
THE STRUCTURE OF PLAUTUS’ MENAECHMI

Widely different views have been held concerning the structure of Plautus’ Menaechmi.
On the one hand, the sequence of misunderstandings arising from the presence in the
same city of a pair of identical twins with the same name has been likened to clockwork
and attributed in essentials to an unknown Greek dramatist.1 On the other hand, E. Stärk
has stressed features of the play which are typical of improvised comedy and put
forward the bold theory that it was constructed by Plautus himself, following
traditions of pre-literary Italic drama but using stock motifs of Greek New Comedy.2

I wish to suggest that the truth lies between these extreme positions.
That the broad comedy of Plautus, in contrast to the subtler comedy of Terence, owes

a debt to Italic traditions of improvised drama has long been communis opinio.3 Stärk
argues that aspects of the Menaechmi are unlike what we know of Greek New
Comedy but can be paralleled by the unscripted performances of the Commedia
dell’arte, for which considerable evidence is available. Many of the features, however,
which Stärk sees as inspired by Italic sub-literary drama, such as loose structure, incon-
sistent characterization and amorality, can be attributed to superficial rewriting by
Plautus and need not imply that the basic structure of the play was not inherited from
a Greek model. Inconsistencies of characterization can result from small additions by
Plautus, momentary jokes or inflated cantica. Inconsistencies in the movements of
characters can result from additions, omissions or other changes by Plautus, like the
one now documented in the Bacchides.4 The amorality of the conclusion of the play,
whereby the ill-used Matrona is to be auctioned off, can be attributed to an ad hoc
joke in a passage otherwise rewritten by Plautus. That the quest for a lost twin brother
advertised in the prologue tends to be forgotten in the play may be due to Plautine
omissions. Often Stärk fails to distinguish between the surface structure of the play, in
which Plautine contributions are only to be expected, and the main lines of the plot.
As to the basic improbability of the plot, whereby Menaechmus of Syracuse (S), who
is searching for news of a lost twin brother, is so slow to guess that he is being mistaken
for this twin brother, this is acceptable in a play, which is not real life and requires a
willing suspension of disbelief.5 It is noteworthy that the fundamental implausibility
of Menaechmus’ failure to have any suspicion that the cause of his puzzling reception
might be connected with the known fact of his having an identical twin brother is

1 E.g. P.-E. Lejay, Plaute (Paris, 1925), 100; B.-A. Taladoire, Essai sur le comique de Plaute
(Monaco, 1956), 117; C. Questa, Sei letture plautine (Urbino, 2004), 72.

2 Die Menaechmi des Plautus und kein griechisches Original (Tübingen, 1989).
3 E.g. F. Leo, Geschichte der römischen Literatur (Berlin, 1913), 138; E. Fraenkel, Plautinisches

im Plautus (Berlin, 1922), 421; G.E. Duckworth, The Nature of Roman Comedy (Princeton, 1952),
328.

4 Cf. J. Barsby, Plautus Bacchides (Warminster, 1986), 142–3.
5 R. Perna, L’originalità di Plauto (Bari, 1955), 294.
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somewhat mitigated by Messenio’s urgent warnings of the trickery to be expected by a
visitor in a strange city (258–72, 338–45, 375–7, 415–16, 438, 441–2), as well as by
repeated hints that his interlocutors might be mad (282, 289–92, 309, 312–15, 325,
336, 373, 390, 394), a recurring motif throughout the play, culminating in the pretence
of Menaechmus S to be mad himself and its hilarious consequences. Elsewhere it is
suggested that a speaker is joking (317–18, 381, 396).

