the Satumalian custom of deposing the most 

honorable officials. Gloucester repeats the ceremony of placing ser¬ 

vants above masters. At that point King Lear has the rebellious, libidi¬ 

nous young set against the orderly old for control of England. 

In Plautine comedy the anarchy figure is eventually put down. Fun 

is an occasional diversion for the Roman citizen; expansion and profit 

are constant concerns. Resolution comes about through integration, as 

society reforms to include the young who form stable marital relations. 

All grievances are dismissed since the action has occurred in a time of 

license, from which no lasting liability can come. Whatever inhibited 

agressions Plautus articulated, they are never allowed to harm the 

basically comic tone of his stories. 

In King Lear these tendencies are allowed to have consequences. 

Loyalists, who insist on responsible behavior, are expelled from the new 

society as refusers of jollity. The party cannot tolerate their object¬ 

ions: so Lear disowned Cordelia for marring his party, and Cornwall 

exiles Gloucester for supporting the legitimate ruler. In this, Edmund 

plays the role of Plautine slave, enjoying his sport as much as his 

gain. In King Lear the lords of misrule appointed in Act I are deposed 

only by the most violent means and their festival reign results in a 

vision of the apocalypse, where mankind does feed on itself. 

The Saturnalia lasted, at most, seven days. By convention, holiday 

is limited in time, so that even in disorder there is a shared sense of 

order. It remained for Shakespeare to explore the tragic potential of 

that paradox, festival without end. Is there any cause in Plautus makes 

these hard hearts? The evidence answers yes. 
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INTRODUCTION 

This thesis investigates similarities in characterization and struc¬ 

ture between the dramas of Plautus and King Lear, in order to establish 

the context for a new interpretation of Shakespeare1 s plays. Plautus 

provides a model for the anarchy and cruelty that can result when con¬ 

trols are removed from a highly ordered society. 

A discussion of second century B.C. Roman culture is necessary to 

understand Plautus1 topical humor. Every institution and important 

figure becomes the target of abuse, often sacriligeous. The thorough 

overturning of societal norms is important, since King Lear also depicts 

a world in which the constants have been replaced by their opposites. 

Individuals1 desire for release and gratification comes as a natural 

result of the pressure society places upon its members. 

PlautusT Romans had an established period away from duty, the 

Saturnalia. During the festival, the normal obligations of Roman citi¬ 

zenship were set aside, and wild behavior was permitted. As the play¬ 

wright demonstrates, once a year was not vacation enough; his wealthy 

businessmen and Senate leaders are always preoccupied with the pursuit 

of illicit pleasures. 

Correspondence to the circumstances of King Lear is clear. Another 

patriarchal society places heavy responsibilities on all its constitu¬ 

ents, including its head, who decides to deny his duties and declare his 

own Saturnalia. Lear announces his retirement and orders a rhetoric 

contest, a game to begin a holiday festival. As the ritual proceeds, 

lords of misrule take control and expel from the new society all the 

loyal supporters of the legitimate group. 

In Plautine comedy, as in the Saturnalia, order is always restored. 

1 



By convention, holiday is limited in time, so that even in anarchy there 

is a shared sense of rule. It remained for Shakespeare to explore the 

tragic potential of that paradox, festival without end. 



CHAPTER I 

PRO PATRE, PATRONO ET PATRIA 

Dulce et decorum est pro patria mori. 
— Horace Odes III, ill 

A father is a father! 
—Arthur Miller, 
All My Sons, II 

Is it any wonder, considering his responsibilities, that the Roman 

pater enjoyed a good comedy? And, considering his authority, is it any 

wonder that his household did also? 

To understand Plautus1 social satire and its influence on Shakes¬ 

peare, second century B.C. Rome should be apprehended as a tightly or¬ 

dered, duty-conscious body. Every Roman had his place, with duties 

more often than prerogatives, established by tradition and enforced by 

law. In the home, the market and the nation were clearly defined norms 

of behavior. The emphasis throughout was on obedience and preservation 

of mos roaiorum, the custom of our fathers. Refusal to sacrifice per¬ 

sonal gratification is the source of rebellion in Plautine drama. As 

contemporary sources demonstrate, life in republican Rome was as tight¬ 

ly bound to patriarchal designs as in Lear's England. In both cases, 

the mechanism of control creates the pressure to revolt. 

The discussion that follows should be qualified by recognizing 

that it draws from idealized accounts of Roman life. Much material 

comes from fervid nationalists, such as Horace and Livy: in seeking 

to inspire Romans to former greatness these writers may have exaggerated 

about the good old days. It is unlikely, for example, that patres- 

familiarum ever exercised the theoretical limits of their authority. 

Further, there is not much evidence that Rome was ever as rigidly 

2 
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controlled as Plutarch1 s Cato would have liked. Cato's patrician class 

was constantly threatened by the influx of foreigners into other sectors 

of the republic - and his excessively restrained morality was a partial 

response. Still, a society promotes models that indicate its expecta¬ 

tions. From these writers, then, comes an image of Roman life as pro¬ 

minent Romans wanted it. 

In Plautus1 time, a man's home was more than his castle: it was 

his kingdom, and reflected in miniature the organization of the Roman 

state.^ This microcosm was literally ruled by the paterfamilias, which 

designates the oldest living male in a family defined by paternity. He 

2 
alone was sui juris, entitled to full legal rights : his authority over 

the rest derived from his sacred rights of manus and patria potestas. 

Three standard routes led into the Roman familia: marriage, adop¬ 

tion and birth. Marriage involved the transfer of a woman from her 

father's potestas (power) to her husbandfs manus (power). In a prac¬ 

tical legal sense, there was no difference between the status of 

daughter and wife. The plebian ceremony of coemptio made this clear. 

After the patresfamiliarum had negotiated the sponsalia (betrothal) 

between them, as only men sui juris were empowered to do, the couple 

were joined after the bridegroom struck a balance in the presence of 

The image of paternal authority appears in every aspect of Roman 
government. Families belonged to gentes, clans, led by patres gentium. 
Patricii, patricians, exercised paternal influence over the republic by 
their right of praerogativa, as in Cicero Pro Plancio 20. 14, and De 
divinatione 1. 45. Senators were called patres and often served as Patroni 
to conquered nations. Pater patratus was chief of the college of priests 
that concluded treaties. The paterfamilias inquired the gods1 will on 
behalf of his family. Finally, the gods themselves were patres, including 
such impersonal deities as pater Tiberinus. 

2 
As the state grew more powerful, the family weakened and the 

father1 s power diminished until the empire period, when even women might 
be sui juris. But during Plautus1 time, c. 200 B.C., the paterfamilias 
had all the rights discussed here. 
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witnesses. This most common marriage rite clearly derived from the ex¬ 

change of property. Mutual consent was required, but the legal fiction 

3 
of bride purchase set the tone for the relation. Once she entered in¬ 

to his family, the wife's person and property were so completely his 

own that the husband was legally responsible for her. Theoretically, 

he could kill, punish or sell her; she received the same inheritance 

portion as the children. Since her rights were largely equivalent to 

the children's, it is not surprising that the wife was said to come to 

her husband in loco filiae. 

Adoption allowed members of one gens to enter another, usually for 

political purposes, or to become capable of inheritance. Again, the 

ceremony involved a symbolic sale of property. Once in the familia, 

the new member was under the patria potes tas. 

The remainder of the family - sons and unmarried daughters, off¬ 

spring of the sons, slaves and their families, and clientes - had not 

even the choice accorded the wife. They were born under the patria 

potestas, and there they remained until they were sold or married out 

4 
of the family into another, where the same obligations obtained. Un¬ 

til then, the family was governed by the oldest male, however old. Thus 

it was possible for a generation of men to reach manhood and still be 

held under patria potestas. Sons' civil rights, to vote and hold 

office, were clear on maturity, though their legal rights remained the 

prerogative of the father. So, like a slave, a son could own nothing 

3 
Much later, women were married without the man us convention. However, 

it should not be supposed that women were dreadfully oppressed during Plautus' 
time, witness the legion of senes who flee their homes, cowed by wives. 

4 
If the pater were in some way removed, the sons of age became patres- 

familiarum themselves. Freed slaves, liberti, remained in the familia in 
status resembling that of clientes. 
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that his paterfamilias did not wish him to* Whatever his sons acquired 

reverted to the pater. 

That their earnings went to the master of the house is only one 

similarity between child and slave: the paterfamilias had, in theory, 

power of life and death over his family. This ius vitae necisque was 

limited only by restraints of sacred law, the habit of consulting the 

family council and censorial review of gross abuses. Roman legend con¬ 

tains numerous stories of honorable fathers who preserved the family 

integrity by pursuing their potestas usque ad mortem. Livy tells"* of 

Lucius lunius Brutus, who drove the Tarquins from Rome and established 

the republic. When he discovered that his sons were conspiring to bring 

back the Tarquins, this father of democracy condemned his own children. 

Brutus rejected the popular sentiment for pardon. Livy reports that 

Brutus was broken by grief and found death soon after, fighting for 

Rome. 
g 

Livy also recounts the example of Titus Manlius Torquatus, who 

distinguished himself by saving his father from prosecution and sen¬ 

tencing his son to death. During his third consulship, Torquatus con¬ 

fronted the Latins before Vesuvius. His son attacked early, was partly 

responsible for the victory that established Roman supremacy over the 

Latins. But the son violated a consular prohibition against premature 

engagement of the enemy, and his father arranged his public execution. 

Patresfamiliarurn had more practical means of enforcing their wills. 

There was the ancient and largely discarded practice of exposure, and 

the more civilized version of same, emancipatio, or disinheritance. As 

5Livy I. 56 - II. 6. 

6Ibid. VIII. 7. 
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indicated above, children required parental consent to marry. Early 

Roman law provided, theoretically, that fathers could sell their sons 

g 
trans Tiberim, into slavery. Later, laws of noxal liability were 

drawn up. If a father did not wish to make good on damages incurred by 

his property, he could transfer that property to the injured party: 

9 
this applied equally to sons, slaves and livestock. If my son offend 

thee, the law said, pluck him out. 

Of the treatment of slaves little need be said. They fell under 

the patria potestas of the dominus. PlautusT contemporary Cato Maior 

is alleged^ to have whipped slaves for preparing a bad dinner. In many 

matters Romans looked on Cato’s mos as the example to follow.^ 

Therefore, the Roman familia resembles Lear’s court in its compo¬ 

nents and organization. Power descends from the eldest males, Lear and 

Gloucester, to their children, retainers and servants. Lear determines 

his daughters’ dowries, which allows him to influence their matches; 

Gloucester controls Edmund’s career and travels. When a child or atten¬ 

dant misbehaves, he is cast out of the family, as Cordelia and Kent are. 

Plots against the father become crimes against the state, as in Edgar’s 

Cf. Egeus: I beg the ancient privilege of Athens: 
As she is mine, I may dispose of her 

A Midsummer Night’s Dream I, i. 41-42. both Shakespeare and Plautus treat 
a Greek custom in their plays, but the practice was Roman as well. Further, 
both playwrights used a distant setting to comment on contemporary life. 

g 
From noxa, injury, damage; thus competere noxale, to seek damages. 

9 
Whether or not this option was exercised, the equivalence of the 

three groups is instructive. The mechanism for transferring the son 
existed in emancipatio. 

^Plutarch Cato Maior 25. 

"^The numerous Plautine scenes in which slaves discuss their tor¬ 
ture would seem to bear this out. They are quite casual, as though 
there were nothing remarkable in their treatment. 
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case, However, the father’s lot is not an easy one: he has too much 

governing to do. 

Beyond his duties of administering a household, paterfamilias had 

12 
heavy responsibilities as patronus, or ur-godfather. The role con¬ 

tained elements of feudal lord and ward heeler. Originally, the patro¬ 

nus was a patrician protecting those without Roman citizenship, his 

13 
clientes. The relation became hereditary on both sides. The client 

entered his patron’s familia, received a parcel of land, protection from 

violence, representation at law, and burial after death. In return, the 

client accompanied his patron abroad and on military service, contribu¬ 

ted to dowries, ransoms and fines. Neither party could bring an action, 

bear witness, or appear as an advocate against the other. The duty owed 

a client was more binding than that owed to blood relations, and any 

violation constituted a capital offense. 

After the Roman army had divided and conquered, the Roman senate 

united and ruled. Many defeated peoples entered the Roman hegemony thus, 

and all had to be protected legally. This task usually fell to the 

victorious general, who then became patron of a whole nation. Other 

groups that wished to deal with Rome required similar representation and 

also sought patrician or equestrian class patronage. 

His business with clientes and business for profit were supposed to 

occupy the Roman’s day. This should not be taken to mean that a game of 

tessarae (dice) might not be found in the shadows of the forum; but 

gambling was recognized as the national vice, and the patronus inclined 

Hence the modern Italian padrone, grandfather. 

13 
From cluere, hear. Plautine patroni, grandfather, 

gotten this derivation. 
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to bet during dies fasti (working days) might find himself passing the 

hat among his clientes to handle the massive penalty for being caught. 

Sensible Romans scorned the practice, even when legal. "Is it not a 

14 
simple form of madness," luvenal asks, "to lose 100,000 sesterces and 

not have a shirt for a shivering slave?" The slave is shivering because 

his master is gambling during the Saturnalia, which fell in late Decem¬ 

ber. According to Martial^ this festival was the only time gambling 

was allowed. Betting on the outcome of chess matches and physical com¬ 

petitions was exempt from the bans. Is there any wonder at the popular¬ 

ity of chariot races in later Rome? Plautus explored the pater’s attempt 

to escape the Roman work ethic. 

Like a Plautine senex, Lear wants a vacation because he has not 

only his own business affairs to care for, but the whole kingdom’s. 

Lear has a whole country of clientes demanding attention. 

But Rome was not built by indus tria alone. According to Livy, it 

was pittas that inspired the Roman to his duty. Pietas, a virtue with 

religious and civil implications, explains how the Latin words for 

father, patron and homeland derived from the same root: to the Roman, 

they were all sacred institutions. The family was the state in minia¬ 

ture, and each member had his proper work to do in both. Sometimes 

this devotion required great sacrifices, which became the heroic legends 

of Rome. The highest expression of pietas was sponsored by that great 

improver, Caesar Augustus. He commissioned Virgil to write about the 

14 
luvenal Saturae I. 92-93. While luvenal and his friend Martial 

are first century A.D. writers, their comments very likely reflect the 
sentiments of the generation of Cato, Sr., just as Livy’s (59 B.C. - 
17 A.D.) do. 

^Martial Epigrammaton IV, xiv, 6-12. 
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greatness of Rome and the Aeneid was the result. 

In choosing plus Aeneas as his subject, Virgil connected two impor¬ 

tant aspects of pietas. Since Aeneas is a linear descendant of a god¬ 

dess, he can be a good son and acutely religious observant at the same 

time. And since he is the progenitor of the lulian gens by direct 

decent as well, he becomes quite legitimately pater Aeneas. 

The sacrifices demanded of him are often great, but Aeneas always 

makes them. Late in Book II, father Anchises tells his son to flee 

Troy while he may, and abandon the old man. Aeneas is aghast: 

’mene effere pedem, genitor, te posse relicto ^ 
sperasti tantumque nefas patrio excidit ore?1 (657-58) 

'0 father, did you think I could make off and leave 
you? And have such improper thoughts issued from a 
father’s mouth before?’ 

