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Introduction
Welcome to this Behind the Scenes guide to the Donmar Warehouse production of
CORIOLANUS. In this pack you will find a wealth of information to help you understand the
process that Josie Rourke, the director, and her team undertook to bring this production to
the stage. This guide includes interviews with actor Hadley Fraser and Movement Director
Jonathan Watkins, as well as contextual and historical information and practical resources for
students and teachers.
This guide has been designed to accompany the Donmar’s production of Shakespeare’s
play and so the information below refers to this specific production. Where relevant, we
have included information about the historical context of the play, but this guide does not
attempt to provide a comprehensive overview of the vast amount that has been written about
Shakespeare’s CORIOLANUS, instead focusing on choices made for this production.
We hope you find this guide interesting and informative. To view the Behind the Scenes guides
for other productions please visit www.donmarwarehouse.com/discover/resources
Hannah Price								Sam Maynard
Helen Schlesinger
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Section 1:
Background to CORIOLANUS

Mark Gatiss
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A brief biography of William Shakespeare
William Shakespeare was born in April 1564 in Stratford-upon-Avon and died there in 1616. His
reputation rests on his work as a poet and playwright, but he was also an actor and an astute
businessman. His work in the professional theatre seems to have begun in the early 1590s
(his first known play is probably The Two Gentlemen of Verona) and by 1595 he had made the
association with the Chamberlain’s Men (subsequently the King’s Men) that was to last until his
retirement. Estimates put Shakespeare’s arrival in London at around 1588 when he started to
work as an actor and a playwright. Robert Greene, a London playwright, wrote of Shakespeare
in 1592 that he was “...an upstart crow, beautified with our feathers, that with his Tiger’s heart
wrapped in a player’s hide, supposes he is as well able to bombast out a blank verse as the
best of you: and being an absolute Johannes fac totum (Johnny do it all), is in his own conceit
the only Shake-scene in a country.”
Shakespeare was at his most prolific between 1589 and 1613. His early plays were mainly
comedies and histories, moving into tragedies in the early 17th century. There is no
circumstantial evidence to indicate that the dramatist – whose private life remains tantalisingly
private – underwent some emotional crisis during this period, but critics have continued to be
intrigued by the fact that in the same years he also wrote plays that were barely comedies but
not clearly tragedies: Troilus and Cressida, Measure for Measure and All’s Well That Ends Well.
In his last active years Shakespeare seems to have favoured stories with a freer, romantic
range of incidents and characters, though in all of them the principal characters have to
overcome serious threats to their happiness and lives.
CORIOLANUS is thought to have been written between 1605 and 1610, with most scholars
dating it around 1608. There is conjecture that CORIOLANUS might have been inspired by
the 1607 Midlands peasant revolt, which saw wealthy landowners, including Shakespeare,
accused of grain hoarding by the poor. His last known dramatic work seems to have been
the collaboration with John Fletcher on The Two Noble Kinsmen and All Is True (also known
as King Henry VIII), both performed in 1613. Mr William Shakespeare’s Comedies, Histories
& Tragedies, the collected edition of his plays edited by his fellow actors John Heminges and
Henry Condell, appeared in 1623, some seven years after the playwright’s death.
Joe Willis, Thomas
Harrison and Rudi
Goodman
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CORIOLANUS: Historical Context
493 BC
The Rome we see in CORIOLANUS is not the democratic idyll many imagine Ancient Rome to
be. The Republic is brand-new: its structures, laws and guiding principles fledgling. The Rome
we join is a dark, uncertain place, rife with upheaval and built on blood. CORIOLANUS opens in
493 BC. Until 15 years earlier (509 BC), the city had been ruled by kings. The last king, Lucius
Tarquinus Superbus, and his son, were known to be brutal and bloody. He was overthrown after
his son raped a noblewoman. This story is known as ‘The Rape of Lucrece’ and immortalized
in poetry and art, including in one of Shakespeare’s most famous poems. Lucrece summoned
the noblemen of Rome to tell them what had happened. Feeling that she and her family were
disgraced, she killed herself in front of them. This proved the final straw for the noblemen, who
led a revolt against the King and overthrew him. The noblemen swore an oath that Kings would
never again rule Rome, and instead Rome would be a Republic. The Republic would be lead by
two Consuls. The Consuls would share power and remain in power for one year only. Thus the
Republic aimed to eliminate the threat of one person holding absolute power. Rome was split
into a stringent class system, the plebeians (from the Latin plebeius meaning ‘of the common
people’) and the patricians (from the Latin patricius meaning ‘noble’). Only patricians could be
Senators, and indeed only Senators could be Consuls. In theory, the Consuls were elected by
the citizens of Rome, as well as by the Senators of Rome. The trouble was that in voting for
the Consuls, the votes of the Senators were counted for more than the votes of the plebeians.
This, combined with rising taxes, an unwillingness on behalf of the patricians to listen to the
plebeians concerns about debt and access to food stocks, resulted in the first of series of
uprisings known as ‘the conflict of the orders’. This, combined with the threat of war from the
neighbouring Volscians, meant that Rome was an uncertain, dangerous place, full of tension
and threat. As we join the play, we meet some ordinary citizens angry about how they have
been treated.
Elliot Levey
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Tom Hiddleston and
Rochenda Sandall

