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Abstract:

William Shakespeare’s Coriolanus (1605 - 1608) is one of the
most political plays that call for different historical and psychological
interpretations resulting from the politically charged adaptations in the
post-pandemic world of decaying liberal democracies and mass
protests. Bertolt Brecht (1898-1956) worked on his version of
Coriolanus in the German Democratic Republic (GDR) between 1951
and 1955, but it was only performed for the first time by the Berliner
Ensemble in Frankfurt in 1962. In the post war GDR (German
Democratic Republic), where Brecht had taken up residence, the fate
of Coriolanus was framed by a different mix of political, social and
economic pressures.

This study aims at disambiguating the socio-political, historical
and psychological intertextual webs by conducting a comparison
between William Shakespeare’s Coriolanus (1605 — 1608) and Bertolt
Brecht’s Coriolan (1962), highlighting the long-lasting historical
conflicts between the evil tyrants (Stalin/Ulbricht/Coriolanus) and the
virtuous masses (East German workers with Nazi elements /the
plebeians of Rome). The comparison includes the Brechtian theatrical
techniques of “alienation effects” that are set in sharp contrast to the
theatre of empathy which is directly related to the rise of Fascism in
Brecht’s perspective. These alienation effects reduced the impact of
the intrapsychic world of Coriolanus represented in his relationship
with his mother Volumnia in Shakespeare’s Coriolanus. The
comparison, therefore, questions Coriolanus’ claim to self-sufficiency
as a heroic figure as it unravels Coriolanus’ dilemma of maintaining
his rigidity as soldier’s steel and his inner feeling of being a parasite’s
soft silk.

Keywords:

Alienation effects — intrapsychic world — dilemma — Self-
sufficiency vs. Dependence
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William Shakespeare’s Coriolanus (1605 - 1608) is one of the
most political plays that call for different historical and psychological
interpretations resulting from the politically charged adaptations in the
post-pandemic world of decaying liberal democracies and mass
protests. Bertolt Brecht (1898-1956) worked on his version of
Coriolanus in the German Democratic Republic (GDR) between 1951
and 1955, but it was only performed for the first time by the Berliner
Ensemble in Frankfurt in 1962. In the post war GDR (German
Democratic Republic), where-Brecht-had taken up residence, the fate
of Coriolanus was framed by a different mix of political, social and
economic pressures.

This study aims at disambiguating the socio-political, historical
and psychological inte rtextual webs by conducting a comparison
between William Shakespeare’s Coriolanus (1605 — 1608) and Bertolt
Brecht’s Coriolan (1962), highlighting the - long-lasting historical
conflicts between the evil tyrants (Stalin/Ulbricht/Coriolanus) and the
virtuous masses (East. German workers with Nazi elements /the
plebeians of Rome)..The comparison includes the Brechtian theatrical
techniques of “alienation effects” that are set in sharp contrast to the
theatre of empathy which is directly-related to the'rise of Fascism in
Brecht’s perspective.~These alienation -effects reduced the impact of
the intrapsychic world of Coriolanus represented in his relationship
with his mother Volumnia in Shakespeare’s Coriolanus. The
comparison, therefore, questions Coriolanus’ claim to self-sufficiency
as a heroic figure as it unravels Coriolanus’ dilemma of maintaining
his rigidity as soldier’s steel and his inner feeling of being a parasite’s
soft silk.

Shakespeare's Coriolanus, a tragedy of political ambition,
personal pride, and the volatile relationship between a leader and his
people, has resonated with audiences and authors across centuries,
inspiring diverse adaptations and interpretations. The play's
exploration of themes such as leadership, social class, and the nature
of heroism continues to hold relevance, prompting reinterpretations
that reflect evolving cultural and political landscapes. From Bertolt
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Brecht's politically charged Coriolanus (1959) to Ralph Fiennes's
2011 film adaptation, Coriolanus has proven to be a remarkably
adaptable work suggesting an indefinite number of intertexts. Brecht's
adaptation, for example, rewrote key scenes and added commentary to
highlight the plight of the plebeians and expose the dangers of
unchecked authority. Fiennes's film, on the other hand, used modern
military technology and media to create a starkly realistic portrayal of
conflict and its psychological impact.

