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11 Bellies, wounds, infections, animals,
territories
The political bodies of Shakespeare’s
Coriolanus

Stuart Elden

Introduction

This chapter examines Shakespeare’s late tragedy Coriolanus in terms of the
various political bodies that structure the narrative and its language.1 The
reading moves through a number of registers. First, and most obviously, the
question of the body politic, which is recounted in a fable told to hungry
citizens. It moves from this to discuss actual physical bodies and wounds, and
then turns to the recurrent language of infection and infected bodies. This
relates to the bodies of non-human animals, frequently mentioned as appro-
bation or condemnation, particularly as this is played out in terms of the
clash between the elite and the multitude, the singular and plural, and the
understanding of the city as being both the people and the place. There are a
number of examples of animals as the hunter and hunted, consumer and
consumed. Finally, the chapter addresses the theme of banishment and the
conquest of territories, in terms of bodily aspects in other political senses. In
Coriolanus territory as the body of the state is only one aspect of its corporeal
nature.

This chapter is part of a much wider project that reads a number of Sha-
kespeare’s plays to shed light on different aspects of the question of territory.2

Territory, in my argument, is something that cannot be simply understood as
a bounded space, but encompasses a variety of different, multiple and con-
tested processes. I have suggested elsewhere that territory cannot be reduced
to mere political and geographical questions, and that a range of economic,
strategic, legal and technical issues are tangled up in the concept and prac-
tice.3 To those different registers we might add the affective, emotional, phy-
sical and bio-physical aspects of territory, of bodies in places and places
embodied. It is to those aspects that this reading most directly speaks.

Coriolanus has been described as Shakespeare’s ‘most political play’,4 and
as ‘hugely, indeed grotesquely, political’.5 While set in ancient Rome, and
based upon the life of the title character written by Plutarch, the resonances
with Shakespeare’s own time have often been remarked upon, especially in
terms of the corn riots and resultant popular uprisings in the English Mid-
lands around the time he wrote the play, in 1607. The play has often been
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mined for its political leanings, particularly because it gives voice both to the
common people and their rulers. It has polarized opinion in part because it
presents different perspectives with such passion, leading William Hazlitt to
suggest in the early nineteenth century that if it is studied it obviates the need
to read Burke or Paine or listen to debates in the House of Commons.6 Both
T.S. Eliot and Bertolt Brecht, with very different political motives, attempted
to adapt the play in the twentieth century.7 Robin Headlam Wells suggests
that the allusion to the corn riots in the opening scene would have had a
strong contemporary resonance.8 Yet Shakespeare took the corn riots from
Plutarch’s account of Coriolanus’s life, which means it was not a gratuitous
addition but part of the story itself.9 However, as Philip Brockbank suggests,
‘he could not have been unaware of their closeness to his own time’,10 and it is
of course plausible that the parallels inspired Shakespeare to take up this
story as the basis for his play. Brockbank notes that this is a recurrent theme
in Shakespeare, as his ‘theatrical engagement with popular risings began with
the Cade scenes of 2 Henry VI, to be extended in Julius Caesar and Sir
Thomas More and consummated in Coriolanus’.11 Frank Kermode argues
that while this link was certainly the immediate context, the political aspects
of the play operate ‘more abstractly’ as:

a study in the relationships between citizens within a body politic; the
relationship of crowds to leaders and leaders to led, of rich to power. The
polis has its troubles: dearth, external enemies, enmity between classes.
The patricians have a ruthless but narrow and selfish code of honour. The
people are represented by tribunes who are in their own way equally
ruthless, scheming politicians. The monarchic phase of Roman history
has recently ended, the kings replaced by an oligarchy tending to be
oppressive, committed to warfare as the ultimate proof of valour and
worth, and largely indifferent to social obligation.12

A brief plot summary may be in order. Caius Martius is a victorious Roman
general, yet he is intensely disliked by the people as a whole because he is seen
as one of the reasons behind their hunger while the grain stores are full. An
encounter between the people and Caius goes badly, with Caius scornful of
their claims. Caius leads a victorious army, defeating the Volscians at Corioli
and fighting the Volscian commander Tullus Aufidius, who is dragged away
by his soldiers. Caius returns to Rome as a conquering hero, taking the hon-
orific cognomen (more properly an agnomen) of Coriolanus. He is persuaded
by his mother to run for consul, and he is elected with the backing of the
people. However, two tribunes, Junius Brutus and Sicinius Velutus, conspire
against him, leading to a popular revolt. Coriolanus condemns the people,
which means Brutus and Sicinius have him convicted of treason. He is con-
demned to execution by being thrown off a cliff, but banished as an alter-
native. Coriolanus goes to the Volscian city of Antium, initially to allow his
enemy Aufidius to kill him to spite Rome. Instead they together plot the city’s
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downfall. On hearing the two men are leading an army against them, Rome
attempts to persuade Coriolanus against this course. While the soldier Comi-
nius and the patrician Menenius fail, a delegation including Coriolanus’s son,
wife and mother Volumnia, succeeds. A pact is sealed with Rome, but Cor-
iolanus is denounced as a traitor by the Volscians and killed by Aufidius and
others.