Note that it is Aeneas who reminds Anchises of his proper role. 

Aeneas becomes father of the nation after Priam’s death. Jupiter gives 

a definitive rumbling of thunder, and the old man is at once obedient 

to the sign.^ So Aeneas loads his father on his back. Blood smeared 

as he is, the hero considers himself unworthy to carry the household 

deities, charges his father to handle them. While Troy burned, Aeneas 

turned his attention to proprieties. In both cases, he has nefas, 

sacrilege, on the mind, even as the ten-year war concluded with the 

razing of his city. Priam’s slaughter is nefas because of the man’s 

16 
^Unless otherwise noted, all Latin translations in this thesis 

are the author’s. 

*^In this he resembles a Shakespearean parent, also in despair, 
being led to safety by a dutiful son: 

Gloucester: . . henceforth I’ll bear 
Affliction till it do cry out itself 
"Enough, enough,” and die. 

King Lear IV, vi, 75-77. 
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venerable age* 

Father and ancestral gods riding on his back, Aeneas takes son 

Ascanius by the hand and sets out, the very image of properly ordered 

family relationships. His sword hand is free (1. 732); wife Creusa 

follows "behind." In the poem her name is omitted, simply "pone subit 

coniunx" (1. 725). In the confusion, with no hand to hold, Creusa is 

lost twelve lines later. 

Aeneas almost forgets himself and his mission in DidoTs Carthage. 

Jupiter communicates his displeasure through Mercury, however, and 

Aeneas is at once ready to leave fair Dido. To Didofs recriminations 

Aeneas can say nothing. But Stanley Fish has shown that Aeneas is far 

18 
from heartless. He cites a passage in which Aeneas honors the higher 

obligation: 

At pius Aeneas, quamquam lenire dolentem 
solando cupit et dictis auertere curas, 
multa gemens magnoque animum labefactus amore, 
iussa tamen diuum exsequitur, classemque revisit (IV, 393-96) 

But devoted Aeneas, although he wished to assuage 
her sorrows and turn aside her grief with his words, 
sighing much, his soul shaken by his mighty love, 
nonetheless executed the divine command and returned to 
the fleet. 

As Jupiter remarked earlier, even if Aeneas had no interest in em¬ 

pires for himself, it would be criminal to deprive his son of imperium. 

"Devoted Aeneas . . . followed the divine commands and returned to the 

fleet." In Plautus1 time, Romans consolidated their control of the 

Mediterranean by destroying Carthage in the Punic Wars. They too had a 

manifest destiny to follow. Thus pius Aeneas: but two hundred years 

before Virgilfs imagination gave birth to the father of his country, 

18 
Surprised By Sin, Stanley Eugene Fish. (New York: St. Martin’s 

Press) 1967, p. 48. 
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Plautus had placed all those virtues on their heads. 



CHAPTER II 

TOWARDS A PLAUTINE CONNECTION 

Nunc est bibendum. 
— Horace Odes 
I, xxxvii, 1 

ITd rather have my country die for me. 
— Grace Slick After Bathing at BaxterTs 

Roman calendars never mixed business with pleasure. There were 

dies fasti, working days - too many, Plautine senes complain - and dies 

festi, festival days. During the festivals they could gamble legiti¬ 

mately, and at least four times a year, produce plays.^ However, if a 

holiday was required to present a play, a special license was required 

for PlautusT social inversions. Nothing sacred was safe, no term was 

left unstoned. The playwright mocked and defiled every important Roman 

2 
institution. Fortunately, there existed a convention which permitted 

the playwright to place his action outside law-abiding Rome, in licen¬ 

tious Athens. 

The first Roman comedy was modeled after Greek New Comedy. Since 

it adopted themes, characters, costumes and stage settings it was called 

fabula palliata, after the pallia, cloaks that Greeks wore. From the 

curtain rising, then, characters of a Plautine drama were not Romanos 

rerum dominos, gentimque togatam, Romans, lords of the earth, the people 

^"George E. Duckworth, The Nature of Roman Comedy (Princeton, N.J.: 
Princeton University Press, 1952), pp. 76-77. 

2 
The censorial temper of Plautus time resembles that of Shakespeare s 

England. Naeuius, whose experiments with palliata resemble Plautus1, 
was imprisoned c. 206, and later exiled for his writings. Nashe and 
Jonson were imprisoned for their Isle of Dogs, 1597. 
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who wear togas, but Greeks, natio comoeda, a race peculiarly suited 

for comedy. Imitation of Greek comedy was a practice that later re¬ 

ceived the blessing of Horace: "uos exemplaria Graeca/noctuma uersate 

manu, uersate diuma," turn your hand to the example of the Greeks, 

night and day."* 

When Horace praises the dramatic innovators who forsook Greek 

models to celebrate domestic situations,^ he is criticising later 

palliata writers who worked too closely to the originals. In the time 

after Terancefs death, Plautus revivals were quite popular, while the 

plays of the last palliata writer, Turpilius, were not. Duckworth 

suggests that the problem lies in the fact that the latter*s fragments 

"sound like close translations from the Greek. 

Horace could easily detect the difference between a lively 

Plautine adaptation and an uninspired translation, but Plautus innocent¬ 

ly protests: 

Philemo scripsit: Plautus uortit barbare. (Trinummus 19) 

Philemon wrote the play: Plautus turned out the barbarian 
version. 

^Vergil Aeneidos I, 822. 

(\ 
Iuvenal Saturae III, 100. 

^Horace Ars Poetica 268-69. 

^Ibid., 286-88. 

^Duckworth, Roman Comedy, p. 68. Horace had the Greek originals before 
him, a great advantage. Plautus and Terence might have been spared 
considerable abuse as "contaminators" if those originals had survived. Still, 
the tide is shifting toward acceptance of Roman writers as masters in their 
own right: see Fletcher Knapp, Classical Weekly 19 (1925-26), p. 197; Chas. 
Sedgwick, Classical Quarterly 24 (1930), p. 104; and Erich Segal, Roman 
Laughter: the Comedy of Plautus (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1968), 
pp. 6-7. On the other side of the critical debate are the weighty tomes of 
Leon, Fraenkel and Jachmann, who assay every passage of Latin for a Greek 
model. 
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Deiphilus 

hanc graece sripsit, post id rursum denuo 
latine Plautus cum latranti nomine. (Casina 32-34) 

Diphilus wrote this play in Greek, after which 
Plautus, he of the barking name [refers to plauti, 
dogs with flapping ears] wrote this Latin version. 

Often Plautus will remind his audience that the action takes place 

in Athens, and is derived from a Greek original. He interrupts the pro¬ 

logue of the Menaechmi to pull the pallium over the censorfs eyes: 

Atque hoc poetae faciunt in comoediis: 
omnis res gestas esse Athenis autumant 
quo illud uobis graecum videatur magis. (7-9) 

This is the poets1 practice in comedies: 
they say everything is conducted at Athens, 
in which manner the story will seem more 
Greek to you. 

This excuses many wonders: 

Atque id ne uos miremini, homini seruolos 
potare, amare atque ad cenam condicere. 
licet haec Atheis nobis. (Stichus 446-48) 

Don't marvel that we lowly slaves can drink, 
make love and ask friends to dinner. At 
Athens this sort of thing is permitted. 

And to those in the audience who cannot credit that slaves propose 

and are wed: 

"... quod fit nusquam gentium.” 
At ego aid id fieri in Graecia et Carthagini 
• • • • 

maioreque opere ibi seruiles nuptiae 
quam liberales etiam curari soient. (Casina 70-74) 

"nowhere among men would such a 
thing happen." But I say that it does happen 
in Greece and at Carthage . . . and it is the 
custom to make a bigger production of slaves1 

weddings than those of freedmen. 

After all his protestations to the contrary, Plautus calmly venti¬ 

lates the fiction: 
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Ego nusquam dicam nisi ubi factum dicitur. 
atque adeo hoc argumentum graecissat, tamen 
non atticissat, uerum sicilicissitat. (Menaechmi 10-12) 

I shall say the scene is nowhere, except where 
it is said to have been. And although this 
argument is done in the Greek style, it is not 
Attic, but rather Sicilian, in point of fact. 

Plautus invokes the Greekness convention because it makes his Roman 

comedy more palatable. His play becomes a holiday for the citizen, an 

g 
opportunity, in Juvenal’s phrase, "togam effugere.11 Martial equates a 

9 
carefree existence with the "untoga-ed life"; and Seneca describes the 

Saturnalia as hilarius cenandum et exuendam togam, merrier dining and 

throwing off the toga. The toga was the Roman’s business suit cum 

strait jacket. Offered a change of clothes into the Greek pallium, he 

is ready for what has become known as a Roman holiday. Like Olympio in 

Casina, he wants "none of your flat Roman fare"^ but some of the exotic 

Greek delicacies Ballio’s cook promises in Pseudolus.^ 

A common criticism of Plautus is that he serves up the same meal 

too often. In his examination of the charge, Roland G. Kent produces 

the typical plot from which individual Plautine stories are supposed to 

12 
vary only slightly. This stock plot has a youth of good family 

enamoured of a slave girl or courtesan while his father is away. He 

g 
Iuvenal Saturae XI, 204. 

9 
Martial Epigrammaton 12. 18; Seneca Epistulae 18. 2. Cited by Segal, 

Roman Laughter, p. 188. As in that other straitened society, Lear’s, 
a change of costume means a complete change of identity, role. 

^Paul Nixon’s translation of nil moror barbarico bliteo in 
the Loeb Classical Library (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1938) 
Plautus v. 2, p. 81. 

■^Lines 880ff. 

12 
"Variety and Monotony in Plautine Plots," Philological Quarterly 

II, no. 3, pp. 164-72 and II, no. 4, p. 315. 
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wants to purchase the girl from her owner for his mistress. A rascally 

slave aids him, while the father opposes the action and a rival appears. 

The young man always get his girl, and she usually turns out to be free 

born and wrongly enslaved. If the stories were really that simple, 

nothing could alleviate the boredom of palliata drama. 

Kent methodically demonstrates that few of the plays have enough of 

the common elements to be considered overly similar. While his argument 

is well taken, it must have been the element of predictability in Plautus 

13 
that drew audiences. In eight of his twenty plays, Plautus presents 

situations where it does not matter so much what the adules cens wants 

that his senex forbids, as how the seruus callidus will trick everyone. 

In the same article, Kent defends Plautine dramas from another 

common charge, that they present idecent language and situations by 

asserting, "Fairly rough and unrestrained they may be, but they repre¬ 

sent at least the best morality of their time." In the sense that he 

means it, Kent is right: young men are justified in keeping mistresses 

only so long as they stay unmarried; lust and villainy, in the forms of 

14 
senex amator, leno and miles are punished. Mercator ends with a 

decree against old men lusting after young girls and Miles closes with a 

warning against adultery. As far as these simple justices go, Plautus 

instructs his audience while he delights. However, all the excuses about 

the Athenian setting permit the performance of actions which would be 

scandalous at Rome. 

Duckworth, Roman Comedy, lists Miles, Persa, Pseudolus, Mostel- 
laria, Bacchides, As inaria, Casina and Mercator as plays of "trickery 
only." Epidicus can be added as a play that exists almost entirely 
for its guileful plot. 

14 
Senex amator, dirty old man; leno, between pimp and slave owner. 
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While it might be difficult to define the rhetoric of Plautine 

drama as forthrightly subversive, it contains elements which would be 

treasonous if urged as models for the audience to enact in real life. 

The sacred relations within the familia are mocked, often with deli¬ 

berate and self-conscious knowledge, Duty simply gets in the way of 

pleasure, and in a contest between the two, pleasure hasn't any competi¬ 

tion. 

Worst of all must be the pietas jokes, since pietas appears in the 

literature to be the single most important influence on the good Roman 

citizen. Pietas forms his attitudes towards his duties; without it the 

patriarchal structure of the society is insecure. Callidorus, the 

adulescens of Pseudolus who fits most of KentTs specifications for model 

youth, describes himself as "in agony, in love, and insolvent."^ He 

appeals for the help of his father1 s slave. The slave, who knows his 

master opposes immoderate living and wenching in particular, enlists in 

the cause instantly. After Callidorus* forlorn appeal, Pseudolus re¬ 

marks calmly : 

Dabo. mblestus nunciam ne sis mihi. 
atque hoc, ne dictum tibi neges, dico prius: 
si neninem alium potero, tuom tangam patrem. (117-20) 

1*11 give you the money. Now quit pestering me. 
But I say this first, so you wonft deny I told 
you: if it turns out that I canft put the touch 
on anyone else, it'll be your old man. 

After the slave's cool confidence, the youth responds with a kind 

of encouragement that completely inverts normal filial loyalty: 

pietatis causa - uel etiam matrem quoque. (122) 

Do the right thing - put it to mother as well. 

"^Nixon's rendering of Amatur atque egetur acriter, Pseudolus 273. 
In the Loeb Plautus, v. 3, p. 57. 
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Invoking pietatis causa is far more serious than calling on apple 

pie and motherhood; of course Americans endorse those two institutions, 

but they represent home life only by humorous metonymy. As the cita¬ 

tions concerning pius Aeneas in Chapter I show, the proper behavior 

to men and gods could be expressed in one word, which does not seem to 

be used casually. 

And Callidorus is far from being an aberrant form of Plautine 

adules cens. Quite the contrary, he is much like that former glass of 

16 
fashion and mold of form, Philolaches in Mostellaria. 

Siquidem hercle uendundust pater, uenibit multo potius, 
quam te me uiuo umquam sinam egere aut mendicare (229-30) 

By Hercules, if it comes to that, rather my father should 
be sold than I should allow you to hunger or beg while I’m 
alive. 

It is an explicit inversion of pietas » in which the youth takes upon him¬ 

self one of the direst prerogatives of the paterfamilias » the right to 

sell members of the household into slavery. That a father should be 

sold is bad enough; but that his price go toward sustenance of a courtesan 

is a hyperbolic exaggeration that must have earned a laugh. 

The man whose arrival ends the party cannot expect to be popular: 

and in Plautus, the task often falls to the senex. To his fellow re¬ 

veler Callidimates, Theopropidesf return is a nuisance: 

. • . Tuos uenit pater? 
iube abire rursum. quid illi reditio etiam hue fuit? 

. . . Your father’s come? 
Order him to go back. What’s he up to with this 
return of his? 

But Philolaches recognizes the consequences: 

As faithful Grumio describes him just before his entrance in a 
crying drunk, Philocrates excelled all others in Attica in his reputa¬ 
tion for thrift and clean living, 1. 30-31. 
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ualet ille quidem, atque ego disperii. (375) 

Hefs just fine, and Ifm a dead duck. 

In this mood, sick from love and the difficulty of financing same, 

the Plautine adulescens dreams up the ultimate perversion of pietas: 

Utinam nunc meus emortuous pater adme nuntietur, 
ut ego exheredem meis bonis me faciam atque haec sit heres. 

(233-34) 
Would that my father’s death were announced to me right now, 
so I could disinherit myself of all worldly goods and make 
her my beneficiary. 