These adaptations, among others, demonstrate the play's
capacity to be reconfigured and recontextualized to address
contemporary concerns across ages and cultures. They highlight the
enduring power of Shakespeare’s original work, which provides a rich
foundation for exploring complex sociopolitical issues. Unraveling the
intrapsychic world of Coriolanus in William Shakespeare’s
Coriolanus (1605 — 1608) and Bertolt Brecht’s Coriolan entails
providing a brief account of adaptation, appropriation and
intertextuality.

Since time immemorial, literary texts have been
regarded as generative of other texts or simply artistic responses that
travel in time and stretch across culture. Adaptation studies’ main aim
Is to explore the cultural contexts of these afterlives and reveal their
contributions to the literary canon. Prominent literary authors, such as
William Shakespeare, have been adapted ever since his work appeared
whether on stage or in print; a fact that has guaranteed their literary
survival. Regarding appropriation, it transcends intertextuality. It
creatively re-interprets or “writes back” to the original. In her seminal
work Adaptation and Appropriation (2006), Julie Sanders highlights
the main discrepancy among both theories/concepts. According to her,
adaptation signals an obvious “relationship with an informing source
text or original” (26). On the other hand, an appropriation calls on a
more subliminal collaboration of ideas and characters from the
‘original’ text. This, in turn, results in causing “a more decisive
journey away from the informing source into a wholly new cultural
product and domain” (Sanders 26). Two major techniques dominate
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the literary scene of adaptations and appropriations. Firstly, one has
the bricolage technique (a French term for ‘Do-it-yourself” (DIY)). It
is the citation or acknowledgment of other texts in the sense of having
“a range of quotations, allusions, and citations from existent works of
art” (Sanders 4). This is also known as intertextuality, a term that was
coined by Julia Kristeva in 1980. Pastiche is the second technique and
is regarded as an imitation.

According to Julie Sanders, adaptations are politically
motivated. She believes that adaptations/appropriations “frequently
adopt a posture of critique, even assault” (4) on the “original”. Any
text submits willingly to the cultural context and the circumstances of
their production and reception. This fact is the reason why many
canonical texts are rewritten and modernized to appeal to modern
audiences and mirror contemporary social and political issues. In her
book A Theory of Parody: The Teachings of Twentieth-Century Art
Forms (1985), Linda Hutcheon defines adaptation as the guise of “the
simple act of almost but not quite repeating, in the revisiting of a
theme with variations” (115). This repetition with difference is, in
fact, a fundamental concept in postmodern theory, especially in the
context of art, literature, and culture. In other words, when a theme, or
motif is revisited, it cannot be repeated exactly as it was before but
rather altered to a certain extent, so that it resembles the original but
also brings something new. In essence, Hutcheon is describing how
repetition in postmodern works often involves subtle shifts, variations,
or reinterpretations that offer fresh perspectives or critiques of the
original.

In Elements of Semiology, Roland Barthes presents a
framework for understanding how signs and symbols create meaning
within various systems of communication. He expands upon
Ferdinand de Saussure's concept of semiology, the general science of
signs, to explore how meaning is constructed through the interplay of
signifiers and signified (Barthes 47). Furthermore, he introduces key
concepts like denotation (the literal meaning) and connotation (the
cultural or emotional associations) to demonstrate how signs can have

Fifty year — Vol 117 November 2025

(5

400



Middle East Research Journal, 50th Year, Issue 117 - November 2025
® ®

multiple layers of interpretation. He also emphasizes the importance
of the signifier's role in shaping meaning (Barthes 89-90). Julia
Kristeva draws from this concept by Barthes to introduce and define
the concept of intertextuality (Kristeva 9-12). She defines it as the idea
that any text is a piece of quotations, absorption, and transformation of
other texts. In other words, a text doesn't exist in isolation but is
always in dialogue with other texts, both explicitly and implicitly
(Kristeva 18-29). Kristeva emphasizes that meaning in a text isn't
solely derived from the author's intentions or the reader's
interpretation, but rather from the complex interplay of various textual
references and cultural codes. This intertextual network shapes the
meaning of a text transcending into a dialogue between various texts
referring to one another across different cultures and different contexts
(Kristeva 36-38). On the other hand, allusion is defined as a form of a
subtle form of intertextual reference that refers to a any event
historical, political or any other phenomena but does not necessarily
reference another text (Machacek 522-536).