Stärk’s theory has had a generally sceptical reception.6 A strong argument against it
has been found in the fact that the action of the Latin play seems to conform to the
five-act structure which we now know to be the norm for Menander and can reasonably
suppose was the convention for other dramatists of New Comedy. Long ago Legrand
postulated a Greek play with act-divisions at 225, 445, 700 and 881.7 Up to 701 the
action is broken three times by an empty stage during which a lapse of dramatic time
has to be supposed. This is fully in accordance with Menander’s use of choral interludes
to separate acts. Given that palliatae were at least normally based on a particular Greek
model,8 it is far more likely that this structure is inherited from a Greek play than that
Plautus created it independently. Nor is it likely to be a coincidence that the action
involving a corona in 555–66 conforms to a Greek convention concerning dramatic
space, namely that the wing-exit supposed to lead to the harbour and that leading to
the forum are on opposite sides of the stage. The evidence is confused but at least points
to such an opposition being the norm, even if there is doubt over some aspects of
the convention.9 It has also been noted that the Menaechmi conforms to the observed
practice of Menander in being actable by only three actors;10 but that could be accidental
and in itself is a weaker argument, especially as the nature of the three-actor rule is
disputed.11

The comparison with clockwork is not inappropriate to this whole section of the
play. The encounters of the twin brothers with other characters in different combinations
lead inevitably to comic misunderstandings. Of course, Plautus contributed much of the
detail,12 but there is no good reason to doubt that the basic structure derives from a
Greek play. A structural change is probable only in one scene. While Peniculus is in

6 Cf. N. Zagagi, ‘Review of E. Stärk, Die Menaechmi des Plautus und kein griechisches Original
(Tübingen, 1989)’, JRS 80 (1990), 202–3; L. Braun, ‘Keine griechische Originale für Amphitruo und
Menaechmi?’, WJA 17 (1991), 193–215, at 205–15; C. Questa, ‘Review of E. Stärk, Die Menaechmi
des Plautus und kein griechisches Original (Tübingen, 1989)’, Gnomon 64 (1992), 670–3; A.S.
Gratwick, Plautus Menaechmi (Cambridge, 1993), 23–4 n. 27.

7 P.-E. Legrand, Daos: tableau de la comédie grecque durant la période dite nouvelle (Lyon and
Paris, 1910), 475–6. So R.L. Hunter, ‘The comic chorus in the fourth century’, ZPE 36 (1979), 23–38,
at 29; M. Damen, ‘Actors and act-divisions in the Greek original of Plautus’ Menaechmi’, CW 82
(1988/9), 409–20, at 409–12; Gratwick (n. 6), 23; A. Primmer, ‘Die Handlung der Menaechmi’,
WS 100 (1987), 97–115 and WS 101 (1988), 193–222, at 195; Braun (n. 6), 209; V. Masciadri,
Die antike Verwechslungskomödie (Stuttgart, 1996), 98.

8 Cf. G. Michaut, Plaute (Paris, 1920), 1.122.
9 W. Beare, The Roman Stage (London, 19643), 248–55; E.W. Handley, The Dyskolos of Menander

(London, 1965), 129; K.B. Frost, Exits and Entrances in Menander (Oxford, 1988), 103 n. 5;
M. Leigh, Comedy and the Rise of Rome (Oxford, 2004), 105–11.

10 Damen (n. 7), 412–14.
11 Cf. Masciadri (n. 7), 148.
12 For example, Stärk (n. 2), 78–80 was not the first to notice substantial verbal repetition in the

confrontations of Menaechmus S first with Cylindrus and then with Erotium. The possibility of
Plautine omissions has also to be reckoned with. If the prehistory of the plot is in some ways
problematic, the explanation of Gratwick (n. 6), 25–30 that Plautus has made significant omissions,
in the prologue and elsewhere, is more likely than Stärk’s theory that the Latin prologue is a
Plautine ‘remake’ of the Agorastocles-story of the Poenulus.
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Matrona’s house, a maid comes out of Erotium’s house carrying a gold spinter with
a request from Erotium that Menaechmus S should take it to be refashioned. As has
not gone unnoticed, the spinter is a dramaturgical doublet of the palla.13 It has no
consequences later in the play separate from those associated with the palla. The little
episode of the maid and spinter would not be missed if it were omitted. Moreover, it is
unrealistic that the maid should apparently expect to find Menaechmus S still nearby
long after he had left her mistress’ house at 466–8. The most likely hypothesis is that
the spinter is a Plautine doublet of the palla.14 Such duplication by Plautus has probable
parallels in the second letter of the Bacchides,15 in the second trick of the Poenulus,16 in
the Sceledrus episode of the Miles Gloriosus,17 in the secondary scheme to extract
twenty minae from Simo in the Pseudolus,18 and in the use of the Fides temple as a
hiding place in the Aulularia.19