A good Roman son, such as Aeneas, hopes his father will end in Elysium - 

but in his own good time. The murder of a father, even in wishful think¬ 

ing, is reminiscent of the slaughter of Priam, an act of exceptional bar¬ 

barity by virtue of the king’s age. Note also that Philolaches remains 

a somewhat disinterested party in this flight of fantasy, for while he 

is egens, he wishes to remain that way. It is hardly an attitude suited 

to a nation then engaged in full-scale war to determine trading supremacy 

in the Mediterranean.^ Nor is it the profit-minded spirit Horace finds 

18 
in the Forum, uirtus post nummos, letting virtue come after value. 

Parricide is an idea whose time has come in Mbstellaria. After 

Philolaches thinks it, his friend Callidimates picks it up: 

Ain tu, pater? 
Cedo soleas mihi, ut arma capiam. iam pol ego occidam patrem. 

(383-84) 
Your father, you say? Gimme my slippers, as I take up arms. 
By Pollux, I’ll kill your old man right now. 

Of course, Philolaches is a love-stricken boy and Callidimates too drunk 

to stand; the play is more akin to Midsummer than to Titus Andronicus. 

The final step in this line of thought is for the slave to wish his 

■^The second, and decisive, Punic War lasted 218-201. Mostellaria 
was produced around 200. 

18 
Horace Epistulae I. 1. 53-56. 
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master dead. So Tranio does: 

Theopropides: credo exspectatus ueniam familiaribus. 
Tranio: Nimio edepol ille potuit exspectatior 

uenire, qui te nuntiaret mortuom. (441-43) 

Theopropides: I expect to be very welcome when I return 
to my household. 

Tranio: By Pollux, he would be more welcome by far who 
could come to announce you dead. 

In another aside to the audience, Tranio puts the same pungent twist to 

his masters words: 

Theopropides: Hercules, te inuoco. 
Tranio: Et ego - tibi hodie ut det, senex, magnum malum. 

(528-29) 

Theopropide: 0 hercules, I call on youl 
Tranio: And I, too - that he give you a bad time of it 

today, old man. y 

Mostellaria is not the only play to take apart the patriarchal 

organization of Roman Society. Calidorus, the adulescens of Pseudolus, 

muses : 

Egon patri surrupere possim quicquam . . . 
. . . pietas prohibet (290-291) 

Could I steal anything away from my father? 
. . . filial obligation forbids it. 

At that point Calidorus and Pseudolus have already conspired against the 

father’s property. His objection operates on two levels: he adroitly 

outwits leno Ballio and also comments on pietatis causa to the audience. 

By way of contrast, Terence’s adulescens says no more than: 
Quod cum salute ius fiat, ita se defetigat uelim 
ut tridus hoc perpetus prorsum e lecto nequeat surgere 

(Adelphoe 519-20) 
So long as he stayed healthy, would that he so tire as to 
lie stretched out three days straight, unable to rise from 
his cot. 

Donatus quotes Nauius, ad Ter. Adelph. 4. 15: 
deos quaesi ut admant et patrem et matrem meos. 

I pray that the gods carry away both my mother and father. 

This is more Plautine, but Nauius exists only in fragments. 
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Strabax of Truculentus plans a redistribution of wealth. His misplaced 

affections are no less scandalous: 

eradicarest certum cumprimis patrem, 
post id locorum matrem. nunc hoc deferam 
argentum ad hanc, quam mage amo quam matrem meam. (660-62) 

I'm sure the first thing is to totally wipe out father, 
after which Ifll wipe out mother. Then I* 11 bring the 
loot to that woman, whom I love far more than mother. 

It does not require special orientation into Roman family life to recog¬ 

nize this effort on behalf of a courtesan as a serious deviation from 

common behavior. He squanders the familyfs money, which is in itself 

unthinkable, but squanders it on someone far beneath his social class. 

In Bacchides Mnesilochus plays out a combination of the pietatis causa 

and theft jokes: 

nam iam domum ibo atque - aliquid surrupiam patri. 
id isti dabo . . . 
adeo ego illam cogam usque ut mendicet - meus pater. (506-08) 

Right now I'll go home and steal something from father. 
I111 give it to her . . . 
Ifll drive her until she begs - me, sugar daddy. 

It does not require a Viennese witchdoctor to sense that patricide 

is the most forbidden act in a patriarchal society; nor that jokes find 

20 
their subject in matters most sensitively protected by their audience. 

The special penalty for father killing was to be sewn into a leather 

sack along with a dog, cock, viper and ape; and the sack was thrown into 

the river. After family respect, property, and parricide have been paro- 

21 
died, parricide and its punishment are inverted risus causa. 

However, one may be found in The Standard Edition of the Complete 
Psychological Works of Sigmund Freud, ed. James Trachey (London: The 
Hogarth Press, 1966). Parricide is discussed in v. XIII, p. 159 and 
humor from anxiety in v. VIII, pp. 108-09. 

21 
The parricidum poena is given in Cicero Roscius Amerinus 70 

and luvenal Saturae viii, 214. 
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Epidicus: . . . ego tuom patrem faciam parenticidam. 
Stratippocles: Quid istuc est uerbi? 
Epidicus: Nil moror uetera et uolgata uerba. 

peratum ductarent; ego follitum ductitabo. 
(Epidicus: 349-51) 

Epidicus: I shall make your father a parenticide, 
Stratippocles: What kind of word is that? 
Epidicus: I don't care about old and hackneyed words. 

They would lead him away in the sack: I shall 
take him in the money bag. 

And Epidicus hands over to Stratippocles the purse given him by 

Periphanes. When the old man discovers that he has personally paid for 

his son's new lover, the joke runs, he will die - and thus be guilty of 

his own murder. It is a roundabout route to the punchline (and thus re¬ 

semble many Plautine story lines) but Plautus clearly thought it was 

worth the effort. He milks it for every laugh he can. To the unwitting 

Periphanes, Epidicus says : 

per hanc curam quieto tibi licet esse - hoc quidem iam periit. 
ne quid tibi hanc hinc in spem referas, oppido hoc pollinctum 

est. (338-39) 
You may rest easy about this - it's dead already. Don't 
hold out any hopes about this one, it's neatly laid out 
for burial. 

The old man's money bag is compared to his life itself, taken by the 

slave. 

Then Epidicus adds proudly 

crede modo mihi. sic ego ago, sic egerunt nostri. (340) 

Rely on me. This is the way I work, and so do all my kind. 

The line operates on two levels. Periphanes takes it as a vain assertion 

of the slave's family pride, while the audience assumes it is a neat gloss 

for the scene: Epidicus is a slave, he steals, so do all slaves. For 

once, the senex may know more than the audience. 

It is hard to say just why the slave goes to all the effort of duping 

one master on behalf of another. Epidicus* assurance that he doesn't 
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care about a whipping, so long as he serves the young master well (348) 

raises more questions than it answers. Why doesnft he serve the old 

master? Aiding the youth may pay off someday, but aggravates his pre¬ 

sent master greatly. Besides, it teaches the younger man that he can¬ 

not be relied upon. The conclusion of the second Argument to Pseudolus 

is no better: 

scorto Calidorus potitur, uino Pseudolus. 

Calidorus gets his drab, Pseudolus gets drunk. 

Plautine slaves are threatened with all sorts of punishment for 

their deceit. The mildest are whippings and beatings; there are killing 

labors on the farm, in the quarries and the mills; some are promised 

crucifixion. Pseudolus demonstrates more sense than is needed to know 

that no earthly wine is worth the risk. And the fact that slaves arenft 

punished during the plays is no reason to assume that slaves are always 

immune: they talk about their tortures constantly. Nor is revenge a 

credible motive. 

Pseudolus: . . . uolui inicere tragulam in nostram senem. (407) 

Pseudolus: ... I wished to put the sting to our old man. 

For revenge in itself to be satisfying, Pseudolus would have to be far 

more bitter and hardened than he appears in the play. To the contrary, 

Pseudolus is literally the life of the party. Nostram senem might be 

taken as some feeling of shared oppression, but it clearly falls with 

uneven force: Calidorus gets the girl, Pseudolus gets drunk. Serui cal- 

lidi are the shrewdest bargainers in Plautus, far shrewder than danistae, 

lenones and trapezitae, and they must find in these little games some¬ 

thing worth their risk. 

The answer lies in Pseudolus1 soliloquy excerpted above. 
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quoi neque paratast gutta certi consili 
neque exordiri primum unde occipas habes, 
neque ad detexundam telam certos terminos. 
sed quasi poeta, tabulas cum cepit sibi, 
quaerit quod nusquam gentium, reperit tamen, 
facit illud ueri simile, quod mendacium est, 
nunc ego poeta fiam . . . (397-404) 

Here I am, without the faintest trace of a plan, 
with neither the starting point my tangled web to 
weave, nor a sure-fire destination. But when 
a poet starts to work on his notebooks, he goes 
after that which is nowhere on this earth - and 
finds something which, although itfs a lie, he 
makes seem like truth. I shall now act the poet . . . 

And so Pseudolus forges in the smithy of his soul a twenty minae swindle. 

His description of the poetic process strongly resembles Theseus1 in 

Midsummer NightTs Dream: 

The poetfs eye in a fine frenzy rolling, 
Doth glance from heaven to earth, from earth to heaven; 
And as the imagination bodies forth 
The form of things unknown, the poet’s pen 
Turns them to shapes and gives to airy nothing 
A local habitation and a name. (V, i, 12-16) 

"Such trick hath strong imaginât ion," that a penniless slave can dupe 

his master out of his cash. In Plautus, it is the duping, not the cash, 

that appeals to slaves. The sheer joy of inventing schemes is recompense 

enough. 

As freely as he admits that he hasn’t a drachma to his name (87-88), 

Pseudolus openly discusses his poverty of ideas - at present: 

atque id futurum unde dicam nescio, 
nisi quia futurum est . . . (106-07) 

Whence it will come from, I don't know at present, 
only that it will turn up . . . 

To Pseudolus, poverty is a state of mind. Almost halfway through the 

play (565-67), he still hasn’t seized upon a plan and still hasn't relen¬ 

ted on his optimism. He finally announces that he has arrived at a 

solution, but when a better opportunity to trick leno and miles, as well 
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as win his bet with the senex, he drops it. While he is inventive in his 

own right, Pseudolus is no slave to predisposition, either. 

Other Plautine slaves compose their best schemes with their 

backs to the wall. According to legend, Plautus was consigned to hard 

labor after an unsuccessful business venture, and wrote his way out of 

the mills with Saturio. Epidicus1 situation is no different. He tells 

himself: 

Epidice: nisi quid tibi in tete auxili est, absumptus es. 
(82) 

Epidicus, unless you come up with something good, you’re 
done for. 

Yet he does put himself, as it were, between the dragon and his wrath: 

Stratippocles: Quid tu nunc? patierin ut ego me interinam? 
Epidicus: Ne feceris. 

ego istuc accedam potius atque audiciam. (148-49) 

Stratippocles: What will you do? Will you stand by while I 
ruin myself? 

Epidicus: Don’t do that. 
I’d sooner handle the danger - and the daring - 

myself. 

Tranio resolves on the same course in Mostellaria, to invent and to 

adapt - and not to yield (536ff). He goes to his master innocent of any 

notion of what Theopropides wants, nor any inkling how to handle him. 

His wit saves the day. 

Die Gedanken sin frei, thoughts are free, but what good is that to 

slaves? Some of them, like artists, see their trickery as a monument 

lasting into the distant future; but their bodies are still chained. 

Horace’s slave Davus exercises the right of free speech during the 

Saturnalia to mouth this worn argument: 
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quisnam igitur liber? sapiens sibi qui imperiosus ^ 
quern neque pauperies neque mors neque uincula terrent. 

Who, therefore, is a free man? That wise man who rules 
himself, for whom neither poverty nor death nor chains 
holds any terror. 

The mind’s its own place: it is a Stoic argument of questionable vali¬ 

dity. Is there nothing more for the seruus callidus than smugness about 

some neat tricks and a philosophical irrelevancy? 

Poeta: Hie is homo est qui libertatem malitia inuenit sua. 
plaudite . . . (Epidicus Epilogue) 

The Author: Here’s a man who found liberty through rascality. 
Applaud. 

The wily slave has all the pleasure of playing the hero in an 

adventure of his own composition; the sense of gratification is enormous. 

Epidicus comes off as a poor man’s Odysseus, who prospers by never being 

at a loss. Again, Plautus was well suited to tell the tale. Like 

Dostoevsky and Greene, Plautus once had to sing for his supper, and the 

story may have been especially dear to his heart. Epidicus closes with 

the formulaic appeal for approval, but in this case it may also be taken 

as cheerleading for the hero of the piece. 

If he cannot be his own man forever, a slave can be master for a 

while. A recurrent word choice in Mostellaria suggests that he may be 

the lord of misrule. It occurs twice in the Argument: 

Senem ut reuenit ludificatur Tranio (3) 

When the old man returns, he is made sport of by Tranio. 

Ludosque rursum fit senem (8) 

Again the old man becomes the butt. 

When the deception is revealed, words from the same root describe the action 

22 
Horace Saturae II. 7, 83-84. Cicero says as much in Paradoxa 

Stoicorum V. 
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ludificatus, 1041 and 1124; deludifatust, 1035; and ludificaverit, 1150. 

In each case, the image is that of sporting, playing the game of fooling. 

And Tranio is literally the master of the games, magister ludorum. He 

orders the free men to lock themselves in the house and maintain com¬ 

plete silence while he holds the stage like some hero defending the 

family. The lovers’ plot is a mere pretext for Tranio’s open season on 

the old man. He has his way with two "pillars of the senate": 

Tranio: Uiden pictum, ubi ludificat cornix una uolturious 
duos? 

Theopropides: Non edepol video. 

Tranio: At ego uideo. nam inter uolturious duos 
cornix astat, ea uolturios duo uicissim uellicat. 
quaeso hue ad me specta, cornicem ut conspicere 
possies. (832-34) 

Tranio: Do you see the picture in which a crow makes sport 
of two vultures? 

Theopropides: No, by Pollux, I don’t. 
Tranio: But I do. For the crow stands between the two 

vultures, and he pecks at the vultures one after 
another. I beseech you, sir, look in my direction, 
to see the crow. 

As with Epidicus, the necessary business of saving the young master and 

himself has become subsidiary to the pleasure of gulling (it is something 

to crow about) patresfamiliarum. 

Plautine slaves are always declaring open season on their masters, 

always turning the hierarchy upside down. Perhaps their insight into 

slavery is more acute than either their masters’ or the Stoics', because 

the slaves often refuse freedom and its discontent. It may not involve 

a profound psychological motivation so much as a preference for being 

king among revellers over a fellow among common laborers. In republican 

Rome aspiring to regnum was a forbidden ambition. And slaves achieve 

more than kingdom when they rule: they literally recreate their world, 

since their kind of success occurs nowhere else. 
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Agorastoclés : 
Milphio: 
Agorastocles: 
Milphio: 
Agorastocles: 
Milphio: 

Egone, si istue lepide ecfexis - 
ï modo. 

Ut non ego te hodie - 
Abi modo. 

Emit tam manu - 
I modo (428-30) 

Agorastocles: 
Milphio: 
Agorastocles: 
Milphio: 
Agorastocles: 
Milphio: 

If you bring this off to a happy end - 
Get going. 
I won’t fail today - 
Get the lead out! 
To set you free - 
Scat! 