Shakespeare’s Coriolanus is probably not as well-
known as the rest of his plays. Nevertheless, the fact that it explores
universal themes, such as war, masculinity, heroism and humanity,
helped it have its share of adaptations. The Shakespearean Coriolanus
revolves around a roman general who was given that name after his
military victories against the Volscians at Corioli. Blinded by his
success, he seeks to beconsul; however, his disdain for
the plebeians and mutual hostility with the tribunes lead to his
banishment from Rome. While in exile, he presents himself to the
Volscians, then leads them against Rome. After he relents and agrees
to have peace with Rome, he gets killed by his previous Volscian
allies. Bertolt Brecht’s Coriolan is fueled by fascist Europe in the
thirties and forties. Brecht’s intention was to make it a tragedy of the
workers and for the workers, not the individual. It is where he
introduced the theatrical techniques of the alienation effects.

One major intertext around which the paper revolves is
the intrapsychic world of Coriolanus, which could be mainly
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examined with reference to Sigmund Freud’s theories. The Oedipal
complex is a concept central to Sigmund Freud's psychoanalysis.
Freud posits that young children experience unconscious sexual
desires towards the parent of the opposite sex and hostility towards the
same-sex parent (The Interpretation of Dreams 56). This theory can
be applied to analyse the complex relationships between Coriolanus
and his mother Volumnia. In Shakespeare's Coriolanus, Volumnia's
influence over her son is profound and arguably pathological. It could
be argued that Coriolanus's actions are driven by a desire to please his
mother, suggesting an unresolved Oedipal complex. Coriolanus's
ambition and aggression can be seen as an attempt to win his mother's
approval and admiration, mirroring the child's desire to replace the
father and possess the mother. Volumnia's own domineering
behaviour further reinforces this dynamic, as she actively encourages
Coriolanus's aggression and discourages any signs of weakness or
vulnerability. For example, Volumnia praises Coriolanus for his
martial prowess and urges him to "Be you but yourselves"
(Shakespeare |,iii), implying that his identity is linked to his military
achievements.

The American Psychiatric Association's Diagnostic and
Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders (DSM-5) defines narcissistic
personality disorder (NPD) as a pervasive pattern of grandiosity, a
constant need for admiration, and a lack of empathy for others
(American Psychiatric Association 669). This aligns with Sigmund
Freud's concept of narcissism, which he explored in his 1914 essay
"On Narcissism: An Introduction”. Freud suggests that narcissism
involves an excessive investment of libido in oneself, leading to a
great sense of self-importance and a delusion with fantasies of
unlimited success, power, or brilliance (Freud 73). In Shakespeare's
Coriolanus, Coriolanus's personality exhibits narcissistic traits. His
arrogance and disdain for the common people are evident throughout
the play. For instance, he dismisses the plebeians when he addresses
them saying, "[y]Jou blocks, you stones, you worse than senseless
things!”, he then declares "I banish you" to a group of citizens
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(Shakespeare 1,i). This is also illustrated when confronted with the
plebeians' grievances; Coriolanus arrogantly dismisses their concerns,
stating, "[y]ou are plebeians / If they be senators, they are no less /
Plebeians than you are" (Shakespeare Ill,i). This demonstrates his
inflated sense of self-importance and his belief that he is above the
law. His unwavering pride and refusal to compromise further highlight
his narcissistic tendencies. It is also a sign of his inability to empathize
with the common people and his belief in his own superiority.

It is worth noting that the character of Coriolanus in
both plays creates an allusion to the Sisyphean futility in his relentless
pursuit of power and subsequent downfall. This is alluded to the
Greek myth of Sisyphus, who was condemned to eternally roll a
boulder up a hill only for it to roll back down forcing him to start over
(Camus 75). Despite his military prowess, Coriolanus struggles to
gain political favour due to his arrogant and disdainful nature. He
views the plebeians with contempt, leading to constant clashes and
ultimately his exile from Rome (Shakespeare 1,i). This exile can be
seen as a Sisyphean task, as Coriolanus constantly strives for power
and recognition, only to be repeatedly hindered by his own pride and
the ever-changing nature of the Roman populace. His attempts to
regain his honour and status become a never-ending cycle of struggle
and defeat. Additionally, Volumnia’s ever-shifting demands and tasks
can symbolize the Sisyphean task assigned by the gods. In both plays,
Coriolanus is perpetually chasing a sense of fulfilment and
acceptance, only to be perpetually frustrated by his own flaws and the
ever-shifting demands of his public persona. This creates a Sisyphean
cycle of striving for approval and inevitably falling short, leaving him
trapped in a state of perpetual dissatisfaction.