Politics in CORIOLANUS
CORIOLANUS was written towards the end of Shakespeare’s career. The last of his ‘Roman’
plays, it charts the rise and fall of a hero. The play is widely regarded as one of Shakespeare’s
most political pieces, and has been performed as a warning against fascism, and as an
exploration of personal pride and political power. The play’s performance history is fascinating:
banned by the American forces in Berlin after the Second World War, its political potency is
explicit. This lies in the contrasting values of the plebeians and the patricians. Indeed, it also lies
in the contradictions within the values of each group. As the plebeians argue against Coriolanus
in the first scene, condemning him for his pride, so later they will ask him to display his war
wounds like a prize fighter. As Coriolanus declines to ‘brag’, we see him humble, yet it seems
that the people he is being asked to brag to – the plebeians – are the problem. Coriolanus’
disdain for the common people, however, is also complex, rooted in a dislike for what he sees
as their ‘uncertainty’; he believes the people as a body are easily swayed. In this way, we can
see that the qualities that Rome demands of Coriolanus (certainty in battle and leadership) are
in marked contrast to the qualities of those he is fighting for.
CORIOLANUS at the Donmar looks deeply at these contradictions. By stripping back staging,
and creating a presentational or expressive style, director Josie Rourke and her actors have
chosen to focus on character, and all the contradictions and complexities in each character we
see. The use of the back wall combined with the vibrant urgency of the movement within the
piece gives us a strong sense of the contemporary nature of the themes of the play. Where
else in history can we find a wall, used to highlight and expose political machinations? Where
else in history do we find the poorer section of society rioting or acting in protest against those
that have much more? When else have leaders acted for those who have power, money and
influence as opposed to those who do not? These themes stretch through all of human history
and show that humans have consistently struggled with questions of fairness and democracy
through their history. This production of CORIOLANUS looks deeply at the personal and political
motivations of a man in power.
7
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Plot synopsis
The Roman Republic is in its infancy and threatened by internal and external forces. The
citizens are angry, demanding corn be shared by the patricians. They have particular hatred for
Caius Martius, who they believe to be proud, epitomizing the patricians’ power over them.
The Tribunes, Brutus and Sicinia, represent the people, and hate Martius for his disdain of the
plebeians.
The nearby Volscians launch an attack on Rome and Martius, a skilled and experienced soldier,
goes to battle. The Roman army is commanded by Cominius, with Martius as his deputy.
They fight at Corioles. Martius’ mortal enemy is Aufidius, the leader of the Volscian army. The
siege of Corioles is initially unsuccessful, but Martius’ forces open the gates of the city and he
enters alone, allowing the Romans conquer it. Martius is wounded and exhausted but still joins
Cominius to fight the rest of the Volscian force. Martius and Aufidius meet and fight. Aufidius’
own soldiers drag him away from the battle and Aufidus is shamed that his own soldiers came
to his aid.
Peter De Jersey
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Martius returns to Rome a hero, and is given the name Coriolanus to mark his great victory
at Corioles. The Patricians also want to make Coriolanus a Consul. Urged on by his mother,
Volumnia, Coriolanus agrees. While he has much support among the Senators, and also
appears to have won over the people, the tribunes Sicinia and Brutus believe Coriolanus is too
proud and too disdainful of the plebeians to rule: they fear he will take too much power and
spread tyranny through Rome. They set about rousing the people against Coriolanus. When
Coriolanus hears of the dissent he flies into a rage and denounces the idea of popular rule. The
Tribunes call Coriolanus a traitor and urge him to be put to death. A hasty court is convened,
and the sentence reduced to banishment. Coriolanus bids goodbye to his distraught mother
and wife and heads out of Rome.
Coriolanus decides to find Aufidius, in the Volscian capital of Antium. He finds him at his house
and sets himself at his mercy, telling Aufidius of his new hatred for Rome. Aufidius embraces
Coriolanus, his old enemy, and they plot an attack on Rome motivated by Coriolanus’ need for
revenge. At first the Tribunes don’t believe that Coriolanus is coming to Rome to attack, but
soon it is clear that they are in grave danger. Menenius and Cominius, Coriolanus’ old great
friends, tell the Tribunes that they have brought about a catastrophe by expelling Coriolanus
and bringing his wrath on to the city. Cominius and Menenius try to persuade Coriolanus to
stop, and both are turned away, unrecognized. Menenius, who used to call Coriolanus ‘son’ is
devastated. Finally, Volumnia, Coriolanus’ mother, and his wife Virgilia, along with Coriolanus’
son and a gentlewoman, approach Coriolanus to beg him to not to attack. Volumnia speaks
movingly and at length and dissuades her son from destroying Rome. Coriolanus knows this
is his undoing, and tries to create a peace treaty between the Volscians and the Romans. With
peace achieved, the Volscians kill Coriolanus for his betrayal.
Tom Hiddleston and Mark
Gatiss
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An introduction to the key characters
PATRICIANS
Caius Martius, later called CORIOLANUS
Martius is a brave Roman general, who leads the Roman army to victory in Corioles, earning
himself the honorary title of ‘Coriolanus’. After being pushed by his mother, he runs for the
Consulship, the highest political office in Rome. Unable to hide his disdain for the people of
Rome, he is banished, and seeks refuge in Antium at the house of his archrival, the Volscian
General, Aufidius. Together they plan to lead a charge on Rome, but Coriolanus is dissuaded
from such action by his mother, wife and little boy. He is killed by the Volscians for his
treachery.

MENENIUS Agrippa, his friend
A Roman nobleman, and old friend to Coriolanus. He tries to persuade Coriolanus to temper
his tongue and avoid trouble. As Coriolanus readies himself for the attack on Rome, Menenius
goes to dissuade Coriolanus from such action, and Coriolanus dismisses him, breaking his old
friend’s heart.

COMINIUS, Consul and Commander-in-Chief
A Roman nobleman and a former Consul, Cominius is also a heroic General, and head of the
army. He bestows the title ‘Coriolanus’ and attempts to help Martius as he approaches ruin.

Titus LARTIUS, a general
A Roman nobleman and well respected general who fights with Coriolanus at Corioles.

VOLUMNIA, Coriolanus’ mother
Coriolanus’ mother, and a noblewoman bent on ensuring her son’s greatness. Her ambition for
him knows no bounds, and plays no small part in his downfall. Devasted by his banishment,
she vows revenge on the Tribunes who pushed for his removal from Rome. As Coriolanus
approaches Rome with the Volscian army she begs him to stop, essentially signing his death
warrant with the Volscian forces.

VIRGILIA, Coriolanus’ wife
Coriolanus’ loyal wife, who cares for him above all others, Virgilia hates to hear of his victories
at the cost of his wounds. She too is devastated by his banishment and accompanies her
mother in law to persuade Coriolanus not to attack Rome.

YOUNG MARTIUS, Coriolanus’ son
Coriolanus’ young son, who shows all signs of becoming a warrior like his father.

VALERIA, a lady of Rome
A noblewoman and friend to Volumnia, she brings new of Coriolanus’ victory in Corioles. She
accompanies Volumnia and Virgilia to dissuade Coriolanus from attacking Rome.
10
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Tom Hiddleston

PLEBEIANS
SICINIA Veluta and Junius BRUTUS, tribunes of Rome
Elected by the people to Rome to serve their interests in the Senate, Sicinia and Brutus regard
Coriolanus as a danger to Rome and the people, and believe he shows signs of becoming
a tyrant. Working together they persuade the people to renege their votes for Coriolanus’
Consulship, and lead the call for his death after his outburst in the Senate. Later, they are
shocked to hear that Coriolanus approaches Rome, ready to attack.

VOLSCIANS
Tullus AUFIDIUS, a general of the Volscian Army
A great general and soldier for the Volscian army, he is obsessed with beating his great enemy,
Coriolanus. Vastly disappointed by his defeat at Corioles, his passion to kill Coriolanus grows.
When Coriolanus appears at his house in Antium he has a surprising reaction, his hatred abates,
and he invites Coriolanus into his house and to take a role in the army. Together they march on
Rome, Aufidius knowing that Coriolanus is a great general. When Coriolanus cannot go through
with the attack on Rome Aufidius is betrayed and Coriolanus is put to death.