Milphio ignores a chance to be free, but takes full advantage of 

the opportunity to be his master’s master. Nothing pleases a slave more 

than inverting the normal family structure. In Casina, Olympio has 

white-haired Lysidamus down on his knees: 

Lysidamus: 
Olympio: 
Lysidamus: 

Olympio: 

Seruos sum tuos. 
Optumest. 
Opsecro te, 

Olympisce mi, mi pater, mi patrone. 
Em, 

sapis sane. (738-39) 

Lysidamus: I’m your slave. 
Olympio: That’s very good to hear. 
Lysidamus: I beg you, dear Olympio, my father, my patron. 
Olympio: You talk sense. 

Pietatus causa does not have to be invoked specifically for this to be 

an outrageous - and hilarious - scene. The master of the house begs his 

slave in sacred terms. Olympio agrees to the plot, but tries to double- 

cross the old man later in the day. After all, if he is to play the 

master, Olympio ought to sneak the right of the first night. In the 

Rudens, Plesidippus murmurs the same endearments to his slave Trachaliox: 

mi liberté, mi patrone potius, immo mi pater. (1226) 

my freedman - or rather, my patron - that is, my very father. 

The situation is so well known that when Tyndarus wants Hegio to 

believe he’s the master and Philocrates the slave, he says: 



29 

... tu mihi erus nunc es, tu patronus, tu pater 
tibi commendo spes opesque meas. (Captiui 444-45) 

. . . now you are my master, patron and father. 
I give my hope and holdings into your hands. 

Hegio falls for it. If someone pleads to another in those slavish terms, 

he must be a master. 

Pyrogopolynices, the original braggart soldier of Roman drama, takes 

his marching orders from Artotrogus, his parasite. Offered his freedom 

for services rendered, Artotrogus replies: 

Abi cito atque orna te. (1195) 

Quickly, get your gear and get moving. 

Libanus and Leonida, the dynamic duo of slaves in As inaria, get the full 

treatment. They demand to be called patronus (652), have their knees 

rubbed (671), carried on their master1 s back (699-702) and ask to have 

statues erected in their honor and sacrifices performed (712-13). If the 

whole affair were not so ridiculous it would be totally profane. 

There is a middle course between reluctant manumission and deification- 

in-slavery: Pseudolus takes for himself the rights pertaining to a freed- 

man, and lives strictly according to them. At a time when hefs flat 

broke and Calidorus is prevented by the lex Plaetoria from having any 

credit until his twenty-fifth birthday, Pseudolus makes a binding con¬ 

tract : 

Roga me uiginti minas, 
ut me effecturum tibi quod promisi scias, 
roga, opsecro hercle, gestio promittere (114-16) 

Make direct request of me for twenty minae, so 
that you'll know I'll deliver what I've promised. 
Ask, I beg by Hercules. I'm twitching to promise. 

After he promises, Pseudolus warns the audience, senex Simo and leno 

Ballio not to trust him. Then he fulfills the agreement, subcontracting 
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another slave even more confident than himself with even less to gain 

from the exploit. He executed the terms of a contract with his hands 

tied behind him and can afford to invite his master on a drinking spree. 

Like Epidicus, his wit has set him free, 

Plautus1 most successful comic invention acts as a corrosive social 

catalyst. In the misrule of the slave, slavery isnft ignored; its in¬ 

verted. Seruus callidus reverses class lines, rising to patronus and 

pater while reducing masters to supplicants. Implicit in all the fun is 

a cogent commentary on Roman hierarchical organization: the only right 

to power and freedom a slave recognizes is intelligence. Birth, position 

and age mean no more to him than to the Goths who slaughtered graybeards 

by the score when they sacked Rome. The slave warns opponents to beware, 

then works his deception - and uae uictis. Fortunately, the Plautine 

slave enjoys the means more than the ends, and is something of a democrat 

at heart. It remained for Shakespeare to develop the possibilities of an 

ambitious slave set against gullible old men. 



CHAPTER III 

FESTIVAL WITHOUT END 

non semper Saturnalia erunt. 
— Seneca Apocolo- 
cyntosis 12. 15 

If your children ever find out how lame you really 
are, they111 murder you in your sleep. 

— Frank Zappa, December, 1965 

Oh, the cruelty of the joke and shameful weakness 
of the forces of good. 

—Anthony Burgess, Nothing Like The Sun 

It is the argument of this thesis that King Lear draws from a pre¬ 

viously unrecognized source and that the play may be reinterpreted from 

this new perspective. In support of these claims it will be necessary 

to analyze the contribution of the commonly cited sources, and to deter¬ 

mine what aspects of the play could not have come from them; to demon¬ 

strate that Shakespeare had access to another source which would supply 

some of the balance; and finally to demonstrate its validity by reading 

the play in the light of this evidence. 

By any accounting, King Lear is greater than the sum of its sources. 

The virtue of tracing its sources lies not in permitting guesses about 

Shakespeare at work, but rather in helping to understand the play. A 

close precedent to many of the characterizations and events may be found 

in Plautine drama. Even the tragic resolution may be considered an ex¬ 

tension of situations found in the comic Roman model. If Plautus can be 

taken as an influence, the tragic grandeur of King Lear is not diminished, 

but a different tone is added to it. The result is a richer, more com¬ 

plex play. 

31 
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1. King Leir and his ancestors 

The dramatic possibilities of the story had already been tried in 

the anonymous True Chronicle Historié of King Leir and his three daught¬ 

ers. Produced by the combined Queen1 s and Sussex’s men in April, 1594, 

it was registered in May of that year and again in May, 1605. Nowhere is 

Eliot’s remark about Shakespeare’s "immense superiority"^- over his con¬ 

temporaries more apt. Although the 2,600 line Leir contains most of the 

king and daughters plot, it is completely devoid of the power and thought 

2 
that inform every line of Lear. 

Out of grief at his wife’s death and moved by the desire for male 

rulers, Leir plans to abdicate in favor of his daughters* husbands. He 

seizes the "sudden stratagem" to divide his lands and entrap Cordelia, 

his youngest, into marriage before she wishes it. While Leir’s loyal 

counellor Perillus worries about the wisdom of the plan, the evil minis¬ 

ter Skalliger informs Gonorill and Ragan. Forewarned, the sisters promise 

to marry Leir’s choices, while Cordelia refuses to flatter and is cut out 

of the inheritance, although not banished. Gonorill is matched with 

Cornwall, Ragan with Cambria. Later, the Gallian king visits Brittayne to 

check reports of the daughters’ beauty. He meets and wins Cordelia. 

After the kingdom is divided, Leir is badly treated and sails to Gallia 

where he is reconciled with Cordelia. The Gallian king invades Brittayne 

to restore Leir, defeats the army of Cornwall and Cambria. Leir resumes 

the throne and the story ends with all loyalists alive and happy. 

From the old play, then, Shakespeare could derive the outline of 

^“In "Shakespeare and the Stoicism of Seneca," Selected Essays 
(London: Faber & Faber, 1968). 

2 
Tolstoy’s argument to the contrary. Tolstoy on Shakespeare 

(New York: Rhinehart, 1907), pp. 43-44. 
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a story about a king and his three daughters. Of all the sources the 

playwright is known to have used, it alone compresses the time scale to 

a manageable dimension. In all the others, Cordelia outlives her 

father, is imprisoned by her nephews and commits suicide. This epilogue 

would be irrelevant to a story about Lear. King Leir combines the battle 

to restore the king with the daughter's fight for freedom. 

Leir also has a faithful subject who follows his king. There exists 

just a hint of virtue's weakness in the wide world, and the necessity of 

obeying the unjust mighty. Like the officer in Lear who cannot eat oats 

(V, iii, 39-40) and therefore consents to murder Cordelia, the counsellor 

Skalliger recognizes morality as he compromises it. He despises Gonorill 

but 

... us the world doth this experience give, 
that he that cannot flatter, cannot live. (815-16) 

Certain features follow naturally from a decision to remove the 

happy ending. If Cordelia dies, Goneril and Regan cannot be allowed to 

live without seeming absurd; and Lear cannot return to the throne without 

3 
a sense of anticlimax. The echoes of Leir in Lear are well documented. 

Other changes derive simply from ShakespeareTs superior dramatic 

sense. For example, seven scenes are required in Leir before Gallia wins 

the disinherited Cordelia; that much is accomplished in one scene of 

Lear. The result is a brief glimpse of a world about to be destroyed, 

with a short show of the forces being set loose. 

Leir is a weak man, prone to weeping and despair, completely without 

the colossal passions, gestures and language of Lear. His will to live 

3 
Walter Greg, The Library xx, pp. 386-97. Kenneth Muir, in his 

introduction to the new Arden King Lear, ed. Muir, (Cambridge: Harvard 
University Press, 1959), xxxix, is not convinced that Shakespeare needed 
to consult the old play before writing his own. 
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4 
departs early (1. 820), but he is never in danger of losing his sanity. 

The fault may be typical of the playwrights imagination, since the other 

characters exhibit the same shallowness of emotion. Although Gonorill 

is more forthright in her villainy (she hires an assassin to murder her 

father; he relents) and Ragan more hypocritical than their counterparts 

in King Lear, the inevitable conflict of evil against itself never occurs. 

The older sisters are simply, dependably, evil. Cordelia, despite her 

pride and self-pity, is always kind and honest, Gallia is boyishly vir¬ 

tuous, Perillus consistently the steadfast retainer. The world of King 

Leir is a safe place: Leir is driven from his throne, but not into a 

storm; no one is pilloried and exposed overnight; and no sympathetic 

character suffers blinding or hanging. 

Beside the details of plot in which King Lear differs from the 

earlier play - omitting the sisters1 plot against Leir’s life, the trip 

to France, Leir's return to the throne, and the happy ending; and adding 

the Gloucester subplot, Lear's madness and the storm - two aspects are 

radically changed. These differences epitomize the vast difference bet¬ 

ween the plays. First, King Leir cannot be called a philosophical play. 

No questions about the order of the universe are raised, and there is no 

ambiguity concerning the religious tone of the story: King Leir is most 

assuredly a Christian play. Leir departs from its sources, all of which 

specify a pre-Christian setting.Cordelia prays her "Saviour” (1092) 

for Leir's favor. Perillus echoes the Church Litany while cowering 

before an assassin: 

4 
Geoffrey Bulloughfs text, Narrative and Dramatic Sources of 

Shakespeare (New York: Columbia University Press, 1973), VII. 

^Shakespeare never names a date for his play, but Fool does remark 
that he lives before Merlin, III, ii, 95. 
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Deliver us, good Lord, from such as he. (1506) 

And Leir answers: 

Let us submit as to the will of God: 
Things past all sence, let us not seeke to know: 
It is Godfs will, and therefore must be so. (1656-68) 

Clearly, King Lear concerns matters which are never in doubt in King 

Leir. 

The difference can also be detected in the treatment of sex in the 

two plays. Sex forms an important motif in Leir, always as the occasion 

for low humor. When the Gallian king journeys to Brittayne to inspect 

the local beauties, he brings along his friend, the priapic nobleman 

Mumford. The latter comes very close to being a humour, playing every 

conversation toward a lewd joke. He is intended as a buffoon in what 

amounts to an historical romance. The tendency toward simple sexual 

comedy affects other characters. When the two suitors discuss the divi¬ 

sion of LeirTs kingdom the reader is treated to this exchange: 

Cornwall: If I have one halfe, and you have the other 
Then betweene us we must needs have the whole. 

Cambria: The whole! how meane you that? Zlood, I hope 
We shall have two holes between us. (452-55) 

That the earlier playwright is inferior to Shakespeare needs no further 

proof. But another example shows how the very tenor of the plays is 

different. Immediately after he accepts a commission to murder Lier, the 

messenger turns to the audience. 

Messenger: Why, heres a wench that longs to have a 
stabbe. 

Wei, I could give it her, and ne1 re hurt her 
neither. (1227-28) 

Doubtless this lapse is due in part to poor craft; however, it also shows 

there is nothing too serious about King Leir. 

Of course there is talk about sex in King Lear as well. The first 
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scene includes a quibble about Edmund’s parentage. In this context, 

though, it serves to antagonize and humiliate the young man. Beyond that, 

there is something degrading about sex itself: that is the "fault" 

Gloucester refers to. Female organs of generation are positively infer¬ 

nal: 

But to the girdle do the Gods inherit, 
Beneath is all the fiend’s: there’s hell, there’s darkness 
There is the sulphurous pit - burning, scalding, 
Stench, consumption; fie, fie, fie’, pah, pah! (IV, vi, 

128-31) 

Lear does not howl much louder than that. Lear and Gloucester are both 

old enough to ignore sex’s attractions, speak against it from memory.^ 

The younger generation, however, holds the same sentiment. Edgar des¬ 

cribes the womb of Edmund’s mother as "The dark and vicious place." 

(V, iii, 172). 

Once Shakespeare had rejected the happy ending of Leir’s story, 

neither unquestioning reliance on Christian justice nor simple sexual 

puns belonged in the treatment, either. But none of the recognized 

sources suggest that Lear does not rule again and Cordelia after him. 

The catastrophe is entirely Shakespeare’s invention.^ 

Of the non-dramatic materials known to have been available to 

Shakespeare, the Historia Regum Britanniae (c. 1135) is the oldest and in 

several unique ways the most useful. The story, which appears in Book 

IV, ch. xi-xv, is more detailed and sensitive than Geoffrey of Monmouth’s 

usual treatments. Characterization of Lear and Cordelia is close to 

Shakespeare’s and the writing fairly dramatic. Cordelia’s declaration 

^Kent and Fool, also of that generation, make sexual references 
only to the extent blunt-spoken men might. 

^Muir argues, op. cit., xxxiv, that changing Cordelia’s suicide to 
a murder requires a tragic ending. In the histories, Cordelia’s suicide 
takes place years after Lear’s death, during a civil war. 
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of love and Learfs rages are especially vivid. They read like rough 

prose summaries of passages in I, i. Cordelia stresses the natural rela¬ 

tion between child and parent, making an equation between her father’s 

"worth" and her love of him. Lear in turn waxes angry and offers her no 

share in the kingdom. He does not, however, exile her. Aganippa, king 

of the Franks, marries Cordelia for her beauty alone. Lear is treated 

badly thereafter and leaves Britain with two companions. Slighted while 

crossing to Gallia, Lear’s nerve snaps and he becomes despondent. He must 

be nursed, rested and refurbished before meeting Cordelia. After his re¬ 

covery, the Gallian army restores him to the throne. In The Story of 

King Lear, Perrett notes two details in Shakespeare’s story probably 

g 
came from Geoffrey. The pretexts for reducing Lear’s entourage occur 

there, and nowhere else, and the unequal division of land favoring Cor¬ 

delia is found only in Geoffrey and Perceforest. 

The story differs from Shakespeare’s in the way all the non-dramatic 

sources do: Lear rules again and Cordelia kills herself (although by 

hanging this time). Without conventions of the theater to consider, 

Geoffrey has Lear leave the throne two years after the kingdom is divided. 

However, Lear does not abdicate: he is deposed by the dukes, as Cordelia 

is forced out by her nephews Margan and Cunedag. The Historia also in¬ 

cludes a foreign king and his army fighting on English soil, a detail 

which writers after 1580 would avoid. 

