Scripting a Deception: Rethinking the servus callidus in Miles Gloriosus

When the servus callidus Palaestrio and his co-conspirators prepare to embark on their deception of the soldier Pyrgopolynices, the prostitute Acroteleutium compares these preparations to the process of building a boat, a metaphorical ship for the real one that will whisk the beloved Philocomasium back home to Athens (915-921). This metaphorical ship will require the efforts of an architectus, who has trued the keel/plot, as well as fabri, who will help carry out the vision of the architectus. As we consider the fabri who will help Palaestrio achieve the desired deception, we notice an important contrast. Whereas Acroteleutium succeeds as a result of her flexible approach to her role within the framework of Palaestrio’s plot, the young lover Pleusicles locks himself into playing the part that his slave has written and almost sinks the plot. Looking at the contrast between Palaestrio’s assistants, this paper urges us to think about the servus callidus as one who creates through his plots a space for good actors to succeed rather than as one who writes the plots precisely.   


When Acroteleutium arrives on the stage, it is clear that she is prepared to play a role that is quite distinct from her actual life. For this day, the prostitute will pretend to be the proper wife of the neighbor Periplectomenus. As Periplectomenus and Palaestrio try to ensure that she knows how to play her part, she demonstrates her ability to enhance the servus callidus’ project. Before he can spell out the key points of his deception, the crafty prostitute is able to anticipate his thoughts, even presenting Palaestrio as a wise vates for his ability to predict the future (906-911). Rather than developing a strict script to follow in deceiving the soldier, Acroteleutium insists on leaving herself space to play the role as she sees fit, and in an interesting twist of seduction, she actually says nothing to the lusty soldier.


In contrast to the flexible attitude of the prostitute-wife, Pleusicles is content to have his role precisely scripted for him. Palaestrio tells his former master what to wear (1176-1182), and Pleusicles asks to be given the precise story he should tell the soldier (1183), which Palestrio proceeds to do (1184-1188). Unlike Acroteleutium who will pretend to be a wife madly in love with a soldier, Pleusicles has been given a role that is not that far from his actual role in life. His love was stolen when he was sent on a diplomatic mission by sea, and here at the end of the play, Pleusicles will play a gubernator. When confronted by the soldier, he speaks about the two things he knows well, making a bumbling pun between mare and amare (1307-1310). If it were not for the quick intervention of Palaestrio, the soldier would likely see through the plot.


Following the work of Slater [1985], scholars have emphasized the servus callidus as the poet/playwright controlling the plot (cf. Frangoulidis [1994], Frangoulidis [1996], and Sharrock [1996]). If we follow Batstone [2005], we need to rethink Plautine tricksters. By recognizing their theatrical qualities, they understand themselves as works in progress. We should see the success of Palaestrio not as the playwright who knows exactly how this plot will play out, but as the architect who has assembled skillful craftspeople in order to make the most of the plot that will carry Philocomasium and Pleusicles safely across the sea to Athens.
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