Soldiers and citizens of Rome
Soldiers and citizens of the Volsces.
11

Section 2:
The Donmar’s Production

Jacqueline Boatswain
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Cast and Creative Team
Cast in order of Speaking

First Citizen, Ensemble Second Citizen,
ROCHENDA
Ensemble
SANDALL
MARK STANLEY

Third Citizen,
Ensemble
DWANE WALCOTT

Menenius
MARK GATISS

Caius Martius
Coriolanus
TOM HIDDLESTON

Cominius
PETER DE JERSEY

Titus Lartius
ALFRED ENOCH

Brutus
ELLIOT LEVEY

Sicinia
HELEN
SCHLESINGER

Aufidius
HADLEY FRASER

Volumnia
DEBORAH FINDLAY

Virgilia
BIRGITTE HJORT
SØRENSEN

Valeria, Fourth
Citizen, Ensemble
JACQUELINE
BOATSWAIN

Young Martius
RUDI GOODMAN

Young Martius
Young Martius
THOMAS HARRISON JOE WILLIS

Director

JOSIE ROURKE

Designer

LUCY OSBORNE

Lighting Designer

MARK HENDERSON

Sound Designer

EMMA LAXTON

Video Designer

ANDRZEJ GOULDING

Composer

MICHAEL BRUCE

Movement

JONATHAN WATKINS

Fight Director

RICHARD RYAN
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Resident Assistant Director Oonagh
Murphy’s Rehearsal Diary

WEEK

ONE

S

peaking to us on the first day of our rehearsals for
CORIOLANUS, Dr. Emma Smith tackles the issue of why
it is one of the lesser known and lesser performed of
the canon. It can be considered cynical, satirical and hugely
misanthropic. It deals with its themes through rich and
complicated layering of ideas and references and it presents
challenges in the staging of a long and detailed battle scene.
Yet, conversely, or perhaps for those reasons, it is a story
that draws you in, a play world which keeps revealing itself,
slowly and seductively, inviting you to get lost in a series of
contradictory and complicated truths that it is telling about
humans and they way we live with one another.
Our first day also involves hearing
the play read aloud by all of
the company for the first time.
Associate Director, Rob, speaks
about the version of the play
that he and Josie have edited,
the process of gleaning the key
narrative trajectories in order to
focus on psychology of the central
relationships. We read sitting in
a circle, with the actors standing
inside using music stands, so that
they jump up when their character
comes into the action. The result
is a sense of exclamation, a play
that starts with a shout and a rally
call, and only gains momentum
from there on. It is this forward
momentum that movement director
Jonathan will command as the
choreographic shape of the play is
devised.
When the company and staff of
the Donmar has assembled on
that first day, director, Josie, and
designer, Lucy, talk us through the

sets us
Much discussion
s that
up for a proces
out
will be as much ab
rinsic
understanding int
namics,
socio-personal dy
e wider
as it is about th
litical
militaristic or po
play.
structures at

design concept for the show. They
explain how they worked through a
more complex iteration, but pared
it down to a more sparse, theatrical
design. There are potent references
– a wall which simultaneously
references Berlin, the Arab Spring
and Pompeii, a central square
which talks about skin, scars,
fighting and the juxtaposition of
the public and private areas, and
thirteen chairs across the rear of
the stage with all their attendant
significations of democracy, power,
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Rehearsal
Diary

C

Oonagh Murphy’s

community and spectacle. This is
the visual vocabulary that we will
draw upon in the coming weeks to
bolster and unpack Shakespeare’s
text.
For the first week we work on the
text largely with the full company
or in groups broken down by social,
familial or geographical delineations
in the play world. These discussions
work in both a lateral sense, mining
the play for help in understanding
the various attitudes and opinions
of the characters in relation to the
central political drama unfolding,
and in a vertical sense, clarifying the
class/social structures that dictated
political relations in the early
Roman republic. This work shows
us the two worlds – Jacobean
England and Ancient Rome – which
are oscillating in the story that
Shakespeare is telling. This sense
of interlapping political contexts,
repeating patterns in the evolution
of democracy, allow us to approach
the story in a very humane way –
by grasping the sort of pressure
cooker of power that the play exists
in, we might see the characters
actions as concise psychologically
as possible.
Punctuating the week are sessions
with three academics. Dr Emma
Stone, professor of English
Literature at Oxford University,
shares with us some of her
fascinations with the play and
an understanding of the stage of
career the playwright was at when
writing CORIOLANUS, and also
what was going on culturally around
him as he wrote it. She explains
to us how it is formally unusual
it is, given that it involves many
repetitions and reversals, patterns
of quiet and chaos, few soliloquies,
the inversion of traditional
protagonistic constructs of tragic
narratives.
Conversely, Professor of Classics
from Oxford University, Prof. Paul
Cartledge, engages with the play
through a classical lens, clarifying

14

At the end of the week, we are
joined by Stewart Wood, political
advisor to two successive Labour
governments, and current righthand man to Ed Milliband. Stewart
further illuminates the patterns and
comparisons that CORIOLANUS
is earning from our contemporary
perspective. He likens the Senate
of CORIOLANUS as a governing
structure to the House of Lords
and the concept of Madisonian
principles, which champions a sort
of qualified democracy, by keeping
full power away from the ‘mob’. He

also speaks about critical moments
in political history – for example,
when Nelson Mandela left Robben
Island – when, without a general
spoken decision or consensus, it
is generally acknowledged that
a leader will come into power.
This has to do with how various
complimentary conditions come
into alignment, and how the effect
of an image, signifying power and
solidarity, often against a common
enemy, bypasses the structures
and processes of democracy to give
power to a leader. It’s a fascinating
reading of why Coriolanus becomes
leader, in the minds of the Roman
citizens after winning the Battle of
Corioles.
Our first week’s work maps upon
itself, a series of diagrams, images
and charts. Much discussion sets
us up for a process that will be as
much about understanding intrinsic
socio-personal dynamics, as it
is about the wider militaristic or
political structures at play. In this
same dynamic, the close study
of scene work will be in dialogue
with the creation of epic, imagistic
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for us the structures of the body
politic that were evolving in this
time of the Roman Republic. Paul’s
reading of the play as a tale of
how Roman values, the ones we
associate with later Shakespeare
such as Julius Caesar and Anthony
and Cleopatra, were only being
identified and were far from
culturally embedded. This sense of
the newness of the nation chimes
with one of the phrases Josie has
been using to describe the play –
that it is about ‘the bloody birth of
democracy’.

movements. As the week draws
to a close, our conversation with
Stewart probes us to articulate how
close we believe we are now in our
society to the revolutionary zeal that
the play opens with. Talk turns to
the London Riots, rising electricity
prices, Russell Brand inciting the
collapse of existing governing
structures, and a city where the
cost of living is pushing people
further and further to its margins.
“What is the city but it’s people”
– a key notion through the play
(the word city is mentioned more
in CORIOLANUS than in any other
Shakespearean play) – could be
used as a slogan for the reclamation
of London, or any other globalised
contemporary metropolis. The
exclamation that the play begins
with, a rally cry for redistribution of
power, would not be out of place
in our newspapers, streets and
Twitter feeds, post-2008. And so,
CORIOLANUS feels as cynical,
misanthropic, and complicated as
necessary to speak to audiences
today.