Although Geoffrey did not appear in English translation during 

Shakespeare’s time, he writes simple Latin, and was alluded to by many 

later writers. Among these the most surely to have been used is the 

g 
D. C. L. Perrett (London: Rutledge and Kegan Paul, 1904), pp. 280ff. 

Perrett’s research is exhaustive. Whatever Shakespeare’s rate of composition, 
he could not have found time and resource to consult all the material 
available, let alone other related documents Perrett cites. 
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second edition of Holinshed’s Historié of England» which appeared in 

1587. Largely a retelling of Geoffrey with less dramatic detail, it 

does name the dukes Cornwall and Albania, although Gonorilla is married 

to Cornwall and Regan to Albania. There are several lines which may be 

in echoed in Lear and a marginal note refers the reader to Geoffrey. 

Robert Fabyanfs New Chronicles (1516) may have contributed a detail. 

His Cordelia accuses her sisters of dissimulation: but such an insight 

requires no source. The Histories Anglica of Polydore Vergil (1534) has 

Cordelia allude to the love of her husband when she marries. In the same 

vein, the third, unnamed daughter of Leir in William Camden’s Remaines of 

a Greater Worke Concerning Britaine (1605) says she will love her husband 

9 
more than her father after she marries. 

In John Higgin’s account of the story in the 1574 edition of The 

Mirror for Magistrates, Lear retires with "threescore knightes and 

squires" at his service. Gonerell cuts their number in half after six 

months, and Shakespeare follows the subsequent reductions. Higgins, an 

author with whom Shakespeare was familiar, refers to the king of 

"Fraunce", vises the form "Albany" and matches the sisters to their 

Shakespearean husbands.*^ Cordelia, of course, kills herself. In this 

telling she is encouraged to the deed by despair. 

From the Fairie Queene (1596) II, x, 27-33, Shakespeare could draw 

Cordelia’s name in the form he uses it. Spencer also leaves his French 

Whether this would be too late to influence a play written during 
the winter of 1605-06 is debatable. Muir, op. cit., xxxii, dissents from 
consensus and places the composition in the preceding winter. In any 
case Camden is not indispensible. The play King Leir, which was also 
printed in 1605, could have been read in manuscript, acted in, or 
remembered from earlier performances. 

^Muir, o£. cit., xxxiv, cites several passages which may have been 
worked into Lear, but the evidence is not compelling. 
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king Aganippa at home while his army fights for Lear’s right in England. 

One non-literary source may have bearing on the play. In October, 

1603, the Kentish courier Brian Annesley, had three daughters: Grace, 

married to Sir John Wildgose; Christian, married to William, Baron Sandys, 

and Cordell, then unmarried. Grace attempted to relieve her father of his 

estate by having him declared insane. The eldest daughters plan was 

thwarted by the youngest. Cordell wrote Robert Cecil protesting that her 

father’s thirty years’ service as a Gentleman Pensioner to Elizabeth 

deserved better treatment. Further, she refused to allow Wildgose to in¬ 

ventory her father’s domestic property. To Cordell went most of the in¬ 

heritance on Annesley’s death in July, 1604. Grace and her husband dis¬ 

puted the will, lost. One of the executors was Sir William Harvey, third 

husband of the Dowager Countess of Southampton. Shakespeare might have 

heard the story from his patron Wriothesley, the Dowager’s son, or while 

attending court. In any case, Harvey married Cordell in 1607. 

Sidney’s Arcadia certainly provides the Gloucester subplot, and 

probably other powerful images. In II, 10, the old king of Paphlagonia, 

made suspicious by his bastard son, exiles his loyal, legitimate son. The 

bastard Plexirtus takes over in a palace coup, blinds his father and 

drives him out of doors. Legitimate Leonatus comes to his father’s 

assistance. He is not disguised. Leonatus refuses his father’s request 

to be led to a precipice. During a storm in which the outcast pair suffer 

greatly, they are observed from a rock shelter which very likely becomes 

the "hovel” of Act III. At this point, the cavalry of Plexirtus swoops 

down on the pair and the two princes who hear their story. They are res¬ 

cued by a foreign army. Plexirtus is eventually defeated, sacrifices his 

comrades and feigns humility. He is accepted back into the family. At 
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Leonatus’ crowning, the old manfs heart, "broken with unkindness and af¬ 

fliction, stretched so farre beyond his limits with this excesse of com¬ 

fort," bursts. 

The character of the king is similar to Gloucester’s, verbose and 

remorseful. To the extent that Edgar is simply a loyal son, Leonatus is 

a fair model. Plexirtus, however, lacks the romantic dimension of Edmund, 

and never repents his sins as Edmund does. 

It may be argued that the ruthless, tyrannical, scheming of evil 

seeking power, opposed by intellectually inferior but well-intentioned 

virtue appealed to Shakespeare."^ Initially he may have found in it sub¬ 

ject matter and tone for high tragedy. While it is true that the episode 

provides this prospect, it is unlikely that a well-read playwright with 

connections at court would need the example. Furthermore, the account of 

Plexirtus1 machinations is brief and lifeless. 

The story of Plangus, prince of Iberia in Arcadia II, 15, contains 

something of Edmund’s method of discrediting Edgar. Preceeding that tale 

is a debate about the merits of suicide and the justice of the gods. 

Plangus’ love, Erona, has been unjustly condemned to die. That innocence 

should not be proof against death is certainly a topic in King Lear, but 

hardly seems to require a specific source. On the other hand, Muir is 

able to show at least six parallels between Sidney’s language in that 

passage and lines in Lear. 

The balance of sources contributes details to the story and in¬ 

fluences the language of the play. It has been suggested that much of 

the madness in Act III owes it specifics to accounts of persons possessed 

^Fitzroy Pyle’s argument in MLR, October, 1948, pp. 449-55. Cited 
by Muir, op. cit., xxxix. 
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by spirits in Samuel Harsnett’s A Declaration of Egregious Popishe Im¬ 

postures (1603). There is also less firm evidence that other descriptions 

were transformed into different contexts. For example, the wording of 

LearTs disgust with female sexual organs mentioned above may draw from 

12 
Harsnettfs report of a woman possessed while menstruating. Bullough 

feels that the tract "contributes greatly to the play’s atmosphere of 

13 
trickery, deceit, and . . . wickedness inexplicable by reason." 

Authority for allusions to stars, classical gods and nature worship 

could come from William Harrison’s Historical Description of the Hand of 

Britaine, in volume I of Holinshed. Harrison details the composite 

religion of pre-Christian England. There are four overlapping levels of 

religious reference in Lear: to Graeco-Roman gods; to Nature as a 

divinity; to a just Providence; to a specifically Christian God. Harrison 

might permit Shakespeare to conceive a land where various theologies could 

be tried against each other. 

In the case of Harsnett, there is evidence that Shakespeare borrowed 

passages from Montaigne in Florio’s translation while he was being in¬ 

fluenced by the content of the work. Also, Shakespeare uses over 100 

words which he had not used before 1603, which are found in Florio’s 

14 
translation. 

Finally, the influence of Seneca should be considered. "His 

characters," Eliot writes,^ "all seem to speak with the same voice, and 

12 
Muir assembles these parallels in "Samuel Harsnett and King Lear," 

RES II, no. 5, Jan. 1951, pp. 11-21. 

13 
Bullough, Shakespeare Sources, p. 273. 

14 
G. C. Taylor, Shakespeare’s Debt to Montaigne, in Muir, op. cit., 

pp. 249-50. Muir cautions that every play contains words Shakespeare does 
not use elsewhere, and which he might have read or heard from other sources. 

^"Seneca in Elizabethan Translation," in Selected Essays, pp. 54,75. 
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at the top of it . • . without bombast, we should not have had King Lear,” 

It is true that, even if there was not considerable ranting in Lear, the 

Stoic playwright would be relevant. Hercules Furens shows the hero, af¬ 

flicted by madness, destroy his children, and his subsequent remorse. 

It is a powerful example of what disasters befall men who lose their 

reason. Hercules Oetaeus shows the hero bearing both tremendous physical 

pain and psychological torment. True to the Stoic ideal, Hercules with¬ 

stands the torture. He does not fear death, and steadfastly endures the 

purifying fire. King Lear treats these subjects. The play follows the 

consequences as Lear, furens, enraged, brings down his own house. Lear 

and Gloucester, who also rages, progress to a species of Stoic patience.^ 

Gloucester resolves to live with his pain: 

henceforth I111 bear 
Affliction till it do cry out itself 
"Enough, enough," and die. (IV, vi, 75-76) 

And Edgar repeats the lesson: 

Men must endure 
Their going hence, even as their coming hither: 
Ripeness is all. (V, iii, 9-11) 

2. Missing links 

When the sources are assembled, some elements receive more vivid 

treatments in King Lear. Some, however, are changed in ways that go far 

beyond anything suggested in the sources. It is as though another design 

were imposed atop the old Lear story. As an example of the first, there 

is no hint in any of the background material that the evil brother should 

engage in romantic pursuits with any women, let alone two at once. 

16 
It can be argued that a model exists in King Lear, where the king is 

". . . the myrrour of mild patience/Puts up all wrongs, and never gives 
reply," (755-56) but there is no counterpart to Learfs rage in the old play. 
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Nothing suggests that he should be well-formed and eloquent in a period 

when outward appearance was supposed to mirror the soul’s condition. 

That he be clever enough to scheme is necessary to the plot, but that his 

invention spill over into an extravagant humor could be gratuitous. If 

Edmund’s portrayal exists merely to demonstrate that evil often appears 

attractive, then much of his exuberance is wasted, 

By the same token Edgar is neither physically nor mentally his 

brother’s inferior, as the Arcadia model would have him. Edgar’s strength 

does not reside so much in the fact that he ultimately proves a better 

duelist than Edmund, as in his own fabrications. At various times in the 

play Edgar takes on a half dozen roles, and always plays them to perfec¬ 

tion. Like his brother, Edgar learned to manipulate people to his own 

ends. 

Lear’s sudden resolve to resign as king while retaining the trappings 

of rule is taken by critics as a sign of his poor judgment, which he 

compounds by leaving the power to his enemies. As far as the assess¬ 

ment goes, it is valid. Allowances for Lear’s abruptness are unnecessary 

but it is possible to read Lear’s abdication as the initiation of a 

ceremony in which all parties must fulfill roles and which necessitates 

a tragic conclusion. 

There are parts of King Lear, moreover, which do not seem to belong, 

even if the tragic ending is accepted as a revision made from the play¬ 

wright’s dramatic judgment rather than the necessities of the story. 

Lear is a cruel play, even for the Jacobean stage. Although the pre¬ 

cedent exists that Plexirtus blinded his father in the Arcadia, the re¬ 

moval of Gloucester’s eyes remains memorable in a period all too full of 

poisoned drinks, statues, mouthpieces, as well as stilletoes, bastinadoes, 
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trap doors, boiling cauldrons, and molten wax and lead. It is performed 

without special stage properties: the man’s face is stepped on, and his 

eyes ground out.^ 

Cordelia’s death and her appearance in Lear’s arms may be the 

cruelest scene in literature: certainly it has been argued as such. Lamb 

could not read the passage and Tate felt justified in reversing it, 

which Johnson approved. The scene is terrible to behold, almost over¬ 

wrought. It demands the most enormous sympathy that the audience can 

offer; that is the mark of Shakespeare’s accomplishment. It is possible 

to accept Cordelia’s death, however, as the fulfillment of the same cere¬ 

mony that Lear begins. 

Gloucester’s attempted suicide in IV, vi receives little comment 

from the critics. The Paphlagonian king begs to be led to a precipice, 

but son Leonatus refuses. The gesture in Lear is due in part, then, to 

the change in the character of the loyal son. Subtle Edgar tricks his 

father for his own good. Of the suicide itself the critics are silent 

18 
until G. Wilson Knight’s "King Lear and the Comedy of the Grotesque.” 

Knight states that the suicide is consistent with tendencies throughout 

the play, but does not demonstrate the pattern. Jan Kott makes the 

19 
suicide a test of the gods’ existence. If the gods exist, Gloucester’s 

fall will have some significance. It does not, therefore, the gods do 

not exist - and man does not matter, either. Neither of these perceptive 

In Edward Bond’s Lear (1970) a physician removes the eyes with a 
surgical tool: "Now the other side," he directs. Pure horror is mitigated 
by the cheap effect. 

18 
In The Wheel of Fire (London: Butler and Tanner, 1968). 

19 
"King Lear or Endgame," in Shakespeare Our Contemporary (Garden 

City: Anchor Books, 1966). 
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readers, however, will venture a definition of "grotesque," although 

both use the term freely. Knight does not show how the brutality 

Gloucester suffered from Cornwall is tied to the cliff scene, nor in¬ 

vestigate Edgar’s ability to continue his deception after witnessing 

Gloucester’s tumble. 

If these features of the greatest tragedy in English are to be 

explained without recourse to evoking Shakespeare’s transforming in¬ 

tellect, the characters and situations of the Roman comedian Plautus must 

be explored. First it must be clear that Shakespeare was familiar with 

these materials. 

3. "How Much Did He Know, and When Did He Know It?" 

Whether it is possible to credit John Aubrey in Wood’s Athenae 

Oxonienses that Shakespeare 

. ... understood Latine pretty well, for he had been in his 
younger yeares a schoolmaster in the countrey - from Mr. 
Beeston. 

It is safe to assert that he knew the literature, if not the language, of 

classical antiquity. The motto of the first acknowledged poem, Venus and 

Adonis, comes from Ovid’s Amo res, and its subject matter from the 

Metamorphoses. Shakespeare appears familiar with both the Latin and 

Golding’s translation. The Rape of Lucre ce is based on Ovid’s Fasti, of 

which there was no English translation at the time. Whether or not 

Shakespeare got the load of esoteric classical lore which fills The 

Pheonix and the Turtle from original sources is irrelevant to the argument 

20 
S. Schoenbaum, in Shakespeare’s Lives (New York: Oxford University 

Press, 1970), and J. A. K. Thompson, in Shakespeare and the Classics 
(London: Allen & Unwin, 1952) tactfully suggest that old Mr. Bees ton was 
remembering details to please his listeners. Biographers have suggested Love’s 
Labour’s Lost and The Merry Wives of Windsor draw from Shakespeare’s 
experience as a parish schoolmaster; in which case he knew very little. 



46 

at hand. These early poems show Shakespeare1s interest in the classics was 

as great as his contemporaries1, even if his learning was not necessarily 

as deep. 

With specific reference to Shakespeare1s knowledge of Plautus, 

Thompson warns against unwarranted assumptions. True, Comedy of Errors 

is based on two Plautine story lines, the Menaechmi and the Amphitruo, 

21 
but the English play contains not "one echo of the language of Plautus." 

Rather than working directly from the plays, Thompson hypothesizes that 

Shakespeare received a plot already made. E. K. Chambers feels that 

22 
Shakespeare probably did read Plautus in the original. In either 

case, the early Comedy is seen as the end of Plautus1 direct influence on 

23 
Shakespeare. Polonius remarks that "Seneca cannot be too heavy, nor 

Plautus too light," but it is a speech in the Senecan style that Hamlet 

tries to recollect. 

None of the above proves that Shakespeare could not have had a 

Plautine model in mind when he wrote King Lear. The literature of the 

time is full of allusions and quotations from the classics. Translations 

abounded: Northfs Plutarch, Golding’s Metamorphoses, Marlowe’s Elegies 

(i.e., Amores), and parts of Chapman’s Iliad were available at the time 

Thompson, Shakespeare and the Classics, p. 49. 

