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NOTE ON THE AUTHOR AND EDITOR

WILLIAM SHAKESPEARE is held to have been born on St
George’s Day, 23 April 1564. The eldest son of a prosperous
glove-maker in Stratford-upon-Avon, he was probably educated
at the town’s grammar school.

Tradition holds that between 1585 and 1592, Shakespeare
first became a schoolteacher and then set off for London. By
1595 he was a leading member of the Lord Chamberlain’s Men,
helping to direct their business affairs, as well as being a
playwright and actor. In 1598 he became a part-owner of the
company, which was the most distinguished of its age. However,
he maintained his contacts with Stratford, and his family
appears to have remained there.

From about 1610 he seems to have grown increasingly
involved in the town’s affairs, suggesting a withdrawal from
London. He died on 23 April 1616, in his 53rd year, and was
buried at Holy Trinity church two days later.

JOHN F. ANDREWS has recently completed a 19-volume edition,
The Guild Shakespeare, for the Doubleday Book and Music
Clubs. He is also the editor of a 3-volume reference set, William
Shakespeare: His World, His Work, His Influence, and the
former editor (1974-85) of the journal Shakespeare Quarterly.
From 1974 to 1984, he was Director of Academic Programs at
the Folger Shakespeare Library in Washington and Chairman of
the Folger Institute. He now heads the Shakespeare Guild, which
bestows the annual Sir John Gielgud Award for Excellence in the
Dramatic Arts.
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FOREWORD BY CHARLES DANCE

While The Tragedy of Coriolanus has little subtext, it is by no
means simple. Its language may be comparatively modern, but
its values are not. The central dilemma — that of having to
destroy what we don’t understand - is the basis of all bigotry
and of most conflict, and is the basis of this fascinating play.

I am not a scholar, nor particularly studious. I am an actor
and I attempt to discover through rehearsal and performance the
nature and purpose of a text. I can only recount my experiences
of performing the play in the hope that they will be of some
assistance to those studying it, or preparing to perform it.

In 1975 I joined the Royal Shakespeare Company. I had
appeared in only one of Shakespeare’s plays before that, a
touring production of Twelfth Night. I had played the much
coveted role of Orsino’s Page and understudied Orsino. While
the business of understudying can be, and often is, a frustrating
chore (especially if one’s principal is determined, no matter how
severe the nature of their ‘indisposition’, to go on at all costs) it
does allow an actor to learn the great roles and observe great
actors playing them. The RSC has a tradition of contracting its
junior actors to play and understudy ‘as cast’. I was more
fortunate than others in my first season at Stratford in being
offered quite sizeable supporting roles and understudying,
among others, the great Alan Howard in Henry V. Aside from
our both having fair hair, we couldn’t be more different, so there
was no way that I could ever imitate him, nor would I have
tried. Still I could not help being hugely influenced by his ability
to speak and ‘ride’ the most glorious verse in the English
language.

In 1977 when the company staged Coriolanus, under the
direction of Terry Hands, I played Aufidius’ Lieutenant and



understudied Alan’s Coriolanus. After seasons at Stratford-
upon-Avon, Newcastle and London, we took the play to the
major European cities for a six-week tour. By this time I had
taken over the role of Tullus Aufidius, but was still understudy-
ing Coriolanus. Rather like playing Iago and understudying
Othello!

Shortly after the opening night in Paris, Alan, who by this
time had been performing eight shows a week for the best part
of a year, succumbed to a bug of some sort and was unable to
continue for the rest of the week. Midway through a pre-show
tea in one of Paris’s Left-Bank cafés, the stage manager — who
must have had a homing device secretly attached to me — paid
my bill, uttered the immortal words ‘You’re on tonight’ and
rushed me to the Odeon Theatre.

On these occasions sheer panic seems to give way to a strange
clear-headedness and overwhelms any fear. Fortunately, I was
also cager to play the part and test the validity of ideas that I'd
had the opportunity to develop during the previous nine months
of my association with the drama. I wanted to explore more
fully the almost surrogate father-son nature of the relationship
between Coriolanus and Menenius. I also sought answers to
some of the questions the text provokes: how does the presence
of Volumnia affect Coriolanus® behaviour? Is his ‘private’ face
any different from his ‘public’ face? And is the often-stressed
homoerotic nature of Martius’ relationship with Aufidius too
easy a solution to the problem of that complex coupling?

There was no point in my even looking at the lines —if I didn’t
know them now, the hour or so left before the evening’s
performance was insufficient time to start. From a purely
practical point of view, what had to be rehearsed was the fight
between Coriolanus and Aufidius. Prior to this night, remember, I
was playing Aufidius and understudying Coriolanus. Now I was
playing the title role and my understudy was playing Aufidius.
‘We went down to the empty stage and started slowly to ‘mark’
our way through what was by now, for me at least, a well-
choreographed but nevertheless quite intricate and potentially
dangerous doubled-handed sword fight. The rehearsal went as
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share that respect. When he speaks, he speaks from the heart, or
rather the gut, He calls a spade a spade — always a problem
when one is dealing with politicians! Caius Martius is often
regarded as a fascist, but I don’t believe he is one. He is a
pragmatist and a warrior. But first and foremost he is a hero.
Strangely, however, he is a hero who wants no reward, no
shouts of praise — especially from those he knows to despise him
and everything he stands for. A hypocrite he most certainly is
not. Statues were erected in his honour. Titles and rewards were
heaped on him, mostly to his embarrassment. Or was his
reluctance to receive accolades a case of the proud hero’s
protesting too much? Another of those interesting conundrums!