The political questions in the play are thus not merely secondary aspects,
but the very heart of the drama. Kermode has suggested that its plot is
‘probably the most fiercely and ingeniously planned and expressed of all the
tragedies’.13 As Heller notes, ‘Coriolanus is in my mind such a thoroughly
political play that the politically uninteresting scenes (such as the introductory
part of 2.1) also seem dramatically redundant’.14 Among these many themes,
I will focus on bodies.15

First, and most obviously, there is the question of the body politic. I move
from this to discuss actual physical bodies and wounds, and then move to the
recurrent language of infection and infected bodies. This leads to the bodies
of non-human animals, particularly as this is played out in terms of the clash
between the elite and the multitude and the understanding of the city, as
being the people and the place, in its physical form. Finally, I examine the
theme of banishment and the conquest of territories, in terms of the bodily
aspects in another political sense. The aim here is to avoid the narrow, unin-
teresting political reading of the play that Stanley Cavell suggests ‘is apt to
become fairly predictable once you know whose side the reader is taking, that
of the patricians or that of the plebeians’.16

The theme of bodies has, naturally, been discussed before. As Bristol notes:

The image of the body is, of course, a familiar topic in the critical dis-
cussion of Coriolanus. The play is saturated with concrete situations in
which the fate and condition of bodies is of paramount importance. Both
literal and symbolic implications of the analogy between the private
individual body and the body politic are elaborated in nearly every
scene.17

Some of what I say here will, then, be familiar to students of the play. The
discussion of bodies in a literal sense, particularly the fable of the belly in the
opening scene, and the ideas of infection and contagion that run throughout
the play, are relatively well known and examined. However, even here I think
there are issues less commonly remarked upon, and I hope in terms of
wounds, animals and territories that my reading goes beyond this. More
broadly, this reading is an engagement with, and development of, some of the
themes of literary geography.18 It attempts to avoid some of the problem
Nigel Thrift outlined in a letter to a journal he would later go on and edit.19

It is informed, but not bound, by the kind of political approach to literary
analysis for which Silk provided something of a manifesto.20
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The most recent adaptation is Ralph Fiennes’s film version.21 This is
undoubtedly a powerful piece of cinema, with a stellar cast, big-budget pro-
duction and striking cinematography. In this film version, the action is set in
the contemporary moment. It was shot in Serbia and Montenegro, but the
largely urban scenes of decay and despair could have been anywhere. The
setting in the film is said to be ‘a place calling itself Rome’, having a ‘border-
dispute’ with the Volscians.

Bellies

The initial complaint of the people is hunger in the face of dearth. They feel
that the state has sufficient resources and does not release it to them. The
patrician Menenius Agrippa tries to suggest that it is the gods that have cre-
ated this situation, and that rather than carry arms against the Roman state,
they should get on their knees to pray. He tries to explain the situation to the
people by means of a corporeal parable that reverses this idea of grumbling
bellies, something that is unfortunately cut from the recent Fiennes film version.

MENENIUS: There was a time when all the body’s members
Rebell’1d against the belly; thus accus’d it:
That only like a gulf it did remain
I’th’midst o’th’body, idle and unactive,
Still cupboarding the viand, never bearing
Like labour with the rest; where th’other instruments
Did see, and hear, devise, instruct, walk, feel,
And, mutually participate, did minister
Unto the appetite and affection common
Of the whole body. The belly answer’d—
FIRST CITIZEN: Well, sir, what answer made the belly?
MENENIUS: Sir, I shall tell you. With a kind of smile,
Which ne’er came from the lungs, but even thus—
For look you, I may make the belly smile
As well as speak—it tauntingly replied
To th’discontented members, the mutinous parts
That envied his receipt; even so most fitly
As you malign our senators for that
They are not such as you.
FIRST CITIZEN: Your belly’s answer—What?
The kingly crowned head, the vigilant eye,
The counsellor heart, the arm our soldier,
Our steed the leg, the tongue our trumpeter,
With other muniments and petty helps
Is this our fabric … 22
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The sheer number of bodily parts is overwhelming. Menenius sets the other
members of the body against the belly. It cupboards the viand, storing the
food, but not distributing it to the other parts. Basic instincts—seeing, hear-
ing, devising, instructing, walking, feeling, participating—are not served by
the belly; the appetites and affections are not provided for. Menenius
describes the complainants as ‘discontented members, the mutinous parts’,
and notes that the belly is the root of this, not the lungs. One of the citizens
replies by listing the parts of the entire body politic: the head, the eye, the
heart, the arm, the leg, the tongue. The body politic is a recurrent theme in
political theory. Perhaps the most important medieval example is found in
John of Salisbury’s twelfth-century Policraticus,23 but the most striking early
seventeenth-century example is Edward Forset’s Comparative Discourse of the
Bodies Natural and Politique.24 Forset’s work was published in 1606, shortly
after his involvement in the prosecution of Guy Fawkes and his fellow con-
spirators. This play is Shakespeare’s most thorough treatment of the idea.25