The concept of social control through manipulation of
public opinion could be clearly explored in both plays. Volumnia
paints a dramatic picture of Coriolanus's suffering and the potential
devastation he will bring upon Rome effectively swaying public
opinion and ultimately securing his temporary pardon (Shakespeare
V,iii). This scene exemplifies how powerful individuals can
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manipulate the masses through emotional appeals and the exploitation
of societal norms. This is closely related to the intrapsychic world of
Coriolanus where many intertexts could be inferred. The dominant
issues of the uprising resulting from the famine in the play partly
suggest the concerns that shape the play and particularly the progress
of its hero. If the spectre of a multitude of hungry mouths, ready to
rise and demand their own, is the exciting cause of Coriolanus, the
image of the mother who has not fed her children enough is at its
centre. Volumnia’s attitudes toward feeding and dependence are
echoed perfectly in her son. Coriolanus persistently regards food as
poisonous (I, i; I, i); the only thing he can imagine nourishing is
rebellion (III, 1). Volumnia suggests not only her son’s mode of
defending himself against vulnerability but also the source of his
anger in the deprivation imposed by his mother. We see the quality of
his hunger and its transformation into aggression when, after his
expulsion from Rome, he tells Aufidius, ‘I have ... / Drawn tuns of
blood out of thy country’s breast’ (IV, v). The image invites readers to
understand the ease with which Coriolanus turns his rage toward his
own feeding mother, Rome.

In fact, Coriolanus’s abhorrence of praise and flattery is
an attempt to claim that he is unique. This attitude finds its logical
conclusion in his desperate cry as he sees his mother approaching him
at the end:

I’ll never Be such a gosling to obey instinct, but stand
As if a man were author of himself
And knew no other kin (Shakespeare Viiii).

In this respect, Coriolanus is proving and reassuring his
independence and his self-sufficiency comparing himself to God. The
conquest of Corioli, therefore, could be interpreted as a rape of the
mother creating an Oedipal intertext, as well a triumphant rebirth
where Coriolanus becomes his own author/creator suggesting a
psychological defense mechanism intertext. Coriolanus can stand as
author of himself only by destroying his mother. The symbolic
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intercourse suggests a literal return to the womb, from which one is
reborn, one’s own author. However, his manhood is secure only when
he can play the role that she has designed and play it with her
approval. This is illustrated when Volumnia states, “[m]y praises
made thee first a soldier’ (Shakespeare I11,i1). In this sense, Coriolanus
hasn’t succeeded in separating him from his mother, and his sense of
dependency is intensified.

Coriolanus’s rage, like his hunger, is properly directed
towards his mother. Though it is deflected from her and toward the
plebeians and Volscians for much of the play, it finally returns to its
source. When Coriolanus was exiled from Rome, he underwent the
same experience of being cast out by his mother. The capitulation of
his independent selfhood before his mother’s destructive attack seems
to him to require his death at the end of the play, and he embraces that
death with a passivity completely uncharacteristic of him. His despair
of being his own author and overcoming the overwhelming sense of
neediness to the mother made death look like a haven for him. It’s a
desperate attempt to get rid of the dominant motherly impact on him,
and to prove his manhood and freewill to choose his fate.