During the second week of rehearsals, our director Terry
Hands, who like me had come to the play for the second time,
suggested an experiment whereby we replaced the words people
and citizens with the word children. Suddenly the whole nature
of Coriolanus’ attitude to the citizenry became strikingly
apparent. They should be seen but not heard. They have their
place and I have mine. I go to war and fight for them and the
state. They, as Menenius vividly describes them, are the state’s
body’s members — albeit mutinous ones. We in the upper
echelon of society are the head, and we will provide the belly
with food from which the body’s lesser parts can draw
sustenance. In other words, the common people should stop
complaining. A very simple way of looking at things, if not one
that proves politically correct. But then that is the essence of
Coriolanus: a character whose own personality is complex but
who views himself and others in the most simplistic way. His
inability to ‘bend’, both metaphorically and physically, and to
understand diplomacy, is eventually his undoing.

Hovering over all is the dominant force of the play — the
hero’s mother. There is no mention of a father, and it is
Volumnia and not Virgilia who has assumed responsibility for
bringing up Coriolanus’ only child. She, and only she, is able to
persuade Coriolanus to do anything she wills him to. She talks
him into humbling himself to the people, and later, in the
extraordinary ‘Supplication Scene’ (V.iii), she wins him over
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well as could be expected under the circumstances and we
returned to our respective dressing rooms to await curtain up.

Probably because of an excess of adrenalin, I have very little
memory of that evening other than of the fight scene. At some
point we were both suddenly playing Aufidius and I struck what
could have been a crippling blow to my understudy’s left leg. I
felt my sword jar with the impact on his knee joint, heard him
howl with pain, heard myself cry, ‘My God, are you all right?’
and him answer, not altogether convincingly, ‘Yes’, and we both
continued to the point of his rescue by the Volscian army. It
was, thankfully, no more than a glancing blow that resulted in a
quickly healed bruise. We both went on to play four more
performances in our adopted roles but never with the same high
as on that first night. At the end of that year I took an extended
sabbatical, during which time I worked in other theatres and
started to make films. It was not until 1990 that I rejoined the
company, this time to play Caius Martius in my own right.

Aside from King Lear, Coriolanus is probably the most
physically demanding of Shakespeare’s plays. Even Hamlet has
his moments of quiet contemplation, but in this, the last of the
Roman Plays to be written, the language is surprisingly modern
and the speed at which it has to be played by its principal
character makes it a tour de force.

The drama’s energy and the nature of its principal character
are established in the very first scene. It begins with insurrection
by the citizens of Rome, who blame their nation’s hero for their
lack of food. They are temporarily calmed by the wise words
of Menenius, but then are immediately inflamed by the arrival
of Coriolanus. Caius Martius’ contempt for the people is based,
as he sees it, on their inability or reluctance to play their
part as subservients in society. Their dislike of him bothers him
not one iota, but their seeming disregard for the care afforded
them by his fellow patricians incenses him to the point where
he draws his sword and threatens to make a pile of their dis-
membered bodies.

Coriolanus has little time for politics, or politicians, or
political rhetoric. He has absolute respect for the structure of
Roman society, and absolute contempt for those who do not
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again even though he knows that what she is asking him to do
will result in his death.

As ever, Shakespeare gives a clear indication of how this
critical encounter should be staged:

Behold, the Heavens do ope,
The Gods look down, and this unnatural Scene
They laugh at.

At the juncture when Coriolanus steps outside the action to
deliver what is in effect a soliloquy, the word unnatural becomes
a very useful hook to hang on to. Of course Coriolanus finds the
situation unnatural; it is acutely embarrassing, and it emerges as
the turning point in his life. Any attempt to play this scene in a
naturalistic way is doomed to diminish it. It is also bound to
undercut that extraordinary moment when Shakespeare directs
that Coriolanus hold his mother’s hand in silence. Up to this
point the language of the play is hard-edged and brittle, as is
Coriolanus. Here, it takes on a peculiar, limbo-like poetry.

In this drama, the relationship between mother and son is
open to a variety of interpretations, and every night of
performance brought fresh insights. These insights would have
continued if the play’s run had extended longer, such is the joy
of Shakespeare’s writing. Certainly Caius Martius is his moth-
er’s son. But one thing above all is abundantly clear. From the
Supplication Scene on, the audience should see a very different
Coriolanus from the one that has gone before.

There are three named women in the play: Volumnia, Virgilia
and Valeria. Why do all their names begin with the letter V?
Surely not by coincidence. All of Shakespeare’s plays are full of
seeming coincidences — and repetitions. The most notable
repetition in Coriolanus is “What’s the matter?’ For the actor
playing the title character to ignore the frequent reiteration of
these words is to miss an opportunity to allow the audience to
laugh - and there aren’t many such opportunities!

While Caius Martius is certainty one of the most demanding
roles, both physically and emotionally, in the entire canon,
Tullus Aufidius is, in my opinion, the most difficult part in the
play. As with all of Shakespeare’s supporting characters,