One of the things that is unusual is that he does not allow the fable of the
belly (which has its root in Aesop before Plutarch) simply to stand as a
metaphor of politics: the people to whom the story are told are actually
hungry in Shakespeare’s Coriolanus, while in Plutarch they are told the fable
outside of the city walls where they are complaining about usury. Usury is
mentioned only briefly in Shakespeare; in Plutarch the grain riots come later
in the narrative. The exchange on the fable continues for some time, with the
first citizen describing it as ‘the cormorant belly’,26 trading on the idea that
this is a voracious bird.27 Menenius counters that ‘your most grave belly was
deliberate,/Not rash like his accusers’, and that it acts as ‘the storehouse and
the shop/Of the whole body’.28 What is stored there is distributed appro-
priately:

I send it through the rivers of your blood,
Even to the court, the heart, to th’seat o’th’brain;
And, through the cranks and offices of man,
The strongest nerves and small inferior veins
From me receive that natural competency
Whereby they live.29

It is clear what he intends, with the people getting the flour and only the bran
being taken, though the crowd seem confused, so he makes it explicit:

The senators of Rome are this good belly,
And you the mutinous members; for, examine
Their counsels and their cares, digest things rightly
Touching the weal o’th’common, you shall find
No public benefit which you receive
But it proceeds or comes from them to you,
And no way from yourselves. What do you think,
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You, the great toe of this assembly?30

The use of body parts to discuss the polity continues at other times in the
play: ‘the navel of the state’ and ‘the fundamental part of state’;31 ‘lords and
heads o’th’state’.32 Even the last, the well-known idea of a ‘head’ of state,
follows from this basic idea. The bodily sustenance can be to disadvantage
too, with Coriolanus claiming that whoever gave our stored corn freely
‘nourish’d disobedience, fed/the ruin of the state’.33

Wounds

As Stanley Cavell has shown, ideas of hunger and cannibalism run through
the narrative.34 Yet the play is not concerned simply with the workings of the
body, and the distribution of nourishment throughout it. As Zvi Jagendorf
notes, ‘the physical is inescapable in this most unerotic of plays; everywhere
we encounter legs, arms, tongues, scabs, scratches, wounds, mouths, teeth,
voices, bellies, and toes, together with such actions as eating, vomiting, star-
ving, beating, scratching, wrestling, piercing, and undressing’.35 It is worth
dwelling a little on the wounds born by soldiers on behalf of the city.36 Mar-
tius notes that ‘I have some wounds upon me, and they smart/To hear them-
selves remember’d’.37 Menenius and Volumnia wish him to come home from
Corioli with wounds upon him. Menenius is pleased to receive a letter from
Martius:

A letter for me! it gives me an estate of seven
years’ health; in which time I will make a lip at
the physician: the most sovereign prescription in
Galen is but empiricutic, and, to this preservative,
of no better report than a horse-drench. Is he
not wounded? he was wont to come home wounded.38

Galen is of course a medical writer from antiquity who came after the action
of the play, but the point is well made. (‘Empiricutic’ appears to be a combi-
nation of ‘empiric’ and ‘pharmaceutic’.39) Volumnia learns news with which
she is pleased: ‘O, he is wounded; I thank the gods for’t’; Menenius concurs:
‘So do I too, if it be not too much: brings a’victory in his pocket? the wounds
become him.’40 They then have the following exchange:

MENENIUS: … Where is he
wounded? [To the Tribunes] God save your good
worships! Martius is coming home: he has more
cause to be proud. [To Volumnia] Where is he
wounded?
VOLUMNIA: I’the shoulder and i’the left arm there will be
large cicatrices to show the people, when he shall
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stand for his place. He received in the repulse of
Tarquin seven hurts i’the body.
MENENIUS: One i’the neck, and two i’the thigh,—there’s
nine that I know.
VOLUMNIA: He had, before this last expedition, twenty-five
wounds upon him.
MENENIUS: Now it’s twenty-seven: every gash was an enemy’s
grave.41

This passage enumerates the wounds, a calculus of pain from the battlefields
that can be expended in the political marketplace.42 However, breaking with
custom, the newly named Coriolanus is unwilling to show his wounds to the
crowd. Brutus is critical of this decision:

I heard him swear,
Were he to stand for consul, never would he
Appear i’th’market-place, nor on him put
The napless vesture of humility;
Nor showing (as the manner is) his wounds
To th’people, beg their stinking breaths.43

Coriolanus confirms this reluctance himself: ‘Your honour’s pardon:/I had
rather have my wounds to heal again/Than hear say how I got them’.44 And
again:

I do beseech you,
Let me o’erleap that custom, for I cannot
Put on the gown, stand naked and entreat them
For my wounds’sake, to give their suffrage: please you
That I may pass this doing.45

Siculus and Brutus see this failure to display the heroic body as an affront, as
do the citizens.