It has generally been supposed that the fourth Greek act-division was at 881, where
the stage is empty and a lapse of time is required before the return of Senex,
father-in-law of Menaechmus of Epidamnus (E), with a doctor (cf. 882–8). There are
serious grounds, however, for seeing extensive Plautine innovation in the following sec-
tion of the play. Menaechmus S enters at 701 and meets Matrona, who at first is pleased
to see that he is carrying the palla (705), but becomes increasingly angry during their
exchanges and finally at 736 sends her slave to fetch her father. Stärk notes various
incongruities in the dialogue and is no doubt right to see a substantial contribution by
Plautus,20 but there is no good reason to deny the basic situation to a Greek model.
Senex arrives quickly in 723; we must suppose that he lives in the vicinity.21 As he
enters, he delivers a bacchiac canticum on his inability to move fast. For over fifty
lines Menaechmus S is idle during Senex’s entrance-canticum and following dialogue
with Matrona before Senex accosts him at 809;22 this unnaturalness is hardly mitigated
by hints in the text that he has angrily separated himself from Matrona (777, 810).

13 Stärk (n. 2), 88–9; Gratwick (n. 6), 25; the counter-arguments of Masciadri (n. 7), 147 are
unconvincing.

14 Primmer (n. 7), 99–112 recognizes that the spinter presents problems and admits that a Plautine
insertion would be in accordance with Plautus’ practice elsewhere, but unconvincingly opts for a more
complicated and less likely hypothesis, that Plautus omitted later scenes which made greater dramatic
use of the object; cf. Braun (n. 6), 210 n. 48.

15 E. Lefèvre, ‘Plautus–Studien II. Die Brief-Intrige in Menanders Dis Exapaton und ihre
Verdoppelung in den Bacchides’, Hermes 106 (1978), 518–38; A. Primmer, Handlungsgliederung
in nea und palliata: Dis exapaton und Bacchides (Österreichische Akademie der Wissenschaften,
philosophisch-historische Klasse, Sitzungsberichte, 441) (Vienna, 1984), 48–53; Barsby (n. 4), 170.

16 A.S. Gratwick, ‘Plautus’, in P.E. Easterling and E. Kenney (edd.), Cambridge History of
Classical Literature (Cambridge, 1982), 2.1.95–115, at 2.1.98–101.

17 E. Lefèvre, ‘Plautus–Studien IV. Die Umformung des Ἀλαζών zu der Doppel-Komödie des
Miles Gloriosus’, Hermes 112 (1984), 30–53, at 32–7.

18 E. Lefèvre, ‘Plautus–Studien I. Der doppelte Geldkreislauf im Pseudolus’, Hermes 105 (1977),
441–53, at 431–3; K. Gaiser, ‘Zur Eigenart der römischen Komödie’, ANRW 1.2 (Berlin, 1972),
1027–113, at 1082.

19 A. Krieger, De Aululariae Plautinae exemplari Graeco (Diss., Giessen, 1914), 64–5; W.E.J.
Kuiper, The Greek Aulularia. A Study of the Original of Plautus’ Masterpiece (Mnemosyne
Supplements 2) (Leiden, 1940), 89–99; R.L. Hunter, ‘The Aulularia of Plautus and its Greek original’,
PCPhS 27 (1981), 37–49, at 39–41.

