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Performing Mother Power in Coriolanus:
Shakespeare’s Volumnia and Her Afterlives
on Stage

Hsieh, Chun-pai®

Abstract

Volumnia cuts a striking figure in the gallery of Shakespearean mothers. Although
the plot of Coriolanus follows closely Plutarch’s Lives of the Noble Grecians and
Romans, the effects Shakespeare aims at in this play seem to go far beyond political
morality lessons expounded by the sources. The play’s ambiguity on the political, ethical
and philosophical levels, as Jan Kott puts it, makes it a great hall of mirrors, where no
clear-cut moral lessons can be expected. This distinctive ambiguity could be hard to
swallow, like “caviar to the common taste.” Although Coriolanus has long been
deemed difficult and, compared with other Shakespearean tragedies in the canon, its
reception at the box office has remained relatively cold, critics today have largely agreed
to read the way Shakespeare impassively withholds explanation as signature touches of
the play’s virtuosic design.

This paper attempts to scrutinize the complex picture Shakespeare paints of
Volumnia in this play and contemplate the challenges the role poses for the stage.
Although she has implanted clear-cut ideas in her son—from which he cannot
emancipate himself, she remains enigmatic in her innermost being, leaving much unsaid.
As a dangerous woman who destroys the man she loves, she is all the more frightening
for being a mother, who is supposed to be the source of nurture and life. Shakespeare’s
bold characterization of the Roman mother is not for the faint-hearted and has put
generations of actresses to the test.

Taking a good look at Shakespeare’s adaptations of his sources, the first part of the
paper clarifies how Shakespeare colors this extraordinarily powerful mother with
disturbing, darker shades after expanding the role Volumnia plays for the Coriolanus
story. The second part of the paper reviews the play’s early performance history and
illustrates how Coriolanus productions before the twentieth century sought to dispel the
threatening elements of the Roman mother by textual surgery or other cosmetic
treatments. The third part of the paper highlights the most notable Coriolanus productions
after the twentieth century and examines different types of strategies employed for the
stage interpretation of Volumnia. The wealth of performance data surveyed here should
bring into relief the open nature of Shakespeare’s text, how it encourages interpretations
of different emphases, and how hard it is to hope for a fully gratifying stage realization of
a character like Volumnia.

Keywords: Coriolanus, Volumnia, the Shakespearean mother

* Associate Professor, Department of Foreign Languages and Literatures, National Taiwan
University.
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