Significant Openings in Plautus

Recent work on the palliata has uncovered speech patterns specific to character types, to individual characters, and to each gender (Adams 1984, Karakasis 2005, Dutsch 2008).  Accumulations of characterizing elements, moreover, tend to appear at beginnings of utterances, in order to establish character-type for the audience on first or re-appearance, as noted by scholars of Roman comedy (Katsouris 1975, 139-140, Arnott 1970, 54-55).  This paper builds on the work of these scholars in two ways.  First, it demonstrates that maidservants in Plautus speak archaic and elevated expressions, either or both of which identify their character-type, especially at the beginnings of their utterances.  Second, taking its cue from Schauwecker (2002, esp. 196), the paper shows how Plautus contrasts the characters of Myrrhina, the ‘good wife’ of Casina, with that of Cleostrata, the ‘shrewish wife’, by giving each appropriate diction, which accumulates near the beginning of the entrance monologues of each wife.  
The first line spoken by the unnamed nurse in Truculentus contains syntax that is markedly elevated.  Emerging on stage bound in leather-straps, compelled by her master to confess wrongdoing, she says vis subigit verum fateri, ita lora laedunt bracchia (783: ‘violence forces me to tell the truth, so much do the straps hurt my arms’).  Two pieces of evidence firmly place the nurse’s construction (subigere+infinitive) in an elevated register of speech.  First, both the construction subigere ut+subjunctive and subigere+infinitive are identical in meaning (‘compel to’).  While there are thirteen instances of the former construction in Plautus, there are only two of the latter: the line under consideration (Truculentus 783), and Amphitruo 1143 (Lodge s.v. subigo).  The latter verse occurs in a formal scene in which Jupiter reveals himself to Amphitruo in order to assuage the Theban general’s fear that his wife Alcumena has committed wrongdoing:  hau promeruit quam ob rem vitio vorteres/mea vi subactast facere (‘She [Alcumena] did not deserve the blame you assigned to her/ she was compelled to act under my compulsion’).  Another piece of evidence may be adduced to argue for the formal ring of the nurse’s phrase (subigit fateri).  Vergil puts the phrase, nearly verbatim, in the mouth of the Sybil in the sixth book of the Aeneid.  As in Amphitruo, the mood in this particular passage is solemn.  Sybil is describing the horrors of the underworld to Aeneas (Aen 6.566-569): Cnosius haec Rhadamanthus habet durissima regna/ castigatque auditque dolos subigitque fateri (‘Rhadamanthus of Cnossus possesses a kingdom, most harsh/ and he hears [their] deceits and compels them to confess [their crimes…]).

The formal and elevated expression, subigit fateri, suits the character type of the nurse well because it accords with audience expectations for how nurses should sound in real life.  As Quintilian attests, Romans emphasized high linguistic competence in their nurses:  the rhetorician advises parents to ‘make sure [the nurses] speak correctly.  Theirs is the voice the child hears first; theirs are the words he will try to imitate’: recte tamen etiam loquantur. Has primum audiet puer, harum verba effingere imitando conabitur (Inst. Orat. 1.1.4-5).  
The entrance monologues of Cleostrata and Myrrhina provide striking contrasts with each other in diction and syntax.  Myrrhina sustains a more dignified tone than Cleostrata in the opening lines of her monologue in three ways.  First, she uses the unmodified present imperative less frequently: once in the first six lines of her monologue, against Cleostrata’s five in her opening six lines.  Second, in the third verse of her monologue, Myrrhina uses a verb, calvor (‘deceive’) which belongs to a high register (169):  sopor manus calvitur (‘drowsiness deceives my hands’).  The verb is strongly associated with tragedy, appearing four times in the fragments of the Roman tragedian Pacuvius, and once in the tragic fragments of Accius (TLL s.v. calvor 1.a, b; 2).  Third, key words refer to stage props, each of which identifies type.  The anulus with which Cleostrata orders her slaves to seal the storerooms suggests her control over the affairs of the domus and points to the fact that as uxor dotata, her husband does not possess her property.  The word which Myrrhina uses, by contrast, colus, ‘distaff’ identifies her as a ‘virtuous’ matrona, engaged in the activity befitting that type: weaving (compare the description of Lucretia at Livy 1.57).
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