Regarding the political associations and contemporary
contexts, Shakespeare’s Coriolanus was written in the 17" century,
when England was facing issues related to social hierarchy, and
monarchy. The play's depiction of aristocratic contempt for the
common people could in fact reflect the tensions between the English
nobility and the rising political power of the masses following the
English Civil War and the growing power of the Parliament. It tackles
the deficits of aristocratic governance and the potential perils of both
people-centered and totalitarian politics. In T.S. Eliot’s essay
"Shakespeare and the Stoicism of Seneca"(1917), the author says that
"Coriolanus is a man with no sympathy for the masses, for the
plebeians. His greatness is of a kind which refuses to acknowledge the
importance of the feelings and needs of others. He is a hero who
cannot be a leader, and his tragedy arises from that"(pp.229-307).
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On the other hand, Brecht’s Coriolan was written in a
completely different context — mainly post-World War Il Europe after
the rise and fall of fascism on one hand and the spread of communism
on the other. It’s worth noting that Brecht denied his Coriolanus the
suffix “-s” as it's the masculine suffix in the nominative case (subject
form) in ancient Greek language. In other words, Brecht meant to
deny him his masculinity and, in turn, his heroism. As a Marxist
playwright and theorist, Brecht was profoundly engaged in the
political implications of the text and adapted it accordingly; precisely
as a vehicle for his "epic theatre™" style, which focused on provoking
critical thinking rather than emotional involvement. In Brecht’s
version, Coriolanus is not a tragic hero but rather a puppet
manipulated by the elite forces of Roman politics. His refusal to
submit to the will of the plebeians and his alliance with the enemy
(Volscian forces) are depicted as a result of the higher system of
power and oppression. His actions are portrayed as fuelled not by
personal shortcomings but by the tensions of class conflict. Brecht
wanted Coriolan to be a study of class conflict in which he reveals
how the masses are manipulated. In his version, Coriolanus is not a
tragic hero but rather an aristocratic oppressive and tyrannical
character. His excessive pride and consequent refusal to compromise
are portrayed as symptoms of his class privilege and not as personal
flaws. The plebeians, in Brecht’s interpretation, are depicted as
victims of manipulation and economic exploitation. Nevertheless, as
a Marxist playwright, the masses serve also as a collective force that is
able to defy the ruling elite which could eventually lead to a
revolution.

Regarding Brecht’s epic theatre and alienation effects,
one finds him using techniques of alienation in order to distance the
audience from any sort of emotional involvement that could affect
their judgement, encouraging them instead to critically reflect on the
political message. This is clear in using placards, breaking the fourth
wall, and incorporating songs that comment on the action (“Epic
Theatre and Brecht"). These techniques do not aim at eliciting
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sympathy for Coriolanus but rather provoking the audience to engage
with the socio-political significance of the on-stage events. In his The
Theatre of Bertolt Brecht: A Study from Eight Aspects (1967), John
Willett states that “[e]pic theatre rejects the illusion of reality, which is
the basis of dramatic theatre. Instead of an emotional identification
with the characters, it aims at the intellectual detachment that will
allow the spectator to understand the social issues at stake and thus to
take action” (97). In explaining the function of the Brechtian
alienation effects, he adds that “[t]he aim of the alienation effect is to
prevent the spectator from identifying with the characters emotionally,
so that he may critically evaluate the action on stage, and so be able to
make decisions about how to act in real life” (106).

It’s worth noting that Brecht’s adaptation was written in
the fifties, at the peak of the Cold War, when Europe was torn
between capitalist and communist blocs. The obvious Marxist
perspective in Brecht's version is a reaction to the post-European
political atmosphere, dealing with the conflict between the oppression
of capitalism on one hand and the communist ideals on the other.
Brecht chose to portray Coriolanus as an oppressive symbol of the
ruling class to mirror his belief in the necessity of class struggle and
the need of empowering the proletariat. Critical as he was of how
fascism exploited the masses, he used the play as a political manifesto
to reveal the likelihood of a rebellious action by the oppressed. In his
article “The Theatre of the Absurd” (1960), Martin Esslin argued that
Brecht intended Coriolanus to be seen as a study of authoritarianism, a
leader who becomes a tool of the state, and who, while representing
the military elite, is ultimately betrayed by his own ambition. The
political manipulation that he undergoes, and his tragic fall are eerily
reminiscent of the manipulation and eventual downfall of fascist
leaders in Europe, particularly Hitler (pp.3-15). On his political
theatre, Willet maintains that Brecht’s theatre is not a mirror of society
but a hammer with which he shapes it. His plays are designed to
promote awareness of the world as it is and to inspire action towards
changing it (pp.97-110). In fact, the identification of Coriolanus with
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Hitler was so powerfully fixed that in the immediate postwar years,
the play was banned by the Allies for performance in West Germany.
In the post war GDR (German Democratic Republic), the fate of
Brecht’s Coriolan reflects a different mix of political, social and
economic pressures. Food shortages, the establishment of work
quotas, show trials and secret police arrests led some people to flee to
the West.