Mark Gatiss
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TWO

W

e begin our second week with a session with the
movement director Jonathan. The full company
work together exploring the choreographic language
we will use to move through the play. Josie explains how
the staging ideas, the design, and the play’s dramaturgical
structure are inter-related. The play is composed of 27
scenes, jumping between domestic settings, public arenas
and action on the battlefield in quick succession.
In order to accommodate the epic
scale, the staging is presentational,
using gestural sequences to
hard cut between naturalistic,
psychologically truthful scenes.
In seating the company across
the horizon of the stage, the
conventions of realism are broken,
creating an onstage mirror for the
audience. The actors that are not
in the scene are present in the
background of the action, operating
within a set of rules for how they
move between the neutral of
sitting into the naturalism of the
scenes. We also workshop how the
chairs are moved in the space; for
example, how they are suddenly
Deborah Findlay
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WEEK

the scenes,
We plotted
on a forensic
discovering –
odes of
level – the m
ployed. It
argument em
the actors
is clear that
ng greater
are discoveri
tention and
depths of in
eaking is
motivation. Sp
that to say
activated so
someone is
something to
hem.
to do unto t

imbued with meaning scenically
when the company become
patricians in the Roman Senate.
There is a common visual language
which forms the aesthetic baseline
as we work through the scenes.
This baseline references the
spectacle usually associated with
productions of CORIOLANUS. The
formal, expressionistic movement
coupled with our excavatory
text work, intersects the easy
sensationalism of representing
images of war and ideas of ancient
civilization. A distance is created
that allows for reflection on the
contemporaneity and psychological
compulsion of the text.

The central act of CORIOLANUS
consists of three complex scenes
where the narrative accelerates; at
the top of the act, Caius Martius
wins the people’s voices and
becomes Consul; by the end of
the act he has avoided execution,
but has been banished on a count
of treachery. In order to unpack
the rich text that twists through
manipulation, stand-off and rabble
rousing, we are joined by Bennet
Brandreth, a barrister and expert
in classic rhetoric. Plato described
rhetoric as ‘the art of enchanting
the soul’. Modern thinkers reflect
on it as the study of how language
works to move the mind. Scholars
in Elizabethan and Jacobean times
would have learnt rhetoric in
grammar school. Thus, in learning
about rhetoric we were receiving
a grounding in how he approached
the construction of his drama.
We plot the scenes, discovering –
on a forensic level – the modes of
argument employed. It is clear that
the actors are discovering greater
depths of intention and motivation.
Speaking is activated so that to say
something to someone is to do
unto them.
Much of this work also relates to
the session we do with Barbara
the vocal coach. She reminds
the company, many of whom are
stalwart Shakespearean actors,
16

By the end of the week we are
working the text on its feet, and
are about half-way through the
play. On the Saturday the full
company is called to work with
Josie, Jonathan and fight director,
Richard. The session’s aim is to
stage two battle scenes, the taking
of Corioles, and the meeting of
Martius and Aufidius. The work is
collaborative with suggestions from
the company tried and developed
and layered into sequences. The
staging continues to be expressive,
with a sort of pared back, utilitarian
roughness to it that commands
the shape of the play thoroughly.
In this highly physical work, the
actors continue to expand their
understanding of the scene work,
chopping and cutting into the
narrative robustly and at a great
pace. The week closes with many
ideas stored “in the bank” to be
picked up, discussed and expanded
upon. It’s a promising place from
which to launch into week three.
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of the ways to approach the
work over the coming week. She
identifies how CORIOLANUS is
not a particularly iambic play. It
is metric but is very dissimilar
to the two plays on either side
of it chronologically in the canon
(Anthony and Cleopatra and
Macbeth), sharing little in terms
of rhythm or tone. Barbara gives
the company exercises which they
can do on all of the play, working
through their text alone. We are
reminded that the basic principles
of verse speaking are to use the
line structure, as a suggestion of
rhythm and stress patterns, to use
the sounds and cadences of the
phrases as music and personality
and to use the words for imagery,
tone and intention. Barbara imparts
these ‘clues’ while working through
her exercises as a way for actors
to meet Shakespeare without
becoming blocked by ‘rules’.

WEEK
THREE

O

ur deeper work into the play navigates how to
marry the epic aesthetic with the naturalism of the
psychological trajectories of each character. Part of
this involves understanding how epic theatre works; what its
tropes and conventions are. For example, Josie references
the idea of Gestus, a dramaturgical concept that recurs
with frequency in post-war British (and European) theatre.
A Brechtian term, it describes the use of the actor’s body
to inscribe the power relations of the play-world. Through
Gestus objects are instilled with poetic weight. We construct
sequences, tracking the key motifs of the play. The series
of Gestus we explore – painting boxes on the ground,
exchanging ballot papers, graffiti-ing walls – in combination,
produce a sociopolitical landscape, evoking recognition
of historical and contemporary references. The visual
metaphor of the chair, for example, is tracked through the
play right to the final moment. In a play that is about class
and the performance of status, this underscore of images
effectively grounds the play in a temporal place that straddles
Renaissance London, historical Rome and the contemporary
without ever being trite or pointed.
This week we are
The production
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director, take
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different an
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them for calls
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evoke different
where they learn
meta-theatrical layer
how to sword
of the play which
fight, and the track that
talks about the
they make through the play which
theatre of political life. Josie hones
involves executing some of the
the staging, so that its simplistic,
transitions. Their fascination with
bare theatricalism, foregrounds
the playworld makes the sessions
the spectacle of the political arena.
where they work in the main
Within this all of our conversations
rehearsal room very enlightening
about political structures, riots,
as they represent the innocence
elections, and so forth, inform the
of that age that Caius Martius was
language of the play. Actors hold
said to be, when he was sent off to
to specific analogies that make
fight his first war. Plotting through
sense of the dramaturgy, so that
the ideas of the play from various
the eventual staging has layers
different angles like this enriches
of meaning, and being viewed
the work and propels us into the
from different angles, can evoke
next week of the work.
different ideas.
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WEEK