We have power in ourselves to do it, but it is a power that we have no
power to do; for if he show us his wounds and tell us his deeds, we are to
put our tongues into those wounds and speak for them; so, if he tell us
his noble deeds, we must also tell him our noble acceptance of them.
Ingratitude is monstrous, and for the multitude to be ingrateful were to
make a monster of the multitude; of the which we being members should
bring ourselves to be monstrous members.46

Coriolanus is reluctant simply to stand and tell the crowd of the wound he
received, and outlines how he imagines it is desired he do:
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What must I say?
‘I Pray, sir’—Plague upon’t! I cannot bring
My tongue to such a place:—’Look, sir, my wounds!
I got them in my country’s service, when
Some certain of your brethren roar’d and ran
From the noise of our own drums.’47

This is the contradiction: he does not wish his wounds to speak of his
actions.48 He later concedes that ‘I have wounds to/show you, which shall be
yours in private’ to one citizen,49 but refuses to confirm another’s claim that
‘You have received many wounds for your country’ by replying that ‘I will not
seal your knowledge with showing them’,50 though he later boasts of ‘wound
two dozen odd; battles thrice six’.51 Again there is the calculus, but he does
not wish them visible, only known. The citizens later interpret this as disdain:
‘He used us scornfully: he should have show’d us/His marks of merit, wounds
received for’s country’.52 Instead of being part of a collective body, Martius/
Coriolanus wishes to remain private, separate, his body to himself. He is later
described as ‘a carbuncle entire’.53 This idea is returned to in Act III, when
Menenius tells the crowd:

The warlike service he has done, consider, think
Upon the wounds his body bears, which show
Like graves i’th’holy churchyard.
Coriolanus: Scratches with briers,
Scars to move laughter only.54

Infections

As well as the actual damage to a physical body, the play uses the recurrent
theme of corruption, pollution and disease to the political body.55 Something
is rotten in the state, but the trope is also used to refer to different elements or
characters. Following his earlier description of the crowd as making them-
selves scabs by ‘rubbing the poor itch of your opinion’,56 Martius condemns
the soldiers who are on the verge of defeat at Corioli in the following way:

All the contagion of the south light on you,
You shames of Rome! you herd of—boils and plagues
Plaster you o’er, that you may be abhorr’d
Farther than seen, and one infect another
Against the wind a mile! You souls of geese
That bear the shapes of men, how have you run
From slaves that apes would beat! Pluto and hell!57

Later, after being denied by the crowd, despite his sacrifices, he returns to
taunt them.
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As for my country I have shed my blood,
Not fearing outward force, so shall my lungs
Coin words till their decay, against those measles
Which we disdain should tetter us, yet sought
The very way to catch them.58

Measles could be the modern disease, but could also be leprosy—the words
have confused etymologies; while tetters are skin eruptions.59 Later in the
same scene he suggests that there is a need ‘to jump a body with a dangerous
physic/That’s sure of death without it—at once pluck out/The multitudinous
tongue: let them not lick/The sweet which is their poison’.60 Yet how he
describes them also is applied to him. He has already been labelled a
‘poison’;61 now it is his turn to be described as a contagion:

SICINIUS: He’s a disease that must be cut away.
MENENIUS: O, he’s a limb that has but a disease:
Mortal, to cut it off: to cure it, easy.
What has he done to Rome that’s worthy death?
SICINIUS: The service of the foot,
Being once gangren’d, is not then respected
For what before it was.
BRUTUS: We’ll hear no more.
Pursue him to his house and pluck him thence,
Lest his infection, being of catching nature,
Spread further.62

Sicinius and Brutus argue that his past deeds need to be forgotten, like a
gangrenous foot is no use for its previous purpose, and that in order to pre-
vent further infection he needs to be cut away. Menenius suggests that the loss
of his blood in the service of Rome outweighs his current situation. Yet both
use the same mode of language in their opposed views.

