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Critics of Shakespeare’s plays have not described the
intricate thematic relationship between work, sloth, and
warfare in Coriolanus. Understanding the interaction
provides a fresh perspective on the dynamics of the titular
character’s personal tragedy. In act I, scene i of his final
Roman play, Shakespeare focuses an abuse of labor, in this
case that of agrarian industry. The first fifty lines of the play
depict a repeated occurrence of Jacobean England: social
revolt by malnourished workers convinced that upper classes
are hoarding foodstuffs. Many commentators on Coriolanus
have remarked that this aspect of the play appears to owe
much to the 1607 Midlands Revolt and similar rural insur-
rections." That the citizens’ starvation results from a lack of
charity on the part of the patricians seems clear from the use
of language evocative of Lear’s and Gloucester’s accusations
against the hard-heartedness of an elite class (King Lear
3.4.32-36; 4.1.65-71). “What authority surfeits on would
relieve us” (1.1.16-17), First Roman Citizen concludes.? “If
they would yield us but the superfluity while it were whole-
some, we might guess they reliev’d us humanely; but they
think we are too dear” (1.1.17-19). Utterances such as this
character’s “I speak this in hunger for bread, not in thirst for
revenge” (1.1.24-25) predispose auditors to sympathize with
the citizens and harshly judge the hoarding patricians. The
ironic understanding of Menenius's parable of the belly,
intended to quell riot by supposedly illustrating the self-
sacrificial generosity of the patricians, confirms playgoers’
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silent condemnation of the Roman upper class. “There was
a time when all the body’s members / Rebell'd against the
belly,” Menenius begins:

thus accus'd it:
That only like a gulf it did remain
I' th’ midst a’ th’ body, idle and unactive,
Sull cupboarding the viand, never bearing
Like labor with the rest, where th’ other instruments
Did see and hear, devise, instruct, walk, feel,
And, mutually partcipate, did minister
Unto the appetite and affecion common
Of the whole body. (1.1.96-105)

Menenius goes on to describe the belly’s function of
digesting and refining food in order to provide nourishment
for all members of the body. Insisting that the patricians are
analogous to the provident belly in the body politic,
Menenius asserts that, having given the flour to the other
incorporate members of society, his social class—like the
laboring stomach—is left with only bran (1.1.146). Never-
theless, Roman citizens lack bread; they are starving. In the
minds of astute listeners, Menenius's parable backfires.’
Unlike the healthy, functional belly, the Roman patricians
hoard grain, refusing to refine and distribute it to depen-
dent members of the commonwealth. Thus Menenius
himself—in his imaginative representation of the original
accusation against the belly as “idle and unactive, / Still
cupboarding the viand, never bearing / Like labor with the
rest”—portrays the patricians’ sloth and unproductive lives.
By his strong ironic weighting of the audience’s sympathies,
Shakespeare appears to be condemning those Jacobean
classes corresponding to the patricians who were commonly
thought to enjoy the fruits of agrarian laborers without
providing workers with life’s bare necessities.

Scornful of the citizens’ weak appetite for war, Coriolanus
proposes that they be given grain only if they earn it by
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fighting in battle. Regarded in this light, corn amounts to
wages paid for the work of war. “They know the corn / Was
not our recompense,” Coriolanus grumbles after the
patricians release some grain to the people to avert rebellion
(as James I's government did in similar circumstances),*

resting well assur'd
They ne’er did service for 't; being press'd to th' war,
Even when the navel of the state was touch'd,
They would not thread the gates. This kind of service
Did not deserve corn gratis. (3.1.120-25)

Unfortunately Coriolanus cannot conceive of an act of free
charity. Shakespeare’s contemporaries widely remarked the
evils attending military impressment (Lockyer 271-72).
Falstaff's shameful pressing of his company of troops in 2
Henry IV illustrates Shakespeare’s sensitivity to the abuse.
Suggesting that starving, impressed citizens be given corn
only as wages for fighting wars against neighboring city
states strikes auditors as the harsh imposition of the values
of a warrior class upon the people.

In fact, Shakespeare repeatedly implies that warfare is
properly the work of Coriolanus and his fellow Roman
officers. Bleeding, he pauses in battle to claim “My work
hath not yet warm’d me” (1.5.17). Later, about to fight
Aufidius single-handedly, he boasts, “Alone I fought in your
Corioles walls, / And made what work I pleas’d” (1.8.8-9).
After the Roman victory, Cominius tells wounded Corio-
lanus, “If I should tell thee o’er this thy day’s work, / Thou’t
not believe thy deeds” (1.9.1-2). In the Capitol Menenius
begs Cominius “to report / A little of the worthy work
perform’d by Martius Caius Coriolanus” (2.2.44-46). In no
other play does Shakespeare stress repeatedly that warfare
is the warrior's distinctive work. In the monochromatic
character of the hero of his final Roman tragedy, war work
becomes not simply a passion but the grand obsession by
which he weighs and judges all other activities of life.”
















