FOUR

A

s we begin to run longer sequences the work
intrinsically clings to the pathological relations that
Shakespeare sets in motion. Central to the play is
the relationship between a man and his mother. To help our
understanding of this, we are visited by psychologist Susie
Orbach who focuses the work between Deborah and Tom. We
explore the play’s obsession with the body and its sensuality
and how fixations on the body by mother and son, are played
out through the events in Caius Martius’ life.
The work moves into looking at
shame and abjection, and the
defilement of the body in war, the
sign systems around the masculine
body as site of social inscription.
In order to root these ideas in the
text and in playable intentions for
the actors, we track through the
physical relations between Caius
and others. There are many acting
cues around this, some explicit in
stage directions, others buried in
the text. Because Martius’ isolation
is so crucial, instances when he
touches his family physically take
on special significance. He leaves
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Rome, the image operates on
many levels, speaking volumes
about masculinity and intimacy,
competition, obsession, and war.

an early scene holding hands with
both his wife and mother, a gesture
repeated ironically at the end of the
play. These instances punch out
of otherwise austere interactions.
These are in counterpoint to the
scene where Coriolanus embraces
Aufidius during their meeting in
Antium, a scene that presents
many possibilities about the
obsession these two men have
for one another which is deeply
connected to the self-image they
have constructed. When Aufidius
and Martius embrace as they join
sides to seek revenge against

Alongside this work, this week
also presents many challenges for
the production team as we get
closer to technical rehearsals. The
staging, while boldly aesthetically
simple, requires detailed planning
due to various effects which Josie
and designer Lucy are hoping
to achieve. Timings are set for
huge blood effect sequences, the
harness to ascend the ladder and to
fly Martius at the end is tested, the
shower sequence is teched with
a member of the crew, dropboxes
are plotted on the grid plan, and
flying pyrotechnics are tested in
the theatre. All of this takes place
alongside rehearsals and we shift
and change anything that affects
the actors’ work as we do. By the
end of week four we have worked
through the entire play and aim to
be running full acts, in sequence
from the following Monday, an
exercise which will make clear the
next stage of our work.

Tom Hiddleston and Hadley
Fraser
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FIVE

I

n the final week in the rehearsal room, all of the various
components begin to interact dynamically with one another.
Early in the week we run acts one and two – the first hour of
the play. Having watched it Rob and Josie make some radical
cuts and edits to the text. The sense is that this is a play
where the real drama of the play doesn’t kick off fully until
Act Three. The analogy that Rob uses to describe it is that, if
this were a Bond movie, all of act one would be the pre-title
sequence. We are learning who these people are, what the
world is, what their drives are, and the given circumstances
of the play, which shapes the rest of the action. One of
the most challenging series of scenes, in staging terms, is
that which shows the siege of Corioles through to the duel
between Martius and Aufidius. Jonathan, the movement
director works with the ensemble to create expressionist
choreography to represent horses, walls, ranks of soldiers and
shelling from above. Michael
and Emma, music composer
Birgitte Hjort Sørensen
and sound designer, work in
the rehearsal room to create
a soundscape to support the
action. Rob and Josie make
further cuts and edits to the
text, clarifying, tightening
and quickening the pace of
the plot.
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WEEK

At the end of
week one,
we are brim fu
ll of ideas.
The rehearsal
room is an
inspirational sp
ace. Each
cast member
has shared
much of hersel
f, both
through the ex
ercises
on fear and po
wer, and
through her ap
proach to
the text.

to move to the next stage of the
process. We have Donmar staff
and creatives in the room these last
few days. Their understanding and
appreciation of the play supports
the sense that the clarity of the play
is emerging through the carefully
laid layers of meaning.

As the week progresses, the
changes make the work clearer.
All that is left is the staging of the
final sequence. Josie works with
Michael suggesting that the final
verse of the play should be set
to hymn-like music and sung by
a man and boy. The components
of the final moment are elements
that have been plotted through
the play, an upturned chair, a petal
drop, processional choreography,
and blood. The combination, which
we won’t see until we get to the
theatre to tech it, feels arresting
and complicated, in a way that does
justice to this difficult play, without
one clear moral message.
By the end of the week, we are
running the play in full. There is a
general agreement that the play
is ready to be “teched”, in order
19

ES

O
U
R

C

ES

TI
O
N
R

R

O
D
U
C

O
U
N
D
P

G
R
K
A
C
B

O
N
TE
N
TS
C

Jacqueline Boatswain,
Mark Stanley and Dwane
Walcott

The presentational style of the Donmar’s
production
Coriolanus is renowned as a tricky play to stage. Its multiple locations, battle scenes,
crowd scenes and killings are all technical difficulties to overcome. Moreover, the play’s
themes, its political questioning and seeming unwillingness to come down for or against
Coriolanus, make it a tricky piece of theatre.
What do we mean by stating that the Donmar’s production has a presentational or expressive
style? It is non naturalistic (i.e. it doesn’t seek to recreate exact representations of the dress
from the times, or create a set that looks like an actual battlefield or Roman villa), it uses
minimal staging to large effect; it uses furniture (in this case chairs) to represent various other
elements in the play (from horses to a stage).
In the Donmar’s production we see an unusual staging, created from several interesting
elements:

The use of ‘neutral’, and the cast on stage
The play uses the idea of a neutral position. We can see that the actors sit across the back of
the stage in their chairs, with Coriolanus standing in the centre. The actors then enter from
these positions, into the centre of the stage. When seated in this line and unmoving the
actors are entirely un-present in the action of the scene. They are adopting a neutral position
in which they are showing the audience that they are not in the scene we are witnessing. The
use of neutral in Coriolanus is innovative in several ways. By having Coriolanus standing when
everyone else sits, we can glean that he is either superior, or thinks he is superior to those
seated. Is he held in higher regard? The production doesn’t specify, but we are able to glean
that he is in someway different to those either side of him. By placing Coriolanus centre we
20
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can also see that those around him exist in relation to Coriolanus in various ways: he is, or he
perceives himself to be central to the action happening around him.
By keeping the cast on stage for a large part of the performance we can also feel the presence
of the city and the citizens at every point of the production. The action takes place in relation
to the idea of Rome, and we can see Rome at all points. We can also see the actors playing
the Volcses on stage. As audience members their presence reminds us of the ongoing conflict
between the two tribes.
When we see the actors clear the space and leave Coriolanus on his own, we can also see
his isolation become real. As he is banished, his lack of friends and family is all too apparent.
Coriolanus is alone, and literally out in the cold.