Animals

Throughout the play the people as a whole and particular characters are
described as animals.63 There are many beastly bodies. Coriolanus describes
the people as a herd;64 and Menenius talks of ‘being the herdsmen of the
beastly plebeians’.65 The people are described as ‘multiplying spawn’ by
Menenius,66 and Coriolanus accuses Siculus of being the ‘Triton of the min-
nows’.67 There are other insults used of the crowd, such as Martius’s evocative
‘Go get you home, you fragments!’68 which makes clear the collective nature
of the crowd, sometimes described as the ‘rabble’—often in stage directions as
well as dialogue, which may indicate Shakespeare’s own views.69

However, there is a veritable bestiary beyond this. Curs, lions and hares,
foxes and geese all appear in Martius’s first speech,70 shortly after a contrast
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was drawn by Menenius between ‘Rome and her rats’.71 Coriolanus mocks
the crowd’s hunger and their use of proverbs such ‘dogs must eat’,72 and links
this to their unwillingness to fight with the lines ‘The Volsces have much corn;
take these rats hither/To gnaw their garners’.73 Later exchanges bring in a
‘fawning greyhound in the leash’,74 a cat and mouse,75 mules, camels, dogs
and sheep,76 moths,77 conies,78 an ‘old goat!’79 and a hen.80 The herd, ‘souls
of geese’, and ‘slaves that apes would beat’ all appear in the condemnation of
his soldiers.81 He later claims he will ‘never/Be such a gosling as to obey
instinct’.82 However the use of animals is sometimes rather lazy, with them
simply listed and the auditor (or reader) having to do the work of embellish-
ing the image. As Maxwell notes, a comparison with Macbeth is telling. In
that play we find the evocative claim that ‘A falcon, towering in her pride of
place,/Was by mousing owl hawked at and killed’.83

One of the most striking things is how often the animals function as pairs,
one the hunter and the other the hunted, one consumer and one consumed.
The animals are frequently their bodies, meat.84 When Menenius says that the
people do not love Martius, Sicinius declares that ‘nature teaches beasts to
know their friends’,85 which generates an exchange where the crowd is com-
pared to a wolf looking to devour a lamb, but Brutus notes that Martius
sounds like a bear, to which Menenius replies that he’s a bear who lives like a
lamb.86 The implication appears to be that in politics he is a lamb, ready to
be devoured, while his true strength in is battle. This is confirmed by Cor-
iolanus later referring to a ‘wolvish toge’: civilian dress covering his martial
instincts.87 He had earlier welcomed war as a ‘means to vent/Our musty
superfluity’.88 What these contrasts mean is that while many of the terms are
pejorative, there are also animals that evoke strength or nobility (‘noble’ is
itself a recurrent theme throughout the play). It is very much not the case that
no human should be like an animal.89 Martius is described as a bear,90 and he
declares Aufidius ‘a lion/That I am proud to hunt’.91 That said, in their first
encounter, Aufidius vows ‘If I fly, Martius/Holloa me like a hare’,92 where the
hare stands as a figure of timidity.93 Later in the play, as he is sent into exile,
Coriolanus complains that ‘the beast with many heads butts me away’,94 and
compares his fate ‘to a lonely dragon that his fen/Makes fear’d and talk’d of
more than seen’.95 The multitude expels the individual. The dragon is echoed
in Menenius’s later description: ‘There is differency between a grub and a
butterfly; yet your butterfly was a grub. This Martius is grown from man to
dragon; he has wings, he’s more than a creeping thing.’96 Menenius twice
describes Coriolanus as a tiger, speaking of him having ‘tiger-footed rage’,97

and saying there is ‘no more mercy in him than there is milk in a male
tiger’.98

Aufidius declares Coriolanus is ruled by animal instincts: ‘I think he’ll be to
Rome/As is the osprey to the fish, who takes it/By sovereignty of nature’.99

This relation of the osprey to the fish, a noble animal to prey, is found in
other places in the play. It comes through in the idea that the people might
have upset the natural balance of things, a reversal of power Coriolanus
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suggests would allow ‘the crows to peck the eagles’,100 with the eagle a
somewhat anachronistic imperial emblem. He later describes Rome as a ‘city
of kites and crows’,101 the kite being at Shakespeare’s time a common sight
scavenging in London. There are other times, however, where the power of
the strong is clear, with the suggestion that the Volscian assault on Rome will
be of soldiers following Coriolanus ‘with no less confidence/Than boys pur-
suing summer butterflies,/Or butchers killing flies’.102

The animal imagery also is important in considering the relation of the
people and the patricians to the city. In the opening scene Martius suggests
that ‘the rabble should have first unroof ’d the city’,103 a claim that makes
more sense in a later context.