22 
In William Shakespeare (London: Cambridge University Press, 1964) 

I, p. 312. 

Falstaff is frequently said to have been derived from Plautus’ 
miles gloriosus. J. Dover Wilson argues emphatically that he is not: 

. . . he is a different kind of soldier altogether . . . 
whereas all the others, from the original in Plautus 
downwards, are all sham soldiers, who brag of their 
exploits beforehand and are exposed to open and apparent 
shame when their pretensions are put on trial by battle, 
Falstaff is ... up to all the tricks of the trade, which 
he has presumably learnt from previous campaigns, and very 
well knows how to turn to his advantage. 

The Fortunes of Falstaff (London: Methuen Press 1943) p. 83. 
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Shakespeare began writing plays, as well as two books of Herodotus; and 

Terence, Seneca and Virgil were also in English. More Latin writing 

appeared in English every year. In 1601, Hollandfs Natural History was 

published. Therefore, if Shakespeare did not know Plautus in Latin, he 

might have read him in English. Warner’s translation of the Menaechmi, 

registered 10 June 1594, was published in 1595, after the first showing 

of Comedy. Translations in manuscript probably circulated freely through 

the theater group. 

By the turn of the century, literate men were aware of Plautus. John 

Manningham, barrister of the Middle Temple, records a production of 

Twelfth Night in his diary entry for 2 February 1602. The play reminded 

24 
him of "the Comedy of Errores, or Menechmi in Plautus." 

Shakespeare could have received his Plautus from the company he 

kept. Ben Jonson was probably as free with his learning in conversation 

as he was in writing. Johnson’s plays are not only built on classics: 

they comment on them, e.g. Macilente in Every Man out of His Humour: 

I will not do as Plautus in his Amphytrio 

Also in the crowd of London playwrights were the University Wits, who 

graced their talk with erudtion. One topic must have been the problem 

of adapting much-admired classical drama into English. 

Evidence exists that Shakespeare used some Plautus in writing 

25 
Lear. In his search for echoes of Latin authors in the play, Thompson 

turns up three passages from Ovid, one from Holland’s Pliny. Muir, 

however, found a line Montaigne drew from Plautus. Gloucester’s famous 

F. E. Halliday, A Shakespeare Companion (Baltimore: Penguin Press, 
1964), p. 300. 

25 
Op. cit., p. 49. 
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As flies to wanton boys, are we to the Gods; 
They kill us for their sport, (IV, i. 36-37) 

26 
sums up a mood of despair in the play. Muir compares it to this line in 

Floriofs Montaigne: "The gods perdie doe reckon and racket us men as 

their tennis-balles." The full citation reads: 

Our Common-wealth is much crazed, and out of tune. Yet 
have divers others beene more dangerously sicke, and 
have not died. The gods play at handball with us, and 
tosse us up and down on all hands. Enim vero dij nos 
homines quasi pilas habent (Plaut. Capt. Prol.). The 
gods perdie . . . ^7 

In one phrase, with Plautus1 name attached to it, is much of the theme of 

King Lear. Plautus often expresses this sentiment of hopelessness, fre¬ 

quently in a sporting metaphor. Montaigne quotes line 22 of the prologue 

to the Captiui. Line 44ff. and 51ff. are similar. The Mercator contains 

Miris modis di ludos faciunt hominibus (225) 

The gods take their sport with men in strange ways! 

In the Rudens is this comment on the weakness of men against the elements 

Hui 
homunculi quanti estis! eiecti ut natant! (154-55) 

Alas, for you men are such frail things. Thrown overboard 
they must swim for it! 

It is time to see how Plautus influenced the writing of King Lear. 

4. Shakespeare1s Black Saturnalia 

28 
Lear begins the play. It is an awesome display of power. Alfred 

26 
In his new Arden Lear, p. 149, n. Line citations are from that 

text. 

27 
Bk. Ill, ch. ix "Of Vanities" in The Essayes of Michael Lord of 

Montaigne, trans. John Florio. Underlinings are Floriofs. 

28 
Sometimes he literally opens the show. Peter Brook chose to 

begin his Royal Shakespeare Company production at line 34. In that case, 
Lear speaks first, and in the imperative mode. 
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Harbage claims to 

see him as he is • . . Nothing about him suggests infirmity 
or decay. His magnitude and force are far greater than 
onefs own. He issues commands with the assurance of in¬ 
stinct and lifelong custom. He holds a map in his hands 
like a Titan holding a kingdom . . . We make thee lady! 
Thus he disposes of a sector of the earth . . . this 
chosen one, his only landlord God! Is it not passing 
fine . . .? Here is no soft-brained Senex . . . 

In a less lyrical but more sophisticated analysis of the scene, Sigurd 

30 
Burckhardt reaches much the same conclusion. Lear impresses by his 

demonstrated ability to make his words the same as reality. This automatic 

validity, freedom from the necessity of correspondence to previous words 

or deeds, is the exclusive prerogative of the very mighty. God says, let 

there be light: there is. Lear says: 

Of all these bounds, even from this line to this, 
• § • * • 

We make thee lady: to thine and Albany1 s issues 
Be this perpetual. (I, i. 63, 66-67) 

And Goneril is. On a small scale, Lear is as much creator as God: once 

his actions made Goneril and now his words make her what he says she is. 

Later, Lear recalls his right as king to create wealth: 

No, they cannot touch me for coining; I am the 
king himself. (IV, vi, 84) 

His words are the coin of the realm, the real thing. And Lear's power to 

speak truth extends beyond himself; he can endow others with the same 

ability. The protocol which introduces the love declarations states that 

the only true words will be spoken: 

Introduction to the Pelican Shakespeare King Lear (Baltimore: 
Penguin 1958) p. 22. 

30 
In Shakespearean Meanings (Princeton: Princeton University PRESS 

1968) pp. 239ff. Burckhardt's original insight is expanded here. 
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Which of you shall we say doth love us most? 
That we our largest bounty may extend 
Where nature doth with merit challenge, (I, i, 51-53) 

If Lear says it, it shall be true; and the truth shall be rewarded with 

land. All the daughters need do is obey Learfs command, "speak". That 

is exactly why Lear is a senex. 

The premise of a patriarchal society does not vary much. Learfs 

Celtic England is an absolute monarchy while Plautus* Greece (read: Rome) 

is definitely republican, but power resides in the oldest male of the 

family. Lear rules England, the senes rule their household. Plautus* 

old men are important citizens as well, wealthy businessmen with crowds 

of clientes. The first and second chapters of this paper showed the 

great authority of the paterfamilias : if anything, Shakespeare’s setting 

is even more the fatherland. This is true not only because a king has 

certain exclusive privileges, but also because there are no women of 

Lear’s generation present, nor are any significant references made to 

them. The domina often exerts influence over her nominal master in 

Plautine stories. No counterpart to these mistresses of the house 

exists in King Lear until the old king resigns. Lear’s court, then, may 

be viewed as a scene from a Plautine drama, in which the pater exercises 

fell power over his family. 

This analogy is supported by the action of the scene. Among the 

grave but practicable rights provided to fathers by the patria potestas 

was the allotting of dowries. From Lear’s 

We have this hour a constant will to publish 
Our daughters’ several dowers (I, i, 43-44) 

and Gloucester’s conversation with Kent, it is reasonable to conclude that 

Cornwall and Albany married into the family without striking a clear 

bargain. Presumably they received assurances similar to the one Burgundy 
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mentions : 

I crave no more than your Highness offer’d (I, i, 194) 

that is, a portion of the kingdom to be specified at a future date. Of 

course, these are noblemen with estates of their own, while the 

adulescentes of Plautus are a penniless bunch. But dukedomes imply 

allegiance and subservience to a king. So Cornwall and Albany are triply 

bound to serve Lear: they owe him respect and obedience as their sovereign 

lord, as their father-in-law, and they must also behave until he delivers 

the girls1 marriage portions. It is a situation designed to keep the 

children in place - beneath Lear. In the case of Burgundy, hope for a 

dowry has commanded his attendance, courtesy, and passion for Cordelia. 

Again, none of the three is without resources of his own: rather, Lear 

the father has so much more, and they want it. In this urge they are 

precisely like Plautus1 young men. 

Later Lear tells the other half of his fast intent: 

Ourself, by monthly course, 
With reservation of an hundred knights 
By you to be sustain’d, shall our abode 
Make with you by due turn. Only we shall retain 
The name and all thf addition to a king . . . (I, i, 132-36) 

From accounts given by the daughter-hostess (I, iii, 7-8), this party 

occupies its time by hunting and drinking. In other words, the king, 

far from desiring to "crawl toward death," wants to begin a permanent 

vacation. Therein lies the danger: for in declaring a royal holiday, he 

declares open season on himself. 

Tightly ordered, restrained societies, such as Lear’s courts and 

the Roman family, occasionally need relief. In republican Rome this 

relief was provided by the Saturnalia, a festival which occurred at the 

end of the year. Activities forbidden during dies fasti, working days, 
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were sanctioned, including the production of plays and gambling. The most 

popular native dramas were those of Plautus, in which every institution 

of Roman life was ridiculed. Basically, the stories concern the activities 

of young men while dad, the authority figure, is away: business is ig¬ 

nored, slaves run households, and fortunes are spent on feasting and 

wenching. This pattern is in keeping with the Saturnalian spirit, which 

is one of social inversion. Masters did serve slaves during the festival, 

and one of the latter group was appointed chairman of the festival cele¬ 

bration, magister ludi. 

"The Saturnalian pattern came to Shakespeare from many sources,11 

31 
C. L. Barber writes, "... the theatrical institution of clowning . . 

cult of fools and folly . . . the festival occasion." Custom prescribed 

ceremonies of celebration for every sport, show, pageant, and religious 

event. The cycle marked the frame of the year, giving a sense of rhythm 

to experience. This orderly schedule even made a place for the impulse 

to disorder. 

Holiday, for the Elizabethan sensibility, 
implied a contrast with "everyday" . . . 
nature [was allowed] to have its day. But 
the release of that one day was understood to be 
a temporary license, a "misrule" which implied 
rule, so that the acceptance of nature was 
qualified.32 

Man* s "nature" is tolerated as the ephemeral aspect of his composition. 

Holidays gave a limited duration period to express his bond with the 

earthly elements. But that license is given only temporarily, to 

protect the immortal aspect of man. 

31 
In Shakespeare1s Festive Comedy (Cleveland: Meridian Books, 

1963) p. 5. A thorough discussion is found in E. K. Chambers, Medieval 
Stage (London: Cambridge University Press, 1965) I» 278ff. and 403ff. 

32 
Barber, op. cit., p. 10. 
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As Barber defines it, the saturnalian pattern runs "through release 

to clarification," Energy normally required to maintain inhibitions is 

freed for celebration. Relaxation of conventional restraints tests and 

reveals the innermost qualities of every character. Saturnalian festi¬ 

vals clarified the relation of man and nature: that is, celebrants con¬ 

fronted their dark desires. Of course, this glimpse of mankind1 s baser 

side was strictly regulated: that man was in part compounded of dust 

could not be denied, but it could be kept in place. 

Barber's analysis of the saturnalian pattern is sound, but he may 

be incorrect in assuming that Shakespeare learned it from native tradi¬ 

tions. Barber argues that Shakespeare synthesizes English theater and 

festive practices to achieve a strongly Aristophanic comedy. In fact, 

33 
he equates "Aristophanic" with "saturnalian." Erich Segal has shown 

the festive aspects of Plautine New Comedy. As discussed in the earlier 

chapters of this thesis, these dramas by Plautus could have provided the 

model for saturnalian comedy in Shakespeare. There the elements exist 

ready-made. It is important to note that in Plautus, and nowhere else, 

could Shakespeare find saturnalian comedy constructed with the genera¬ 

tional conflict, disobedient sons and crafty slaves, credulous parents, 

and uncontrolled sexual passions that occur in King Lear. 

The premise underlying saturnalian festivities recognizes that man 

harbors socially and theologically forbidden desires; the practice of 

those festivities permitted some wishes to be realized without disgracing 

the celebrant. Costumes, disguises are part of festival convention. 

Just as some days are set aside, so certain clothes are reserved. In 

those special garments, regular social barriers may be ignored, or even 

33 
Segal, Roman Laughter. 
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reversed. 

The Lord of Misrule who governs the party is taken from the lower 

classes, emphasizing the inversion of social order. He provides a struc¬ 

ture for relieving the tensions of a repressive existence. He can per¬ 

form the desecration of institutions which would be unseemly in a master, 

no matter what the occasion. The master can get a taste of the servant1 s 

role and behold himself mocked, which leads to the virtue of humility, so 

long as it remains within bounds. 

Satumalian festivals can get out of hand and Lords of Misrule 

can go too far. When license fixes on one part of the celebration, it can 

become prurient. The object of the holiday is to invoke the natural 

aspect of man, not to abuse the opportunity. When games center on the 

Lord of Misrule, the rougher pleasures of defiance and mockery are upper¬ 

most. Still, the abuse occupied only a small part of the year, and is 

permitted because the end is always in sight. 

Lear’s error lies in establishing a holiday as a permanent institu¬ 

tion. This is an impossible situation, a contradiction in terms: vaca¬ 

tions end, responsibilities endure. Equally as serious a perversion of 

festival custom is Lear’s decision to play his own magister ludi. There 

is potential danger in the position as well, for if the celebration ends 

the magister will be thrust back into his low class role. 

The sobriety of a Plautine father excludes him from the fun and 

games, but it also assures his authority: it is the pater who returns, 

forgives the revellers, and thus relieves the party of an deleterious 

consequences. Everyone is invited to eat at his table, and sanity once 

again prevails. 

There is another category of old men in Plautus, however, who try 
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to usurp the young man’s part, and it is this group that Lear emulates 

in I, i. The inappropriateness of their actions earns the audience’s 

laughter. Cicero comments, "Even on the stage the silliest character is 

34 
that of the old man who lacks foresight and is easily deceived." If 

it is funny for a youth to wax absurd, it is neither unusual nor per¬ 

nicious. Sons always behave in trifling matters and fathers always for¬ 

give them. Whenever a senex becomes interested in a woman, he lives to 

regret it. In the Mercator, Demipho has to pay for his son’s mistress; 

in the As inaria, Demaenetus’ wife drags him away from another woman. He 

becomes the laughing stock of the city. 

There’s no fool like an old fool, and Demipho and Demaenetus are the 

worst of the lot, senes amatores. Their infidelity forms these plots. 

Other powerful old men have mistresses and their duties stand in the way. 

Menaechmus I complains that obligations to his clientes ruined an assign¬ 

ation with his mistress: 

Ut hoc utimur maxime more moro 
molestoque multum, atque uti quique sunt 
optumi, maxime mo rem habent hunc. (Menaechmi 571-73) 

How we are exercised by this stupid, pestilent 
custom! And how the best cling to it most! 