The use of chairs, and use of the space
In the ‘Spotlight on’ section, Jonathan Watkins talks about the use of the chairs in the
production. This is an unusual and innovative staging device created by the director Josie
Rourke, the designer Lucy Osborne and the movement director, Jonathan Watkins.
We see the chairs become many other things in the play. They are used both as staging
elements (i.e to become to shield or a stage) but also to delineate one space from another.
By creating a language in which the chairs are moved in order to show us we are now in a
different space, the chairs become both a prop that changes shape, and an important part of
the set.
The different ways that the chairs are handled also gives us a sense of what we are moving
into, or where we are in the play. Dragging the chairs or banging the chairs onto the stage adds
an additional element of percussive noise to the scene changes and ups the feeling of the
military in the play.

The Wall
The use of the back wall as a space for messages throughout the production is also innovative.
Giving us a sense of the Berlin Wall, or walls in London Derry or the Gaza strip, this wall
becomes, from the very start of the play, a place for democratized speech, the speech of the
people. The wall is used to ask for fairer grain prices, to condemn Coriolanus and to stage
protest. As we move through the play it also becomes a place for ladders to stretch into the
sky, showing us that the war has overtaken the needs of the people. Later, at the start of the
second half, Coriolanus huddles against this very wall, underneath graffiti. He has literally hit
a wall in his choices. Plebeians and slaves clean the wall, and Coriolanus becomes a wall in
response to Menenius’ pleas to listen to him.

Delineating space with light
Lighting Designer Mark Henderson and Director Josie Rourke have used light to create the
sense of walls for the audience. As Volumnia pleads with her son to go back to the Senate and
speak kindly to the people, we can see Virgilia just outside these walls listening in. Virgilia is
therefore, made extremely present in the scene. We can see her love for her husband and her
relationship with her mother in law. By showing us these relationships at this point, the loss of
Coriolanus to banishment is even more poignant. By showing the audience the slightly strained
relationship between Volumnia and Virgila we are moved to see the two women come together
as Coriolanus leaves Rome.
Using light to create walls also allows journeys into the rooms the light creates to be longer and
more useful. We can see characters approaching as they are spoken of, allowing the audience
insight into the characters.
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in conversation