FIRST SENATOR: To unbuild the city, and to lay all
flat.
SICINIUS: What is the city but the people?
PLEBEIANS: True,
The people are the city …
COMINIUS: That is the way to lay the city flat,
To bring the roof to the foundation,
And bury all which yet distinctly ranges
In heaps and piles of ruin.104

In distinction, Coriolanus sees them as in Rome but not Roman:

I would they were barbarians—as they are
Though in Rome litter’d; not Romans—as they are not,
Though calved i’th’porch o’th’Capitol!105

He wishes they were barbarians, so he could dispense with them as in a war:
‘On fair ground/I could beat forty of them.’106 There is an interesting struc-
ture to these lines with the wish followed by the ‘as they are’, and the negative
description reinforced by the ‘as they are not’, with the two instances of
‘though’ used to qualify still further. There is also a use of terms that refer to
their mere bodies. As Cantor notes, ‘Coriolanus’ use of terms for animal
procreation, litter’d and calved, reveals his point: the plebians no more
deserve to be called Romans than do the tame beasts who happen to be born
every year within the city’s walls’.107

However, the contrasts go deeper than this. The people believe they are the
city, whereas the patricians clearly see a physicality to the city itself which is
in danger of being destroyed.108 The people care more about their own health,
but Coriolanus, the Senator and Cominius talk of the destruction of the
buildings, literally an ‘unbuilding’; the city laid flat; a ‘falling fabric’.109 Sici-
nius re-enters, looking for Coriolanus in order to pass sentence:

Where is this viper
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That would depopulate the city and
Be every man himself?110

One of the citizens sees the enacting of the sentence as setting both the poli-
tics and the bodies in balance again. Thrown from the rock, ‘he shall well
know/The noble tribunes are the people’s mouths/And we their hands’.111

When he goes into exile and seeks out Aufidius, Coriolanus addresses the
city itself:

A goodly city is this Antium. City,
‘Tis I that made thy widows: many an heir
Of these fair edifices ‘fore my wars
Have I heard grown, and drop. Then know me not;
Lest that thy wives with spits, and boys with stones,
In puny battle slay me.112

In the final scene, discovering his Coriolanus has been persuaded against the
assault on Rome, Aufidius slurs him with the accusation of being a ‘boy of
tears’, to which Coriolanus replies with the terrible lines that lead to his
death:

Cut me to pieces, Volsces; men and lads,
Stain all your edges on me. Boy! False hound!
If you have writ your annals true, ‘tis there,
That, like an eagle in a dove-cote, I
Flutter’d your Volscians in Corioles.
Alone I did it. Boy!113

The description of himself as the eagle, the return to the scene of his greatest
victory at Corioli, and the use of the animal descriptions of ‘hound’ and
fluttering those in the ‘dove-cote’ returns to a number of key themes of the
play. Coriolanus thus ends as he began, setting himself up alone against a
crowd, with the people as a whole crying ‘tear him to pieces’ as a reply to his
own ‘cut me to pieces’, before many blows rain down.114 Recall the con-
demnation of the crowd as ‘fragments’ and a ‘herd’ in the first scene. The
individual people only make sense as part of a whole; Coriolanus can himself
be reduced to pieces. For Jagendorf, the manner of his death ‘represents the
number over singularity, of the limbs over the belly, of the spread of power
over its concentration’.115

Territories

These bodies relate in a number of ways to the question of territory in a
narrower, more specific sense. The key here is the expulsion of Coriolanus
from the civil body, and the attack he then leads against it. When the tribunes
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rule him guilty of treason Sicinius notes that there are three options—’For
death, for fine, or banishment’—and asks the Aedile to instruct the crowd to
follow his lead.116 Coriolanus is unrepentant:

Let them pronounce the steep Tarpeian death,
Vagabond exile, flaying, pent to linger
But with a grain a day, I would not buy
Their mercy at the price of one fair word,
Nor check my courage for what they can give,
To have’t with saying ‘Good morrow.’117

A few lines later Sicinius picks up the theme:

That do distribute it—in the name o’th’people,
And in the power of us the tribunes, we,
Ev’n from this instant, banish him our city,
In peril of precipitation
From off the rock Tarpeian, never more
To enter our Rome gates. I’th’people’s name,
I say it shall be so.118

The people reply enthusiastically ‘It shall be so, it shall be so! Let him away!/
He’s banish’d, and it shall be so’.119 There is then the important exchange and
reversal:

BRUTUS: There’s no more to be said, but he is banish’d,
As enemy to the people and his country.
It shall be so!
PLEBEIANS: It shall be so, it shall be so!
CORIOLANUS: You common cry of curs, whose breath I hate
As reek o’th’rotten fens, whose loves I prize
As the dead carcasses of unburied men
That do corrupt my air: I banish you!
… Despising
For you the city, thus I turn my back.
There is a world elsewhere!120

The curs here, as they did in the first scene, invokes the dogs baiting the
bear.121 The Aedile claims ‘the people’s enemy is gone’, to which the crowd
replies that ‘our enemy is banish’d, he is gone!’122