20 Stärk (n. 2), 100–2. Cf. Fraenkel (n. 3), 77–9 on the mythological references in 745 and 748.
21 T.B.L. Webster, Studies in Later Greek Comedy (Manchester, 1953), 70; Braun (n. 6), 211 n. 50.

Primmer (n. 7), 111 n. 46 argues in support of his hypothesis of a Plautine omission here that it would
explain the rather drastic telescoping of dramatic time.

22 Stärk (n. 2), 103–4. Other Plautine examples of a character left idle on stage for a long period
include 966–96, Bacch. 925–78, Mostell. 684–784.
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Plautine expansion, however, is almost certain in the canticum,23 and very likely also in
the following dialogue, in which Senex shows surprisingly little sympathy for his
daughter’s complaints. Senex is characterized as a long-winded comic figure, who
sometimes preaches the typical sentiments of a Roman paterfamilias (787–9),24
sometimes expresses conventional attitudes of the palliata, which is hostile to the uxor
dotata (766–7) and condones the sexual escapades of men (790–7).25 There is no reason,
however, not to attribute the basic dramatic situation to a Greek dramatist. Finally, Senex
is convinced by the apparently absurd statements of Menaechmus S that he must be mad,
a conclusion which the latter encourages with a paratragic pretence of madness.

Now it is essential to the following action that Senex should believe Menaechmus S
to be mad. This motivates his calling for the help of slaves (844–6) and ultimately the
assault by his slaves on Menaechmus E instead (990–1000). The pretence of madness,
on the other hand, is not essential, although very amusing. E. Fantham has made a good
case for attributing Menaechmus’ pretence of madness to Plautus and her arguments can
be strengthened.26 Divine possession is attested for New Comedy by Menander’s
Theophorumenē, but, as Stärk observed, a Greek dramatist is unlikely to have imagined
possession by two gods, Dionysus as well as Apollo, whereas the cult of Bacchus was
topical in Plautus’ Rome.27 The appeals to Apollo are repetitive (840 imperat, 850
iubes, 855 imperas, 858 iubes, 862 imperas, 868 iubes),28 and the colourful insults
which Menaechmus S incorporates in his pretended ravings (837 rabiosa canes, 864
leonem uetulum) bear the stamp of Plautus.29 Finally, there is an unmistakable similarity
between the chariot motif of 862–71 and Merc. 931–46, which bears an even more
striking resemblance, both in the imagined journey through a series of Greek cities and
in the imagined chariot, to the madness of Heracles described in Eur. HF 922–1015. The
usual view is that in theMercator Plautus was following the Emporos of Philemon, who
was parodying Euripides;30 and Fantham31 suggests that in the Menaechmi Plautus
borrowed the idea from his Mercator. In fact, however, there are strong grounds for sup-
posing the passage of the Mercator drastically rewritten by Plautus, and it is more likely
that in both plays Plautus was directly inspired by the famous Euripidean scene, either in
the original Greek or in a Roman adaptation.32 Whether or not Plautus was directly

23 Gratwick (n. 6), 208.
24 Gratwick (n. 6), 209–10.
25 Stärk (n. 2), 102–3.
26 E. Fantham, ‘Mania e medicina nei Menaechmi e altri testi’, in R. Raffaelli and A. Tontini (edd.),

Lecturae plautinae Sarsinates X: Menaechmi (Urbino, 2007), 23–45; cf. Stärk (n. 2), 105–9.
27 Stärk (n. 2), 107; cf. Fantham (n. 26), 35.
28 Stärk (n. 2), 107.
29 Stark (n. 2), 108; Fantham (n. 26), 30; Masciadri (n. 7), 132 n. 62; Stärk (n. 2), 106–9 also notes

several small incongruities in the passage, some of which have been attributed to textual corruption.
30 F. Leo, Plautinische Forschungen (Berlin, 19122), 134; T. Frank, ‘Two notes on Plautus’, AJPh