Menaechmus I specifies how legal affairs caught him by his use of atti- 

nuit and detinuit (589), bound and tied him. Across the stage from him 

is Erotium’s house: small wonder Menaechmus wishes abire de foro (599), 

to leave the forum. An older head, Lysidamus, takes the same view: 

Stultitia magna est, mea quidem sententia, 
hominem amatorem ullum ad forum procedere, 
in eum diem quoi quod amet in mundo siet (Casina 563-65) 

34 
Cicero De amicitia 26. 100. 



56 

It’s blasted tomfoolery, in my opinion, 
for any man thatfs in love to drop by the forum 
on a day when the girl he loves is all gussied up. 

Lysidamus goes on to rejoice that he lost the case that interfered with 

his self-scheduled vacation. Young men in Plautus find the lack of 

money a great obstacle to romance; old men have the money and the res¬ 

ponsibilities that give money. Their power encourages them to arrange a 

private holiday. Every time they try, however, they are foiled and forced 

to foot the expenses for a rival’s entertainment. Plautus1 moral is that 

rank hath its privileges, but also, inescapably, its restraints. Authori¬ 

ty is a full-time job. 

It is a lesson that Lear has not learned. He thinks a few quick par¬ 

titions will grant him freedom from cares and permit him to commence his 

long holiday. Lear expresses his manumission in clothing imagery, just 

as a senex wishes effugere togam: "Unburthen1 d" and "shake" (I, i, 41, 39) 

give the sense of taking off a heavy garment. His abdication-into-sport 

sounds like Demipho’s flight into adultery: 

nam hanc se bene habere aetatem nimiost aequius 
(Mercator 549) 

Indeed, there’s no time in a man’s life better suited to 
having a fling. 

Goneril and Regan take Lear at his word. If the business of state 

is suspended for a holiday, games are in order. They act calmly when 

Lear, acting as his own magister ludi, conducts a rhetoric contest. The 

king deals from what he expects to be a stacked deck. Kent and Gloucester 

have already seen how Lear intends to divide the kingdom, so the game 

takes on a staged aspect. Plays are also appropriate to a festival. As 

it turns out, even the judge’s favoritism isn’t enough. Cordelia refuses 

to play the game. 
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What follows in King Lear makes very good sense if Lear’s first 

speech is taken as the beginning of ludi. Fast on his injunction to com- 

35 
pete come two refusals and Lear’s first tirade. Barber notes that cele¬ 

brants abuse those who will not participate. In Plautus, the enemies of 

a good time are leno, danista and trapezita, men who cannot take a holi¬ 

day since their profession is facilitating other people’s holidays, and 

parents, who practice business as usual. Malvolio in Twelfth Night is a 

36 
Shakespearean example of the stubborn refuser of jollity and Theseus in 

Midsummer3 a highly sympathetic paternal figure. 

Kent and Cordelia would claim they are only doing their duty. It 

is not surfeit of love they claim, but the devotion due Lear’s position. 

In this they closely resemble Plautine models, another demonstration of 

the similarity between patriarchal societies. Cordelia’s formal, almost 

legalistic, declaration sounds like a quid pro quo ; 

Good my Lord, 
You have begot me, bred me, lov’d me: I 
Return these duties back as are right fit, 
Obey you, love you, and most honour you. (I, i, 95-98) 

Her neat parallels summarize in loco filiae obligations. It is nothing 

to brag about, since it is expected of every child: that is why Cordelia 

stresses "duties" and fitness as the cause of obedience, which precedes 

"love" and "honour." 

Cordelia is not very different from Plautus’ Alcumena: 

Non ego illam mihi dotem duco esse quae dos dicitur, 
sed pudicitiam et pudorem et sedatum cupidinem, 
deum meum, parentum amorem et cognatum concordiam 

(Amphitruo 839-41) 

35 
Barber, op. cit., p. 9. 

36 
Jaques in As You Like It is a different sort of refuser. He 

doesn’t scorn happiness in the way Malvolio does, and since he doesn’t 
interfere with the play he is not subject to the revenge that is visited 
on Malvolio. 
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I don’t hold that my dowry consists in what others 
call a dowry, but rather in purity and honor and 
self-control, fear of the gods, love of parents and 
affection for family. 

This is a remarkably calm defense to the charge of adultery, Alcumena’s 
r 

innocence of wrong and conviction of virtue lend her this quiet tone. Her 

husband Amphitruo complains: 

Amphitruo: Satis audacter. 
Alcumena: Ut pudicam decet. (836-37) 

Amphitruo: You’re certainly bold enough. 
Alcumena: As befits modesty. 

Unfortunately, bare-faced innocence can seem arrogant defiance: 

Lear: But goes thy heart with this? 
Cordelia: Ay, ray good Lord. 
Lear: So young, and so untender? 
Cordelia: So young, my Lord, and true. (I, i, 104-07) 

Kent describes his fealty in terms clientes use in Plautus. 

Lov’d as my father, as my master follow’d, 
As my great patron thought on . . . (I, i, 141-42) 

His last lines in the play express fidelity usque ad mortem (V, iii, 321-22). 

In his irresponsibility to Kent, Lear completes the portrait of a Plautine 

senex out to have a good time despite obligations to clientes. 

Cordelia speaks of "duty" and fitness, Kent of "honour" and "plain¬ 

ness": these are the very notions that the king is discounting. In 

defense of his party, Lear banishes the two nay-sayers. Their discordant 

insistence on responsible behavior would wreck his purpose. Lear’s 

... I dislaim all my paternal care (I, i, 113) 

is an inversion characteristic of exaggerated festival sport. As noted 

above, when games center on a Lord of Misrule they turn cruel. The 

example of breaking blood ties and abrogating social obligations is not 

wasted on Edmund. 

I . . . thought to set my rest 
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on her kind nursery. (I, i, 123-24) 

That children should care for their parents is a natural expectation; 

that they should be expected to provide childhood’s security from conse¬ 

quences is not: the child ought not be father to the father. Significant- 

37 
ly, Lear’s "set my rest" is an idiom drawn from the game of primero. 

While Kent and Cordelia speak of serious matters, Learfs language is full 

of gaming. 

Goneril says, "Old fools are babes again." (I, iii, 20). After the 

rhetoric contest, Lear holds an unloved-daughter auction. "She’s there, 

and she is yours," (I, i, 200) he tells Burgundy. Spuming his daughter 

is part of Lear’s revenge against Cordelia for spoiling his fun. Lear 

reacts to Cordelia’s honesty like a spiteful child. 

Fool, who has always enjoyed a license for irresponsibility, finds 

that he must be earnest when Lear is feckless, 

thou mad’st 
thy daughters thy mothers; for when thou gav’st 
them the rod and putt’st down thine own breeches (I, iv, 179-81) 

Inverting the natural order of family relations has altered the 

power structure accordingly. Lear comes to them: in loco filii, living in 

their homes, at their expense: is it surprising when they punish him for 

rejecting manus? Plautine senes behave like children when they lose their 

wits ♦ 

Demipho: quid tibi ego aetatis uideor? 
Lysimachus: Acherunticus, 

senex uetus, decrepitus. 
Demipho: Peruorse uides. 

puer sum, Lysimache, septuennis. (Mercator 289-91) 

Demipho: How old do I seem to you? 
Lysimachus: Due for Acheron, a worn-out, decrepit old codger. 

37 
Muir, Lear, p. 11, n. 
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Demipho: Your eyesightfs shot. Lysimachus, I'm a little 
boy, a seven-year old. 

Demipho equates boyhood with freedom from the proprieties of his life as 

citizen and husband. In these old men, Demipho and Lear, pursuit of 

please does not rejuvenate, it stultifies. 

Part of saturnalian release involves disguise. "A tailor made thee11 

Kent snarls at Oswald, but in the context of the play clothes do make the 

man. Lear begins the play by taking off the crown (I, i, 139). Through¬ 

out the play his condition is indicated by his dress. Kent must seem a 

stranger to perform his duty, while Edgar must play Mad Tom, a stranger 

to Gloucester, a demon, a fisher and a masked challenger. Edmund appears 

at various times a loyal son, patriot to Cornwall, lover and conspirator 

to Goneril and Regan. 

The evil sisters begin the play disguised as loyal daughters. In 

another context disguise permits a Shakespearean heroine "festival free- 

38 
dom from the decorum of her identity and her sex." In King Lear festi¬ 

val release leads to the clarification that Goneril and Regan are inhuman 

monsters. Lear compares them to centaurs, beasts in which the human 

39 
reasoning facility is degraded by the equine sex organs. Sexuality, 

man's capacity for evil, his link to "the fiend" are joined in the speech 

IV, vi, 126ff. The saturnalia has gone too far which does more than 

recognize the animal component in man's composition. In this case it 

overpowers the god-like half. 

Horses are described as sexually hyperactive. Lear's centaur- 

daughter Goneril takes the festival suspension of legal and religious 

38 
Barber, op. cit., p. 6 

39 
R. B. Heilman treats this subject in This Great Stage (no city: 

University of Washington 1963) pp. 98-105. 
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obligation to violate the sacrament of marriage. 

Goneril: Conceive, and fare thee well. 
Edmund: Yours in the ranks of death. 
..... 
Goneril: To thee a womanfs services are due: 

My Fool usurps my body. (V, iii, 24-25, 27-28) 

This exchange is also a corruption of the patriarchal hierarchy, in which 

women obey their wedded masters. In her list of horrible crimes, I, i, 

230-31, Cordelia links promiscuity with murder: GonerilTs letter to 

Edmund, IV, vi, 264-72, proposes her husband*s assassination. She also 

poisons Regan. The daughters are horse-like in responding to the spur of 

lust. 

Of course, saturnalias must end: it is implicit in their definition. 

Recognition of this limit is shared by the participants, so that even 

during licensed anarchy there is a common sense of order. The tragedy 

of King Lear comes about because the king forgets this fundamental rule. 

When the party ends, Lear finds that he has placed himself at the bottom 

of everyday society. The former ruler discovers himself a supplicant. 

Goneril claims that Lear is the party-maker and she the sober 

authority. 

This admiration, Sir, is much o* th* savour 
Of other your new pranks • . . 

Men so disorder* d, so debosh* d, and bold, 
Shows like a riotous inn: epicurism and lust 
Make it more like a tavern or brothel 
Than a grac*d palace. (I, iv, 245-46, 249-54) 

This is Goneril’s usual sound rhetorical strategy. In the first scene she 

adopted the tropos ineffability to describe her love for Lear; here she 

places her opponent in the wrong. There is an extremely twisted sense in 

which Goneril is right. No dignified ruler could make such a fool of 

himself, therefore Lear must be no ruler. The games continue, but the 
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ultimate societal inversion has been reached* The revelers declare their 

provisional activities to be the status quo* 

Lear is driven out of doors twice, first from GonerilTs castle in 

I, iv, 319, and then from Gloucester1 s, II, iv, 288* In this way, misrule 

adopts the posture of good government* While Regan tries to divert Learfs 

wrath with equivocation, Goneril tells him to take what he gets, or go 

without. 

Lear: Persuade me rather to be slave and sumpter 
To this detested groom. 

Goneril: At your choice, Sir. 

Now Lear is the outcast, and his daughters the establishment. Gloucester 

is led from his own castle in II, vii, 93. Festival misrule and a pre¬ 

cedent in Plautus can account for this practice of ejecting old men. 

Old men are a nuisance in Plautus, due to an intransigent unwilling¬ 

ness to dissipate their property in debauchery. The problem, then, be¬ 

comes to obtain the fatherfs wealth for as long as possible, and to avoid 

any penalties. In Mostellaria, the name of the game is keep father out 

of the house. Inside are Philolaches and Calidimates, adulescentes, 

Philematium and Delphium, courtesan; outside are Theopropides, senex, and 

Misargyrides, a moneylender. So long as Tranio, the seruus callidus, can 

keep Theorpopides away from the house, the party can continue. Tranio 

constructs a cardhouse structure of lies, barely supported by adding fresh 

lies as old excuses are exposed. Frantic invention provides most of the 

playfs action: Traniofs fun with the old men is the only memorable detail 

in the story. 

The difference between Plautus and Shakespeare is the temporal dimen¬ 

sion of the festival. Theopropides has been away three years; Lear spent 

only a few days sampling Goneril1 s cold hospitality. But Theopropides’ 
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arrival in Piraeus ends the party, by definition, while Learfs movements 

have no effect at all, since he has established a saturnalia without end. 

Parents end parties. In Lear, the parent has reverted to childhood. 

Lear is told that he should know better by practically everyone else 

in the court, although the precise course of wisdom varies. Regan coun¬ 

sels a gentle passage into that good night. 

0, Sir! you are old; 
Nature in you stands on the very verge 
Of her confine: you should be rul’d and led 
By some discretion that discerns your state 
Better than you yourself. (II, iv, 147-51) 

Lear: I gave you all — 
Regan: And in good time you gave it. (II, iv, 

251-52) 

Goneril and Fool speak the same word, although their meanings are 

sharply divergent. Goneril advises that Lear be governed; Fool, that 

a king cannot be governed and remain himself. 

Goneril: As you are old and reverend, should be wise. 
(I, iv, 248) 

Fool: Thou should1 st not have been old till thou 
hadst been wise. (I, v, 45) 

In the Plautine parallels, old men take some strong abuse for their 

childish behavior. Theopropides is obsessed to avoid any trap. Like 

Gloucester, he believes his wits can find out the truth. The senex 

suspects everything — except the trap. After he has been duped, Theo¬ 

propides can talk of nothing else. 

Theopropides: lam minoris omnia alia facio, prae quam 
modis me ludificatust. 

Tranio: Bene hercle factum, et factum gaudeo: 
sapere istac aetate oportet, qui sunt capito candido. 

(Mostellaria 1146-48) 
Theopropides: I consider all these other matters of no 

import, compared to the ways he made a 
clown of me! 

Tranio: It was well done, by Hercules, and I’m glad I did 
it. Men of your age, with white hair, ought to 
have more sense than that. 
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Similar lectures are read to mortified old men in Mercator 983a-85, and 

Pseudolus 437-42. Lear is galled by the memory of his delusion: 

They 
flattered me like a dog, and told me I had the 
white hairs in my beard ere the black ones were there 

they told 
me I was everything; ’tis a lie, I am not ague-proof. 

(IV, vi, 98-100, 106-08) 

There is no answer to Traniofs argument or Fool’s advice. Wisdom 

should come with age, lest age be, as Lear puts it, "unnecessary." When 

it is manifest that old men are neither strong nor clever enough to defend 

their estates against seruui callidi, in Plautus, or a canny young man, 

in Shakespeare, the whole practice of granting old men dominion over the 

young is challenged. Power passes to those who exercise policy, without 

consideration for family or age. Survival of the fittest is brought to 

the farailia level, implying that the foundations of society are invalid 

and impotent. When, as in Plautus, the matter is drinking and wenching, 

these implications are easily overlooked; when, in Shakespeare, they are 

adultery, murder and civil war, the lesson is inescapable. 

Edmund is the most vocal defender of the new social order, and with 

good reason: in the old society, he was not enough in the sun. The special 

vehemence in his denunciation of legitimacy and his irreverence for all 

institutions derives from the fact that Edmund is treated like a slave. 

Coleridge says that Edmund "hears his mother and the circumstances of his 

40 
birth spoken of with a most degrading and licentious levity." Nothing 

requires Gloucester to inform Kent of the chronology of his children’s 

births, which makes him a bashful-boastful adulterer. For whom has 

Gloucester blushed? Edmund is exhibited to Kent as a trophy, much as in 

40 
In King Lear, ed. Kittredge (New York: Ginn 1940), p. 119. 
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Sonnet II: 

If thou couldst answer "This fair child of mine 
Shall sum my count and make my old excuse!" 