A conversation with HADLEY FRASER,
playing Aufidius
What is it about the play and Aufidius that attracted you to the part?
I didn’t really know the play at all before we started. I suppose what attracted me was the idea
that these two men, Coriolanus and Aufidius, can’t reconcile their love and hate for one another.
It’s obvious that they respect and admire one another’s prowess and skill on the battlefield but
they also hate each other to the extent that it comes full circle and they also love one another.
It’s an extraordinary relationship and one that’s very uncommon in drama in general. We were
trying to think of a situation even within Shakespeare in which there is a similar relationship and
there doesn’t appear to be one. Obviously Martius goes on a bigger emotional journey in the
play than Aufidius but Aufidius is bound up in this obsession with Martius: and that was very
exciting for me. Plus, I’d never done a professional Shakespeare before so that in itself was
also really really exciting. I desperately wanted to stretch that particular muscle so when the
offer came through I was one part excited and one part absolutely terrified.
Hedley Fraser
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What was it about Shakespeare that frightened you?
I think I was slightly daunted by the experience of some of the other actors. I mean Deborah
Findlay and Peter De Jersey seem to have done every Shakespeare there is! So there was
sense of trying to come up to the challenge. I’m not alone, though, in being a sort of ‘newbie’
to Shakespeare. I’m also up for a challenge. The linguistics were the biggest thing to try to get
my head round.
CORIOLANUS is known to be one of the most political of Shakespeare’s works…
I think Aufidius is operating less on the political system than some of the other characters.
Obviously whilst I was reading through the play I think I was beginning to become aware of a
sense of disparity sometimes: where you feel you are on solid ground in terms of who is right
and wrong, and it suddenly becomes a bit more shaky. And different productions down the
ages have suggested different things in terms of where our sympathies should lie, whether
with Martius or with the mob. I hope our production comes in fairly down the middle and allows
the audience to make up their own minds. In terms of Aufidius’ place amongst that I think he
shares a certain amount of exasperation with Martius in terms of his attitude to authority. In his
first speech in the Volscian senate, he has a short shrift with the Volscian Senator and I think
feels similar to Martius in terms of how politicians probably don’t understand the lot of a soldier.
But as far as his development over the play goes, its much more of the personal journey
rather than a political journey that you see. When I look at the similarities between them, or
the disparities, Aufidius is almost always on the back foot to Martius: he can’t necessarily ever
have a plan. He’s always reacting rather than ever being proactive. So rather than being reactive
to the mob, as Martius is, he is directly reactive to Martius.
In this production, there is a delineation between the Romans and the Volscians, both in
terms of their accents and their physicality. Can you tell us how you went about creating
the two tribes?
We didn’t have any set plan for it at the beginning. For the first two weeks of rehearsal I
was still doing Aufidius with my own natural accent [southern British]. As we began to put in
some finer brush strokes it became really apparent that we did want to create a difference
between the two tribes, and make a marked difference between Martius and Aufidius. I had
been listening to Mark Stanley who plays the Volscian Lieutenant and he’s from Leeds. There
was something about his natural accent that fit within the language that really seemed to
work. So we tried it in rehearsals and it seemed to settle in quite naturally with the masculinity
and muscularity of Aufidius’ language. For me there is an earthiness to Aufidius and a sort of
animalistic quality to some of his language that the accent seemed to bring out. In rehearsal
I tried to hunt around for as much information on the Volscians as I could, but there’s not a
great deal. I suppose Rome was so successful that it expunged the history of the other Italian
tribes from the record books. What I did find out is that the Volsces were a mountain tribe. The
Romans had a more developed civilisation at that point, so I think I felt that they were a little
more agricultural and that might be reflected within their physicality: a little less streamlined
and a little more bucolic and rough around the edges. I mean, this only goes so far – because
there is a Volscian senate you can’t go too far down the road of thinking they are a hill tribe.
Shakespeare sets them within a similar context to Rome. For us, it was about finding their
different spices and flavours.
Do you have a process when creating a character? Especially a character who has some
unexpected reactions to events in the play?
Yeah – it has had its challenges actually because within Shakespeare there are big moments of
change and sometimes big leaps of faith. As an audience it’s sometimes easier to believe these
moments than it is as an actor trying to get your head around it. For example, the moment
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where Martius arrives at my house and I don’t recognize him. On the face of it you think ‘well
of course he’d recognize Martius, his arch enemy and the person he obsesses over’ but as an
audience member watching it I think you buy into it – you buy into that theatrical device. But as
an actor you’re going ‘but of course I’d recognise him!’ so how do I make sense of this? I think
you just have to take that leap of faith a little bit and try to understand how that might happen.
I equated it with seeing someone from the television in the street that you recognize and
thinking you know them, that moment before you work out who they are. It\s like the opposite
of that.
At one point I wanted to play Aufidius with a bit more nous than he seems to show in the
play. I remember having a conversation with Josie saying ‘but what if he’s got a plan? What
if everything all along is leading up to the death of Martius?’ and I think, quite rightly, Josie
persuaded me away from that choice. She reminded me that if anyone has a plan in this play
it always goes to pot so the only thing he can really do is react, react, react, discover, discover,
discover so that’s where I had to go with it. But also to make it a little bit more real for me
in the playing of it, to play discoveries which is always the most exciting thing as an actor. I
mean also, while we’ve come up with a blueprint for how it plays out every night, there are
still moments, especially in that scene where Martius turns up in Antium, that can change and
be slightly massaged every night and hold differences because it has to be such a present and
active moment.
How does it feel as an actor taking the neutral position at the back of the stage?
I actually find it really helpful. I mean, maybe ask me in February to see if I’m still enjoying
being sat at the back! I read a book that charted a production of ‘Coriolanus’ that had Ian
McKellen in it at the National Theatre. There’s a passage in it where Greg Hicks, who was
playing Aufidius, speaks about his role. He said that when he was not being used – so during
those middle scenes – he would have to listen to the play in his dressing room to keep contact
with it, otherwise he would come back into the second half for the Antium scene completely
disjointed and removed from the play. So in a funny sort of way being at the back there keeps
me completely present and completely in touch with what’s going on in the play. So I don’t ever
feel like I get ‘cold’ if you see what I mean. Thankfully I don’t have my glasses on so I can’t
actually see into the audience and spot who is out there! Apart from on Press Night [when
reviewers are invited to see the show] when I did spot Nick Hytner (Artistic Director of the
National Theatre) and Sam Mendes (ex Artistic Director of the Donmar, and director of many
films) sitting right in front of me! Finding that neutral position is relatively straightforward – it’s
more about maintaining a mentally active state and not drifting off and thinking about what you
are going to have for supper. So I think in general it really helps me stay connected to the play.
This production has an incredible fight scene in it. How were the fights created?
The fight was actually the first thing we started to do about five weeks before we started the
main rehearsals. I know that the fight was something that Josie wanted to be a centrepiece of
that particular relationship in the play. Our Fight Director, Richard Ryan, was sort of bussed in
from the Gods really, he’s mostly doing films now. He said to Tom and I at the beginning that
he wanted to do a film fight on stage, because there is a bit of a difference these days between
fights you see on stage and the fights you see on screen that are very quick and have lots of
different cutaway shots and edits. Because we’re so used to seeing fights on film stage fights
can sometimes seem a little bit pedestrian I think, and perhaps a bit choreographed. So we
did work at it very very hard. We worked at the choreography first but were very conscious
of still playing a scene within that fight. It needs to feel like it’s part of the narrative. I do think
that comes across. The stranglehold at the end for example, is probably where that really sort
of takes flight in terms of Martius holding the upper hand and then I force him to strangle me
further, which obviously has echoes with the more homoerotic scene in Antium later on. That
sort of predilection to be close to each other and almost to forever exist in the moment of near
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death with one another. The closeness to mortality is something that I think they both really
thrive on. It certainly takes it out of you in that moment. It probably goes by in a flash for the
audience, but for us it’s a very physical thing. So it was a collaboration between all four of us
[Director, Fight Director, Hadley and Tom Hiddleston, playing Martius], but it belongs to Ryan
really – he’s a bit of a genius.
Can you talk to us about the other moment between Aufidus and Martius, when they
meet in Antium?
We’ve gone quite heavily into the homoeroticism of the play. I did some close work with Josie
on this, and I think that there has always been this feeling that within CORIOLANUS there is
obviously this mutual obsession between Aufidius and Coriolanus. Its just a question of how far
that goes. I think that if you look at the text there is a sexuality to it, and I think that’s inarguable
actually. So for Tom and me, it was a question of how we best served the text. How do we
do it justice? There is a real sense that in Roman times there was a different sexual spectrum
that Shakespeare really understands, and I don’t think we should hide away from that. I know
that other productions have been even more explicit – I know that the Greg Hicks/McKellen
version certainly didn’t shy away from it. I think that it is something that is quite difficult for a
contemporary audience to get their head around, and I don’t really understand why that should
be. Perhaps for younger people it might not be something that’s so hard. Or maybe it’ll be more
difficult? I’m not sure. There’s a photo of two footballers, Gary Neville and Paul Scholes in the
middle of an FA cup match. Gary Neville is so pleased with what his team mate, Paul Scholes,
has done that he plants a smacker right on his lips. And that has always sort of stuck with me
in this context. From the footballer’s point of view its probably not sexual in that regard, where
I think the connection between Aufidius and Martius is, but there is the same sense of being
connected to each other’s bodies, and being at the extremes of emotions and expressing that
physically. And for Martius and Aufidius, as I said before, they exist so close to death, at this
pitch so close to mortality. And then there is the language; they talk about each other’s bodies
so much, their wounds, and that sort of visceral feeling of physicality. And I think being so
physical in the fight tips over into being physical in their meeting in Antium. It’s there in the text
and Josie always says to us ‘you don’t need to put anything else into the play, other than what
is already in the text’. If it’s there you just bring up the nub of it.
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Resources

Alfred Enoch
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Sp tlight
Spotlight on: Jonathan Watkins, Movement
Director
Can you tell me what a Movement Director does?
A Movement Director looks at all movement elements of a piece: sometimes this might be
sequences within a production, sometimes it might be a physical movement language that
runs through the whole play or the whole piece. Sometimes that’s decided right off the bat or
sometimes it just finds its way through the rehearsal process.
For instance on CORIOLANUS the movement has been led from the parameters of the design.
So we knew that there were twelve chairs, so that gave us a structure of what to look into,
to develop. For other pieces it might be more character led or a specific moment that needs
realizing in an expressive way or a movement way.