53 (1932), 243–51, at 246–8; Webster (n. 21), 69, 133.
31 Fantham (n. 26).
32 E. Lefèvre, Plautus und Philemon (Tübingen, 1995), 38–9. The same Euripidean play seems to

have inspired Plautus to create a novel kind of prologue for the Trinummus: like Iris sending Lyssa
into the house of Heracles (HF 822–74), Luxuria sends Inopia into the house of Charinus (cf.
Lefèvre [this note], 86–8; J.C.B. Lowe, ‘The prologue of Plautus, Trinummus’, RhM [forthcoming]).
Somewhat similar to the chariot-motif in the Menaechmi and the Mercator is Alcesimarchus’ crazed
demand for armour, horse and soldiers in Cist. 283–95, but the interpretation of that lacunose passage
is quite uncertain. It could be Plautine exaggeration of a pretended threat to go into exile similar to that
of Charinus in Men. Sam. 658–87; cf. W. Stockert, T. Maccius Plautus Cistellaria (Munich, 2012), ad
loc.

THE STRUCTURE OF PLAUTUS 217

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0009838819000260 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0009838819000260


inspired by a Latin version of Euripides’ Hercules Furens of which we have no record,
there is a general consideration which points to Plautus rather than to a Greek dramatist
as the creator of the Menaechmi scene. Besides the madness of Heracles, the other
known cases of madness in Greek tragedy—Orestes pursued by the Furies in Eur.
Or. 34–45 and IT 238–339, Ajax slaughtering cattle in Soph. Aj. 214–327—are narrated
rather than enacted on stage. There is evidence, on the other hand, that Roman audiences
of Plautus’ time were familiar with, and no doubt enjoyed, scenes of madness enacted
on stage, certain at least in Ennius’ Alcmeo (fr. XV Jocelyn).33

Again there are strong grounds for regarding the whole doctor-episode as a Plautine
addition. This was first proposed by T. Ladewig34 and argued in detail by W. Steidle.35

This episode differs from the rest of the play in that its comedy is not based on mistaken
identity but on satire of the medical profession, and the satire is more appropriate to the
circumstances of Plautus’ Rome, when Greek doctors were a novelty and regarded with
suspicion, than to the Athens of the era of New Comedy.36 The whole episode, however
funny, is dramatically dispensable and does not advance the action at all.37 Moreover,
there are certain incongruities which can best be explained by the hypothesis of a
Plautine insertion. At 645 Senex prepares to fetch slaves to bind the supposedly mad
Menaechmus S, but fails to carry out this plan and at 875 instead goes to fetch a doctor;
at 952–6, however, Senex is instructed by the doctor to fetch slaves. It has been argued
that the change of plan adopted at 875 is justified by the increased violence of
Menaechmus’ threats in his pretended madness;38 this argument, however, fails to
explain the other incongruities noted by Steidle and, if the pretence of madness is a
Plautine addition, it in fact supports Steidle. The violent threats of 831–71 do indeed
motivate the change of plan, according to which Senex decides to fetch a doctor, but
can be seen as designed by Plautus, amongst other things, to prepare for his insertion.

Steidle took Plautus’ insertion to be a case of ‘contamination’,39 but it is questionable
whether this term is appropriate, even in the broad sense in which it has come to be
used. Doctors are occasionally criticized in New Comedy, in Philemon’s Sikelikos for
hypocrisy (fr. 78 K.–A.), in Men. Mon. 659 for ineffectiveness; and Athenaeus
attributes plays entitled Iatros to Antiphanes, Aristophon, Philemon and Theophilus.
There is no definite evidence, however, for scenes depicting a doctor as a comic
type. In contrast, the comic mageiros, another professional, is well documented as a
stock type, and the difference is hardly due just to the culinary interests of
Athenaeus. The doctor-scene of Menander’s Aspis is not really like that of the
Menaechmi. The essential dramatic function of Menander’s bogus-doctor is to deceive

