Characterization and the Aristeia in Plautus’ Miles Gloriosus     
Many scholars have rejected the aristeia of Periplectomenus in Miles Gloriosus as a contaminatio or at the very least as ‘out of place’.
  They claim that the aristeia marks a sudden disruption of the plot and that the scene connects unhappily with its preceding and following scenes.  But this is not the case.  The aristeia is integral to the plot of Miles and Plautus has carefully woven the scene into the structure of the play.  Periplectomenus’ character carefully mirrors that of the miles gloriosus Pyrgopolynices.  We need to view the aristeia not as an abrupt digression, but as a scene that, in virtue of its correspondence with the descriptions of the miles, is crucial for a proper understanding of the play.  

The character contrast between Periplectomenus and Pyrgopolynices is a recurrent theme in Miles and, when given due attention, reveals the play’s humorous potential.  In the opening scene, Plautus delays the prologue in order to describe the character of Pyrgopolynices.  It soon becomes clear that he is a vain braggart and a self-conceited liar.  In the aristeia, Plautus similarly reserves space to describe the character of Periplectomenus.  The humor here lies in the simultaneous similarity and difference between the two men.  Periplectomenus too is an overt braggart, but a justified one at that, as he receives praise for his claims, while Pyrgopolynices is overtly mocked in the opening scene.  It is this that creates the humor of the play.  It is amusing that a soldier, grandiloquent and foolish, falls from his self-conceited ‘throne’, while the other main character exemplifies nearly every merit that the soldier boasts about, but does not in fact possess.  Plautus points up the importance of this characterization in the final scene of the play, when he places Pyrgopolynices and Periplectomenus together on stage, as the culmination of this character contrast.     
If this does not sufficiently establish this recurring theme and the centrality of the aristeia, verbal evidence makes these points unmistakable.  For instance, Plautus applied the same words or phrases to both characters (often in verbatim reprise) to highlight the contrasts of their character.  In my presentation I will focus on the word lepidus.  Plautus characterizes Periplectomenus as a lepidus senex twice in 20 lines at the end of the prologue (135, 155).  The rare phrase (it does not occur outside of the Plautine corpus and only three times outside of Miles) is next picked up in the aristeia, where Plautus emphatically repeats it four times (649-50, 659-60, 725, 731).  Thus Plautus both highlights Periplectomenus’ pleasant disposition, and verbally connects the aristeia with the end of the prologue.  Now, while Plautus calls Periplectomenus lepidus, he simultaneously describes the plot against the soldier as proceeding lepide (873, 907, 926, 927, 941, 1091, 1142, 1159, 1161).  At the same time, when Pyrgopolynices enters the stage again, after an absence of nearly 900 lines, the first thing he mentions is that all his affairs are turning out lepide.  And as if his intention was at all unclear, Plautus has several figures in turn call the soldier lepidus, in obvious mockery, in clear contrast with the true lepidus senex and emphatically connecting the different scenes where these descriptions occur (998-9, 1382). 

The play on lepidus is the most conspicuous verbal example in Miles that Plautus employed to support the characterization and to weave the aristeia into the structure of the play.  Such examples argue against those who claim that the aristeia must be a contaminatio.  Instead of criticizing the scene as a digression coming at the cost of plot development, we should view the scene as integral to the plot and the play’s humor, and appreciate how neatly it fits into the play as a whole.         
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� For the aristeia as a contaminatio, see especially F. Leo’s Plautinische Forschungen (1912) 178 ff; Fränkel’s Plautine Elements in Plautus (2007) 174 ff; G. Willams (1958), 79-105 has argued that the scene is overworked.  