Mark Gatiss
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How did you become a Movement Director?
My work as a Movement Director is one section of my work overall. My first experience of
working as a Movement Director was at the National Theatre, working with Artistic Director
Nick Hytner. He had seen some of my choreography in the dance world, in ballets, and asked
me to realise a 3-minute set piece in ‘People’ an Alan Bennett play. The section was based
around logistics – what had to happen in the scene change, but also had to be responsive to
character. In the section, the characters restored a house, so I took inspiration from Sarah
Beeny and ‘60-second Makeover’. I take inspiration from wherever I can really.
To me working as a Movement Director is so interesting: it’s different than working as a
pure choreographer on my own projects because that’s all my own ideas and my own dance
vocabulary whereas Movement Directing is more about working with text, and working with
something that already exists, and how to transfer what is in a script from ‘page to stage’ as
they say.
What’s the process?
The process starts off with creative meetings between the director and myself. These are to
talk about what might be needed within the production or conceptual ideas that the director
and design team are aiming for. So it’s like a planning session before we go into rehearsal. On
the first day of rehearsals for CORIOLANUS we knew that there were specific parts of the play
that needed to be told through movement and we knew the design involved these chairs. So
on the first day of rehearsals I ran an open workshop session with the actors, where we spent
a couple of hours exploring ideas. These ranged from massive over the top ideas to tiny little
ideas with the chairs: how to move them, what effect dragging them had. We were starting to
find a physical language for the play. So it starts with creative meetings, ideas from the director
and the designer and then moves into the rehearsal room, because obviously as Movement
Director you can’t do your job without the presence of actors, without bodies in a space. So
once you get into rehearsal it starts to develop though exploring and trying out ideas. Then as
the actors work more with the text and block the scene or get it on its feet, we look at what
the transition into and out of the scene might be and as the play moves on we start to find a
structure and physical language through the whole piece. It’s like getting a sketch of different
moments of the play as you go along, and then starting to focus them to see how best those
elements serve what I call the overall ‘blend’ of the production.
The movement work in Coriolanus is expressive rather than realistic – where did this
come from?
There are a lot of locations in the play and a lot of physical activity; its one of the most battle
like plays that Shakespeare wrote. Coriolanus also has a very physical presence on stage, and
these were both things that Josie (Director) wanted to look at. We created a ‘neutral’ position
the cast could move off from, which manifested as the cast being present throughout and
set in their ‘neutral’ positions on the chairs at the back with Tom standing in the middle. We
knew that we wanted to create certain locations or feelings or ideas, and the physicality of
the piece from those chairs. So that was the first thing that we really worked on – how those
chairs can become other things: simple stuff like can the chairs become a Senate line? Can
they be clustered together to form a wall? Can they be picked up and become shields? So
it was finding the rules of what the chairs could do physically, while depicting very clearly
what the narrative of the play needed. There was a lot of experimentation, and finding our
way through it. We started with quite complex ideas and simplified these down into a neat,
bold presentation of the scene changes or expressive moments within the play. We also had
to factor how a movement idea integrates with other elements, like the projections, or the
lighting. That’s something we refined in the tech process, not the rehearsal room.
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This is your first Shakespeare. What were the challenges you found working on this type
of text?
I’ve seen a lot of Shakespeare productions, but never worked on one before. And that’s what
enticed me into it really, I wanted to work with this text, this director and these actors – I
felt that I would find a deeper understanding of Shakespeare through that work. It can feel
intimidating, so I made sure I studied the text before I got into the room to make sure I knew
what was happening, and understood it. It’s great to work with this kind of language. It is
challenging, but there was a lot of work from Josie and the actors to make sure everyone was
clear on the story and the meaning of the text. They did a lot of work on referring the script to
what was happening in their lives, or comparing parts of the script to a film or to other modern
references to contextualize it. And actually, fundamentally, I thought that it would be more
challenging than it actually is, but I think that’s a credit to work that the actors and Josie did in
the room to make it really clear, and the great edit that Josie and Rob (Associate Director) have
done. So all those things really helped.

Joe Willis
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Birgitte Hjort Sørensen
and Tom Hiddleston
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Exercises for practical use
in the classroom
As a group read the following extract from Act One Scene Three. Take a line each and
move round each person in the group one by one.
CORIOLANUS
Now, as I live, I will. My nobler friends,
I crave their pardons.
For the mutable, rank-scented many, let them
Regard me as I do not flatter, and
Therein behold themselves. I say again,
In soothing them, we nourish ‘gainst our senate
The cockle of rebellion, insolence, sedition,
Which we ourselves have ploughed for, sowed, and scattered
By mingling them with us, the honoured number,
Who lack not virtue, no, nor power, but that
Which they have given to beggars.
BRUTUS
You speak o’ the people,
As if you were a god to punish.
SICINIA
‘Twere well
We let the people know’t.
MENENIUS
What, what? His choler?
CORIOLANUS
Choler!
Were I as patient as the midnight sleep,
By Jove, ‘twould be my mind!
SICINIA
It is a mind
That shall remain a poison where it is,
Not poison any further.
CORIOLANUS
‘Shall remain’!
Hear you this Triton of the minnows? Mark you
Her absolute ‘shall’?
COMINIUS
‘Twas from the canon.
CORIOLANUS
‘Shall’!
O good but most unwise patricians! Why,
You grave but reckless senators, have you thus
Given Hydra here to choose an officer,
That with his peremptory ‘shall,’ being but
The horn and noise o’ the monster’s, wants not spirit
To say he’ll turn your current in a ditch,
And make your channel his? If he have power
Then vail your ignorance; if none, awake
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Your dangerous lenity. If you are learned,
Be not as common fools; if you are not,
Let them have cushions by you. You are plebeians,
If they be senators. They choose their magistrate,
And such a one as he, who puts his ‘shall,’
His popular ‘shall’ against a graver bench
Than ever frown in Greece. By Jove himself,
It makes the consuls base, and my soul aches
To know, when two authorities are up,
Neither supreme, how soon confusion
May enter ‘twixt the gap of both and take
The one by the other.
Elliot Levey
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1
2

As a group work through any phrases or words that are unclear.
	Try reading the extract again, line by line. After each line of Shakespeare,
say the line in modern English, updating the text.
Split into smaller groups of 3 or 4.
Discuss: what is Coriolanus saying? What is the main thrust of his argument? Write
two sentences summarizing what Coriolanus is saying.

4
5
6

	Rejoin the main group. Go around each smaller group and one by one read
out loud your sentences. What are the disparities between the groups’
ideas? What are the similarities?
	Read the extract once more, going around the group line by line. Try to put
the meaning you have found into the text.
	Move back into your smaller groups. Write down everything that
Coriolanus says about the people.
Discuss:
• Is Coriolanus democratic? Does he believe in the right of the people to have a say
over how they are governed?
• Does Coriolanus believe that the Patricians have a birth-right to rule?
• Does Coriolanus think he is like the people, or unlike?
• What would happen if a politician spoke like this now?

7
8
9
10

	In your small groups discuss what we have learnt about Coriolanus. How
might a man like him hold himself? How might he move? In the groups,
make one person Coriolanus and the others in the group directors. Adjust
the body language of your Coriolanus. How might he hold his head? How
might he walk? Create a walking Coriolanus from one of your group
members.
	In the small groups go back to the script and each pick a role (or roles).
Bearing in mind all that you have explored, stage the extract. How angry
are the characters? Are any of the characters pleased about what is
happening? Have any been hoping that Coriolanus would talk against the
people?
	Rejoin the main group, and show them your version of the script.
	As a group, discuss the main differences and similarities between the
versions. Does anybody think Coriolanus is right? Does anyone think he is
wrong?
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