While Brecht's Coriolan does not explicitly name Hitler,
there is a subtle allusion that creates a political intertext in the play. In
fact, Brecht intended to draw political parallels to fascist regimes,
including Hitler's. For instance, in Brecht’s version, one finds that
Aufidius is closer to him than his own people. From a Brechtian point
of view, Coriolanus deals with war as a warmonger and he is willing
to sacrifice the lives of thousands of Roman soldiers just because he
sees that a war with an enemy of his own class is worth it. One cannot
help but think of Hitler’s admiration of Stalin and the fact that he
betrayed their pact and waged a war against the Soviet Union just
because he saw him as a match. For Brecht, there is no simple
opposition between evil tyrant (Stalin/Ulbricht/Coriolanus) and
virtuous masses (East German workers with Nazi elements /the
plebeians of Rome). While for Shakespeare, Coriolanus is the striving,
ambitious war hero who seeks a dramatic confrontation, ancient
Roman idealism is not credible in the Brechtian Coriolanus.
According to Shakespeare, Coriolanus is clearly guilty, but it is the
guilt of a great individual who chooses to live a myth and denies the
impossibility of such an endeavour. On the contrary, Brecht presents
him as a public menace which should be eliminated not shown
sympathy. This is evident in the ending. In Brecht’s opinion, no
leader, however talented, is indispensable. Brecht’s play is shortened
by half and the dramatis personae is largely reduced. In the original
text, Aufidius is incensed at this betrayal of trust, and with his
soldiers, kills Coriolanus. Once his anger is gone, Aufidius agrees to
take part in the funeral of a worthy warrior. Influenced by the social or
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political climates of his time, Brecht succeeds in reconstructing
Shakespeare’s narrative and implying new intertexts.

With reference to Jean Baudrillard's The System of Objects
(1968), more intertexts could be created. The book explores how
objects are consumed and how they shape our identities in consumer
society. Baudrillard argues that consumer society transforms objects
into signifiers, devoid of inherent value and existing primarily to
convey social status. Similarly, Coriolanus’ image in ancient Rome
was that of a war hero, a symbol of Roman strength and valour.
However, his arrogance and disdain for the common people ultimately
alienated him from the very society he was supposed to protect
(Baudrillard 131). This framework draws parallels to Shakespeare’s
Coriolanus. In this respect, Coriolanus’ heroism was a kind of
commodification. This is evident in Coriolanus' struggle for political
approval, where his pride and ambition are intertwined with his desire
for public acclaim. Coriolanus struggles to navigate the complexities
of Roman politics, where public opinion and political manoeuvring
are constantly shifting.

In conclusion, the concept of intertextuality has a role in
shaping adaptations and appropriations. Through this comparative
analysis that focuses on identifying the intertextual references of
Shakespeare’s Coriolanus and Brecht’s Coriolan, it is demonstrated
how socio-political contexts influence the reinterpretation of source
texts. Furthermore, a psychoanalytical lens focused on the Oedipal
complex and narcissism provides a deeper understanding of the inner
motivations of the character of Coriolanus. Coriolanus, a play written
during a time of political upheaval in England, reflects anxieties about
social order and the dangers of unchecked individualism. By drawing
on psychoanalytic and historical frameworks, this paper has further
illuminated the complexities of heroism and villainy in both texts.
Coriolanus’s tragic downfall stems from his inability to reconcile his
personal desires with the needs of the Roman state. Ultimately, this
comparative study underscores the enduring power of Shakespeare’s
work and its capacity to be reinterpreted and reimagined across
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different historical and cultural contexts. Brecht tied the theatre of
empathy directly to the rise of fascism. For Brecht, it was precisely
this kind of theatricality that Hitler exploited in his rise to power.
Accordingly, Brecht’s play critiques his contemporary political
movements and events mainly fascism for he uses Coriolanus as a
symbol of the risks of absolute military control and mass driven
dictatorship. This comparative study reveals how adaptations can act
as mirrors of the different eras in which they are produced.
Shakespeare’s text delves into personal morality and leadership, while
Brecht’s version invites viewers to reflect on the social and political
consequences of power. The contradiction of these two different
interpretations enhances people’s understanding of the play’s durable
relevance, proving that Coriolanus is in fact a transformative text, able
to reflect a vast array of concerns—from the personal to the political.
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