Performing Obscenity in Plautus

In his comprehensive work on Latin sexual language, J. N. Adams claims that there are no lexical obscenities in Plautus and that any suggestion of obscenity exists only in metaphor and double entendre  (1990, 219). This view is also supported by Fontaine, who argues that obscene words were expressly forbidden in the palliata (2010, 119). Marshall, as well, claims that, “for the most part, the text of Plautus does not present explicit obscenities” (2006, 87, n.59). This view of Plautine drama, however, is based on a definition of obscenity that is restricted only to verbal manifestations of it. How one defines the obscene is truly an embattled topic, as modern legal exegesis shows. For example, the Williams Committee’s Report on Obscenity and Film Censorship makes a distinction between the content of a given piece of media and the manner in which it is presented, arguing that manner is ultimately more important than content and that written obscenity is not as harmful as pictorial obscenity (Silken 1982, 238). Though one may object to these opinions, the important point to be made is that obscenity can exist in both the verbal and the visual realm. This differentiation is also present in Cicero’s theorizing about obscenity in Fam 9.22, in which he argues that if a word is obscene then the act which it refers to is also obscene, thus extending the concept of verbal obscenity to the realm of visual performance (Richlin 1992, 18-24). A similar line of thinking should be taken in regards to our understanding of Plautine drama, in which obscenity can be detected, not on the level of the written word, but on the level of visual performance. 

There are a number of scenes in Plautus in which obscene gestures are explicitly referred to in the text. For example, in Asinaria 699-711, the slaves Libanus and Leonida are adamant about not delivering the money that they have swindled over to their master Argyrippus until he, among other things, agrees to give Libanus an erotically-charged piggy-back ride. A description of the action and the meaning behind it are clearly stated in the text, and it is only after this obscene stage action that the slaves begin to change their mind about handing over the silver. More interesting, however, are those scenes in which obscene gestures are merely hinted at in the text, through double entendre and the reaction of the characters to unspoken actions on the stage. Two such scenes are Bacchides 68-76, when one of the twin sisters for whom the play is named inexplicably changes Pistoclerus from conscientious objector to enthusiastic participant in her debaucheries, and Rudens 414-441, in which Ampelisca apparently performs some unscripted action in order to get Sceparnio to agree to fetch water for her. In both of these examples, there is a disconnect between the motivations and reactions of the characters involved, unless one posits some sort of obscene action taking place on stage. In the past, commentators have seen such scenes as examples poor dramaturgy on the part of Plautus, but by imagining how these scenes may have looked in performance and by positing the type of gestures and obscene actions that may have taken place on stage, we can gain a better understanding of what Plautine drama must have looked like to the ancient Roman audience. 
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