Staging a Deception:  the manipulation of the stage in Plautus' Miles Gloriosus

Recent scholarship on metatheatre in Plautus (see especially Moore 1998) has singled out the Miles Gloriosus as one of the most prominent examples of this literary device.  Revolving around the deception of first the slave Sceledrus and then the eponymous miles, Pyrgopolynices, the bulk of the comedy follows the clever slave Palaestrio and his comrades as they fabricate and then perform an elaborate play of their own, relying continuously upon improvisation in order to come out on top.  Yet while most scholars (see, inter alia, Moore 1998, Frangoulidis 1994, and Maurice 2007) note the effect of this necessary improvisation only upon the characters, who, like Palaestrio, adopt theatrical personae, I suggest that it can also be detected in something very fundamental to theatre itself: the use of the stage.  The constantly-developing metaplay requires that the street and the characters' homes—that is, the stage and backstage areas, respectively, of the Roman theatre structure—also take on new roles, ones which do not always correspond to their traditional uses in Roman theatre.  Thus, for example, what a Roman audience considers "on stage" for the comedy's actors can also be understood in some scenes as "backstage" when viewed in terms of the theatrical needs of Palaestrio and his troupe of schemers; the interiors of the two houses, in contrast, are periodically transformed into central stages on which the heroine Philocomasium gives crucial performances, despite the fact that they remain perpetually hidden from the audience's eyes and must be narrated by another character.  The nature of Palaestrio's metaplay, I suggest, requires that the stage as the characters understand it constantly shift in order to accommodate the movements of the audience, Sceledrus and Pyrgopolynices; yet these shifts must also be balanced against the needs of the characters in such a way that at times, only a small portion of the theatre structure might actually be considered "on stage" (as, for example, during character asides)—indeed, "on" and "off" stage may even become one and the same.  In my paper, I propose not only to elaborate upon the nature of these frequent stage shifts and their place within the Miles Gloriosus as a comedy, but more importantly, to examine their effects upon the Roman audience: admitted by Palaestrio to the otherwise obscure world of the actor, the world of backstage and non-performance, they are, in essence, asked to simultaneously watch both a comedy and a rehearsal.  In a play that is already rife with doubling (for this theme, see Frangoulidis 1994), this ability of even the stage to assume multiple roles in order to suit the needs of the metaplay takes on a special significance.
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