When he does leave, it is to the Volscian city of Antium. In the compressed
dramatic action of the play, his journey is short and his arrival, disguised,
follows quickly after. However, the recent film version captures this effectively
in showing a lengthy journey the passage of time of which is tracked by the
transformation in Fiennes’s appearance. Shaven head and face become ever-
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lengthening hair and a thick beard. By the time he arrives in Antium, the
transformation is such that stage devices such as a hooded cloak are unne-
cessary, but the geographical complications are shown in this version. The
play is set by Shakespeare in early republican Rome, not long after the
uprising against and expulsion of the Tarquin kings. The play is written in
early seventeenth-century England. The film is set in a near-contemporary
pseudo-Balkans, shot in Serbia and Montenegro. The film, making effective
use of newsreel and TV, shows that the Volscians are in close proximity to the
‘place calling itself Rome’. The initial war footage, of the siege of the Volscian
city of Corioli that gives Coriolanus his name, talks of a ‘border dispute’.
That implied a more proximate location, or at least, a contested front
between the sides that appeared largely absent when he is making his way to
Antium. The means used to mark the transition at other points in the film,
where a motorway is punctuated by roadblocks, with a kind of no-man’s land
between them, was more effective. However, if this is so, and the two neigh-
bours share a narrow, effectively modern border, a boundary, where does
Coriolanus go when he moves into exile? Why does it take him so long to
move between these places?

Yet, in republican Rome, it is indeed the case that there would have been
areas outside of Rome that were not yet part of its neighbours: places that
were not yet spaces; lands that were not yet cultivated, not yet territory. In the
early seventeenth century, Shakespeare could effectively play this spatial poli-
tics. Exile was still a potential punishment, and features importantly in his
history plays. The transportation of convicts to the new world or slavery were
merely modern examples of an age-old practice. In the later seventeenth cen-
tury John Locke would discuss the ‘Indian who knows no Inclosure, and is
still a Tenant in common’, and yet still laid claim to private property and thus
a nascent form of civil society123—Locke declaring that ‘in the beginning, all
the World was America’.124 Not all places within Shakespeare’s England were
yet enclosed, much less if Scotland and Ireland were included.

However, in the late twentieth and early twenty-first centuries, and espe-
cially in the Balkan setting which is otherwise so effective in Fiennes’s adap-
tation, the idea of a place outside territory is harder to grasp. Where is
Coriolanus as he moves through that sequence of locations, sleeping rough
and his hair growing ever longer? He could be in isolated locations. He is
undoubtedly making his way through war-ravaged landscapes, contested
places in the present or recent past, but given the modes of modern warfare
and territorial settlements, he is either still within the ‘place calling itself
Rome’, or behind enemy lines. It’s hard to conceive of a no-man’s land of
such extent that the time could have passed in such a way. He is effectively
either in one territory or another. It is hard to imagine him outside of terri-
tory, but for early Rome, or even in Shakespeare’s England, it is not so diffi-
cult.

When Coriolanus arrives in Antium to talk to Aufidius he speaks of how
the people were allowed by nobles to be cheered into exile, with the ‘voice of
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slaves to be/Whoop’d out of Rome’.125 (Whooped is a hunting term.126)
Aufidius clearly sympathizes, recalling later how ‘Being banish’d for’t, he
came unto my hearth,/Presented to my knife his throat; I took him,/Made
him joint-servant with me’.127 Back in Rome, Menenius condemns the
crowd—’the clusters’128—for being those ‘that made the air unwholesome
when you case/Your stinking greasy caps in hooting at Coriolanus’ exile’.129

The citizens quickly claim that they said to banish him reluctantly: ‘we will-
ingly consented to his banishment, yet it was against our will.’130 Later
Menenius suggests that those who sent him into exile should beg forgiveness:
‘Go you that banish’d him;/A mile before his tent fall down, and knee/The
way into his mercy.’131 In his attempt to mediate, Menenius is criticized by
the Antium guard:

Can you, when you have pushed out your gates the very defender of
them, and in a violent popular ignorance given your enemy your shield,
think to front his revenges with the easy groans of old women, the vir-
ginal palms of your daughters, or with the palsied intercession of such a
decayed dotant as you seem to be? Can you think to blow out the inten-
ded fire your city is ready to flame in with such weak breath as this? No,
you are deceived; therefore back to Rome and prepare for your execution.
You are condemned; our general has sworn you out of reprieve and
pardon.132

Towards the end of the play, a Roman senator expresses a wish to ‘Unshout
the noise that banish’d Martius,/Repeal him with the welcome of his
mother’.133