This were to be new made when thou art old, 
And see thy blood warm when thou feelfst it cold. 

To recoin Learfs phrase, Edmund is Gloucester1s potency made good. 

Kittredge objects: "It is strange that Coleridge did not perceive that 

11. 1-24 are spoken in a private conversation between Kent and Gloucester, 

and that Edmund stands in the background and hears nothing until he is 

41 
called ..." It seems unlikely that these two plain-spoken courtiers 

would cower to prevent a younger man from overhearing them, or that 

Edmund1 s shrewd attention would miss the exchange. There is no indication 

that Gloucester exerts himself to call Edmund; and there should be no 

cause to make Edmund deaf and blind to the conversation and the gestures 

which would accompany such talk. Gloucester’s comment to Kent, 1. 32, 

discusses Edmund in the third person. It may be at that moment that 

Edmund learns of his imminent departure. In short, he is treated as a 

servant who, like furniture or livestock, does not exist until needed and 

may be disposed of casually. Gloucester is right in one respect: he is 

as insensitive to Edmund’s humanity as brass (1. 11). 

Thus Edmund begins King Lear in the same predicament as Tranio 

begins Mostellaria, a slave facing the prospect of long exile and no 

advancement. An outsider, seasoned by travel, observes the court from a 

unique perspective; a slave, from another. Edmund’s contempt for the 

"excellent foppery of the world" is the result. His acute insight enables 

him to forget his brother’s letter in just the terms and circumstances 

that appeal most successfully to Gloucester’s credence, and then does so 

41 
Ibid., p. 119. 
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excellent an imitation of Gloucester that Edgar asks how long he has be¬ 

lieved in astrology. This is a slave’s highest talent and best weapon, to 

appear as other men want him to be, while keeping his own counsel. A 

good servant has the sense to conceal his abilities from his master, un¬ 

til such time as they can directly profit him. Who expects a base-born 

slave of such genius in scheming? What duties would force him to reveal 

his capacities? Edmund is a walking infernal machine, waiting only for 

the opportunity to apply his talents, and so advance himself. King Lear 

is polarized around the two figures: Lear, who works his way down; and 

Edmund, who aspires to the top. 

Edmund’s energies far exceed villainy's requirements. His clearly 

expressed joy in trapping the mighty closely resembles Plautine seruui 

callidi acting far beyond the call of duty. Several of Edmund’s most 

delicious moments run close to Homan examples. Tranio’s guided tour of 

Simo’s house in Mostellaria, which includes the crow pecking at the two 

vultures (820ff), is a private performance for an audience of one, him¬ 

self, just as Edmund’s advice to his brother: 

Edgar: Some villain hath done me wrong. 

Edmund: . . . I am no honest man if there be any 
good meaning toward you ... I do serve you 
in this business. (I, ii, 171, 180-81, 185) 

Plautine drama demonstrates that the only truly free men are those 

who gain freedom for themselves by use of wit. High social position and 

venerable age are not in themselves a guarantee of liberty, nor are 

poverty, base birth and youth insuperable barriers. Epidicus is manu¬ 

mitted for his cleverness; his indifference shows that Epidicus was al¬ 

ways as free as he wanted to be. Pseudolus doesn’t care for legal free¬ 

dom, or even money, as much as he delights in the license to do as he 



67 

pleases. It is an insight wasted on a servant like Ariel, who knows 

servitude only as sharply distinct from liberty. Edmund, on the other 

hand, uses any opportunity to have fun while improving his condition. And 

like Plautine slaves, he appeals not to justice, nor even to brute force: 

Let me, if not by birth, have lands by wit: 
All with me’s meet that I can fashion fit. (I, ii, 186, 190-91) 

Edmund1 s juggling act depends on a precarious balance. Like any 

Plautine slave, Edmund knows that he must keep inventing, adapting to chang¬ 

ing circumstances while pursuing a fixed goal 

. . . for my state 
Stands on me to defend, not to debate. (V, ii, 69-70) 

Pyrogopolynices, the miles of Miles Gloriosus, has much in common with 

Gloucester, and his duping by the slave Palaestrio compares closely with 

another of Edmund’s finest moments. Pyrogopolynices boasts about, among 

other things, his amorous exploits; Gloucester takes half of King Lear’s 

opening dialogue to discuss one of his. The Roman soldier asks advice of 

his slave three times (980, 1099, 1126) and each time pronounces his own 

gulling a dandy idea. He brings about his downfall, then rushes home to 

tell how clever he was in figuring a way to handle matters. 

Edmund leads Gloucester by the snout by presenting data in ways he 

knows his father finds most persuasive. Gloucester dotes on indiscretion, 

observed patterns, omens, so Edmund’s first gesture is an attempt to con¬ 

ceal. Nothing could attract Gloucester more strongly. The letter was 

delivered anonymously, another safe tactic. Like Theopropides, Gloucester 

only makes trouble for himself when he tries to be clever. Edmund avoids 

attributing a directly parricidal comment to Edgar; instead, Edmund has 

often overheard statements that any superficial mind could construe as 

evil. Edgar knows too well enough not to deny his father’s request for a 
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cliff; Gloucester believes in miracles, and accepts his incredible sur¬ 

vival as an omen. Epidicus handles his senex in the same way. He tells 

Periphanes that he learned about Stratippocles1 girlfriend from a conver¬ 

sation overheard in the streets about a letter. While Epidicus himself 

is suspect, his narrative is assumed reliable when it treats such distant 

third parties. He draws the story out for suspense; his audience of old 

men under control, he lets them ask for his advice. Edmund works the 

same trick. He pretends to tell all he knows of the matter, then counsels 

against rash judgments. 

Gloucester: Think you so? (I, ii, 91) 

And Edmund proceeds to the next stage in his plan. 

It is worth noting that a custom existed in Renaissance theater 

whereby clowns presented a burlesque version of actions performed serious¬ 

ly by their betters. For example, Wagner entertains the audience with 

conjuring tricks while Dr. Faustus puzzles out the mysteries of the uni¬ 

verse. The period of English drama just before Shakespeare used many 

parallels between the main action and low comedy. Plautus never uses a 

subplot, but Gloucester fits the senex mold. Gloucester does not, of 

course, seek to escape his duties, but his duping, the disinheritance of 

a child, and subsequent grief are much like Lear's. 

Edmund's soliloquy in I, ii, reveals a mind subtler, more inventive 

and more ambitious than any in Plautus; yet his thrust is less free, more 

bound to custom than several Roman slaves'. Edmund's invocation of the 

Nature deity is an assertion that he is guided purely by pragmatic analy¬ 

sis. He freely dismisses custom as the practice of little minds, since 

there is no reason to justify it, but defends "the lusty stealth of 

nature" since it involves more energy. Nature is the half of man that 
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satumalian festivals celebrate. 

Later in the scene (138-40) he discounts celestial influences on 

his birth: 

I should have been that I am had the maidenliest 
star in the firmament twinkled on my bastardizing. 

If Edmund’s character was ineluctable, then it can claim a certain right¬ 

ness, hence legitimacy. He thinks of himself as Nature’s rightful heir. 

Satumalian revels are the perfect time for Edmund to assert his right. 

Unlike a seruus, he has no master to serve. And unlike a seruus, he 

constantly feels compelled to justify himself. 

It is the added complexity of Edmund’s character that distinguishes 

him from Plautine - and other - schemers. To Edgar’s challenge, he re¬ 

plies : 

In wisdom I should ask thy name; 
But since thy outside looks so fair and war-like, 
And that thy tongue some say of breeding breathes, 
What safely and nicely I might well delay 
By rule of knighthood, I disdain and spurn (V, iii, 141-45) 

Edmund does not reject "the rule of knighthood," he embraces it so thor¬ 

oughly he cannot distinguish it from the iconoclasm he consciously es¬ 

pouses. It is "wisdom" Edmund ignores, fighting a stranger only because 

he seemed worthy of a noble’s attention. Edmund’s burden is that he can 

never accept his own success; he is forever his father’s red-faced joke. 

When Goneril and Regan are reported to be dead, Edmund says they loved 

42 
him. Heilman calls this a purely self-interested remark, which is for¬ 

givable under the circumstances. Not only is Edmund quickly dying, he 

has been denied a father’s affection all his life. Goneril, too, remarks 

that her father loved another child more, I, i. 190. This is not a 

42 
Heilman, op. cit., p. 234. 
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bathetic argument about lovefs healing power: there was surely a great 

deal of love among Lear, Cordelia, Fool and Kent, who are all dead or 

missing at the end of the play. 

Shakespeare1s subtle characterization of the neglected son lifts 

Edmund above the simpler, more contented Plautine serui, just as his 

tragic structure makes the reversal in Lear different from Plautus1 

dramas of domestic insubordination. However, to the question, is there 

any cause in Plautus makes these hard hearts? The evidence answers yes. 

The example of the anarchy that results when restraints are removed from 

a tightly ordered society, the depiction of generation conflict, credu¬ 

lous parents and clever rebellious children provide the model for a fes¬ 

tive comedy. Shakespeare allowed the party to run wild. King Lear is a 

black Saturnalia. 

Plautus has one other lesson to offer, about the cruelty of laughter. 

5. Notes towards a theory of the grotesque. 

It takes a lot to laugh, it takes a train to cry 
— Bob Dylan song title 

The source of savagery in King Lear is alienation, not hatred. Hatred 

forges a bond between subject and object: the subject is obsessed by his 

passion to injure. Heathcliffe is dominated by hatred of Linton, not by 

love of Catherine. Colonel Sutpen builds his mansion to avenge a child¬ 

hood slight. Alienation provides the subject greater freedom, since his 

object is perceived without sympathy, at a distance. Macbeth is a brutal 

murderer, his wife a most unnatural woman, but they are destroyed because 

they cannot avoid relating to their victims. Had Duncan been a stranger, 

Macbeth the brave soldier would have enjoyed dispatching him. Unfortunate¬ 

ly, royal courts are filled by blood relatives. 
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Cornwall and Regan put some distance between themselves and 

Gloucester by naming him a villain and a traitor, but it is ridicule that 

enables them to torture the old man: when he becomes a figure of fun, his 

suffering does not involve the couple. Gloucester rages, 

I shall see 
The winged vengeance overtake such children. 

Cornwall takes this figurative expression literally and puts out one eye. 

Cornwall has coupled it to fantastic cruelty; but a joke precedes it. 

Regan comes next, with an aesthetic judgment: "One side will mock another 

th1 other too." This droll sport is suspended to murder a servant, the 

pair continue their jests. Cornwall apparently smashes the other eye¬ 

ball, releasing the aqueous humour: "Out, vile jelly!/Where is thy 

luster now?" His contempt for Gloucester, a wretched thing to place be¬ 

neath his boot, allows him to scorn the stuff of which he himself is 

made. 

Slapstick humor requires as a condition for its success that the 

victim be distinguished from the audience. As long as there exists no 

common ground for sympathy, laughter is possible. When the audience can 

identify with the sufferings of a character, the emotions of pity and 

terror are felt. Cornwall and Regan’s humor is for their own benefit. 

If they could imagine themselves undergoing such torture, they could 

not perform it without terror; if they felt any sympathy for Gloucester, 

pity would stop them. Cornwall and Regan, with their outrageous jokes and 

overdrawn villainy, only add to the horror. 

The audience may distance itself from the character’s pain or share 

it. Separation of the two responses generates two opposed views of the 

play. Kott finds the play a vast painful joke: his response shows that 

what cannot be borne in pity and terror spills over into nervous laughter. 
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Lamb finds the story too painful to consider through to the end. The top 

of Shakespeare’s accomplishment in King Lear is that these views must be 

combined to encompass the play. 

Gloucester does not die in Act IV, because Edgar makes a fool of him. 

The blind man’s senses are discredited, taken from him. 

Gloucester: Methinks the ground is even. 
Edgar: Horrible steep : 

Hark! Do you hear the sea? 
Glouces ter: No, truly. 

Each time Gloucester trusts his sensations Edgar contradicts and distracts 

him. Gloucester detects a change in his guide’s voice: Edgar changes the 

subject. All the other deceptions in King Lear are petty by comparison. 

This one alone transforms reality. Edgar, its author, ignores it. 

"He falls" and Edgar comments that Gloucester would have lost his 

life, had he been on a real cliff. Under the circumstances, it is a 

strikingly casual observation. His moment of candor past, Edgar hops into 

his next role. He is caught in what may be termed an approach-avoidance 

conflict. He cares deeply about his father, deeply enough to risk death 

and endure privation to protect him. And yet Edgar shares with the 

audience the spectacle of Gloucester’s fall. There is nothing for him to 

do while Gloucester speaks to the gods, blesses his son and tumbles for¬ 

ward. Edgar cannot make a sound, or touch Gloucester, without wrecking 

the illusion. Like the audience beyond the lights, he must be a specta¬ 

tor. 

At that moment Edgar must desire to relieve his father’s suffering. 

At the same time, he must be planning the next stage of the deception, 

which involves a new fiction about a devil, and a new identity. To feel 

too deeply for his father would make him falter; he cannot feel less. 

Besides this conflict, Edgar is perceptive enough to recognize that he 
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has perpetrated a vast hoax on Gloucester. It has even been suggested 

that Edgar takes some revenge on the symbolic death of his father. Be 

that as it may, Edgar must know a cruel joke when he sees one. Edgar, 

caught between caring too deeply and denying his humanity be caring less, 

between crying and laughing, is the intermediary to the audience at that 

moment. 

Every incongruity, every inversion, invites laughter. Divorce from 

power - pomp, without circumstance - is risible. Lear is a king and no 

king. 

Lear: I will have such revenges on you both 
that all the world shall - I will do such things 
What are they, yet I know not, but they shall be 
The terrors of the earth. 

Lear: Arraign her first; ' tis Goneril. I here take 
my oath before this honorable assembly, she 
kick'd the poor King her father. 

This thesis has tried to prove that Shakespeare in writing King 

Lear was influenced by Plautus, taking the Roman playwright's example of 

festive comedy, and allowing it to bear tragic results. Another kind of 

influence can never be proven, the education of Shakespeare's heart. 

When Shakespeare took over the comic form for his own darker purposes, he 

may have realized that the tricks played on the senes hurt them, often 

severely, and it is only because the rhetoric of the plays forces 

audience sympathy away from them that they are kept from being tragic. 

Of course, one does not need to read Plautus to learn that many jokes 

rely on misfortune. But while he was learning Plautus, Shakespeare might 

have learned the lesson. And the complexity of the combined effect, 

balancing pity and terror with grotesque humor, accounts for the richness 

of the play. 
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PALINODE 

I could have written longer notes, for the art of writing notes is 

not of difficult attainment. The work is performed, first by railing 

at the stupidity, negligence, ignorance, and asinine tastelessness of the 

former editors, and showing, from all that goes before and all that fol¬ 

lows, the inelegance and absurdity of the old reading; then by proposing 

something which to supeficial readers would seem specious, but which the 

editor rejects with indignation; then by producing the true reading, 

with a long paraphrase, and concluding with loud declamation on the dis¬ 

covery and a sober wish for the acvancement and prosperity of genuine 

criticism. 

— Samuel Johnson 


