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cunning will be more valuable than bravery and physical 
strength? Might he represent a feudal order remembered with 
nostalgia? 

Distancing 

There are few soliloquies in Coriolanus. Its effect depends on 
action and the character in the community, a character with 
little observable inner life. The interplay between characters 
has its own complexity as when Aufidius observes Volumnia's 
pleading with Coriolanus. He brings into the scene other kinds 
of loyalties, values, dangers, perspectives than that between 
mother and son, Roman and Roman. It is such juxtapositions, 
contrasts, multiple perspectives which are the basis of Shake
speare's theatre and which make it epic. The focus shifts from 
class war to safety of state to personal honour to family to 
conflict between honouring a warrior and keeping him from 
political power by banishing him. The tribunes are mean
spirited, calculating, ignoble, ambitious, but they are correct 
in their assessment of Coriolanus and what he will do and 
they have as much justice on their side as he does. Aufidius 
studies him and ultimately wins. Knott and Burke show a 
hero trapped in the corridors of history, in a dead end; Paster 
suggests that rather than being a dead end, Coriolanus is the 
great individual the community needs for its survival. Such 
complexity and such objectivity need the distance and fragmen
tary scenes that we find in the epic theatre. It is what Brecht 
wanted but was seldom able to achieve as he also wanted 
to control the meaning or created too much empathy for 
characters. 

An historical style: the house of mirrors 

Seeing the literature of the past through the eyes of post
modernist literature and recent critical theory, most criticism 
appears to be a fiction, fictions which seldom seem solidly 
grounded in much textual evidence. The older critics may 
have misread or interpreted with naive assumptions about the 
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