The play is also one of the few in the Shakespearean corpus to use the
actual word ‘territories’—still a rather rare word at the turn of the sixteenth
and seventeenth centuries.134 Only two plays by Shakespeare actually use the
singular ‘territory’.135 Three passages are at stake in this play:

AUFIDIUS: Worthy Martius,
Had we no other quarrel else to Rome, but that
Thou art thence banish’d, we would muster all
From twelve to seventy, and, pouring war
Into the bowels of ungrateful Rome,
Like a bold flood o’erbear’t. O come, go in,
And take our friendly senators by’th’hands,
Who now are here, taking their leaves of me
Who am prepar’d against your territories,
Though not for Rome itself.136

AEDILE: There is a slave, whom we have put in prison,
Reports the Volsces with several powers
Are enter’d in the Roman territories,
And with the deepest malice of the war
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Destroy what lies before ‘em.137

Second Messenger: You are sent for to the senate.
A fearful army, led by Caius Martius,
Associated with Aufidius, rages
Upon our territories, and have already
O’erborne their way, consum’d with fire and took
What lay before them.138

All of these are in a single Act, when Coriolanus is mustering Volscian forces
to attack Rome. It is Rome that has territories, and seemingly not its neigh-
bours; Rome that has lands at risk. This only hints at the geographical com-
plexities of Rome’s rule, especially in the later Empire—there were lands
currently part of its imperium, and those that could be at some point in the
future. Rome did not see the political geographical status of its neighbours in
the same terms.139 Aufidius talks of the territories to attack; the functionaries
of the threat at home. Yet these places are also related to bodies, and not
simply Aufidius’s description of ‘the bowels of ungrateful Rome’.140 Cor-
iolanus is content to ‘Let the Volsces/Plough Rome and harrow Italy’141—that
is, to reduce it to a colony or territorium. An important moment in the
founding of a new colony was the ploughing of the sacred boundary of the
city walls, the pomerium. We hear about this from Cicero, Varro and Tacitus,
for example, and in the early Middle Ages Isidore of Seville derives the ety-
mology of the term territory from this practice: ‘a territorium is so called as if
it were a tauritorium, that is “broken by a plow” [tritum aratro] and by a team
of oxen (c.f. taurus, “bull”)—for the ancients used to designate the borders of
their possessions and territoria by cutting a furrow’.142 In this sense, even the
‘geopolitics’ of the play is figured as a body politics, if not always a bio-poli-
tics.

Finally, having been expelled and taken refuge in Antium, Coriolanus then
returns to this language. He talks to Aufidius of his ‘canker’d country with the
spleen/Of all the under fiends’.143 Aufidius continues the polluted body trope
in the passage quoted above, suggesting that they ‘muster all/From twelve to
seventy, and pouring war/Into the bowels of ungrateful Rome,/Like a bold
flood o’erbear’t’.144 Returning to this theme of cannibalism, the most power-
ful figure in the play, the most sufficient, the one who bore Coriolanus in her
body and prevents his turning against the body of Rome, is Volumnia. It is
she who utters the horrific line that ‘Anger’s my meat; I sup upon myself/And
so shall starve with feeding’.145 Finally she pleads with Coriolanus not to
make ‘the mother, wife and child to see/The son, the husband and the father,
tearing/His country’s bowels out’.146 She then shifts the body to her own,
suggesting that ‘thou shalt no sooner/March to assault thy country than to
tread—/Trust to’t, thou shalt not—on thy mother’s womb,/That brought thee
to this world’.147 Coriolanus has become Rome’s other, its outside; his mother
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tells him not to tread on her womb, which gave him birth, but also on Rome
itself, the site that made him possible.

Shakespeare was writing at a time when the modern conception of sover-
eign territory was emerging and so he helps us understand its variant aspects,
tensions, ambiguities and limits. In The Tempest he explores what this might
mean when Europe came into contact with its outside. In his own England
the dominant form of political power was conducted in a space that was, by
his time, relatively ordered and bordered, but its recent past—explored in the
history plays—was anything but. We can see that, for example, in Richard II,
which is a crucial play about the political economies of land and the politics
of banishment. The earlier setting of King Lear shows a place that is histori-
cally distant and spatially disrupted. In that it is more similar to the Europe
in which he set most of his tragedies and comedies. This was a space that was
contested and fractured, both politically and spatially. We see that, especially,
in Coriolanus. In Coriolanus territory as the body of the state is only one
aspect of its corporeal nature. It is a play about the political body of the
polity itself, its inside and outside, the aggressive wars to keep it safe exter-
nally, and its internal health and well-being. It also raises a range of questions
about what it is to contribute to a political community, and who should rule.
However, literally and figuratively these are often the physical bodies of its
characters, with language invoking wounds, contagion, animals and a variety
of body parts. Shakespeare helps us to understand what it means to be part of
territory or outside territory, conceptually, historically and politically.
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