33 Cf. Capt. 562 and Ter. Phorm. 6–8; Hunter (n. 7), 29 n. 34; Stärk (n. 2), 105; Fantham (n. 26),
32–9.

34 T. Ladewig, ‘Einleitung und Anmerkungen zu den Menaechmis des Plautus’, Philologus 1
(1846), 275–99, at 289 = Schriften zum römischen Drama republikanischer Zeit (Munich and
Leipzig, 2001), 113–35, at 126.

35 W. Steidle, ‘Zur Komposition von Plautus’Menaechmi’, RhM 114 (1971), 247–61; cf. Gaiser (n.
18), 1063; Stärk (n. 2), 117–18; W. Hofmann, ‘Zum Verständnis der plautinischen Menaechmi’, in:
U. Reinhardt and K. Sallmann (edd.), Musa iocosa: Festschrift A. Thierfelder (Hildesheim, 1974),
131–40, at 137; Braun (n. 6), 200–15; F. Muecke, Plautus Menaechmi (Bristol, 1989), 72–3;
Hunter (n. 7), 29. The counter-arguments of E. Woytek, ‘Zur Herkunft der Arztszene in den
Menaechmi des Plautus’, WS 16 (1982), 165–82 and Damen (n. 7), 419–20 are unconvincing.

36 Stark (n. 2), 115–16; Fantham (n. 26), 40–1.
37 Fantham (n. 26), 44.
38 Woytek (n. 35), 165–82.
39 Steidle (n. 35), 259–61. So Gaiser (n. 18), 1063.
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Smicrines and to that end he needs to be credible. That he purports to speak Doric, espe-
cially associated with the medical profession, is part of his disguise, and his diagnoses
use genuine technical terms.40 As far as one can tell from a damaged text, he is no brag-
gart but, at most, defensive in defence of professional dignity.41 The comedy of the
scene lies in the situation, not in ridicule of a quack. In any case, Fantham42 convin-
cingly demonstrates the ‘umorismo latino’ of the Latin scene in its present form, even
though she holds a nucleus of it derived from the Greek original. She shows that the
diseases and the remedies referred to are attested in other genres of Latin literature
and would be familiar to the Roman man-in-the-street. The questions put by the doctor
to the patient about his drinking habits, eyes and digestion are random and prompt
comic retorts from Menaechmus (915–19, 923–6, 928–9). The references in 936–43
to the rabiosa femina … canes of 837 and to the threatened chariot-attack of 868–9
must be Plautine, if Menaechmus’ pretence of madness is. The latter prompts a retort
referring to the sacra corona of Capitoline Jupiter, the absurdity and Plautine origin of
which is established by the occurrence of the same motif in a fuller form at Trin. 85; and
for an impossible crime of sacrilege Senex is said to have been imprisoned and beaten
under a (Roman) furca (942–3). In short, some scene of a Greek play could have
provided inspiration for Plautus but, if so, hardly more than the basic idea. Here
Stärk was surely right to see free composition.43

There is some further awkwardness in the stage-action at the end of the doctor-scene
which can also be ascribed to Plautus’ alterations. The doctor makes his exit at 957
having given instructions for slaves to carry Menaechmus E to his house. Menaechmus
E remains alone on stage and delivers a short monologue, 957–65, in which he reflects
on how he has been treated as if he were insane and that as a result he is now excluded
both from his own house and from that of Erotium, repeating what he had said in his
earlier monologue (698–9). He therefore sits down at the side of the stage in the forlorn
hope that at least he will be admitted in the evening; it has to be supposed, unrealistic-
ally, that he did not hear the doctor’s order to summon slaves in 952–6, which should
have warned him to make his escape.44 The dramaturgical reason for this piece of
stage-business is clear: he must remain on stage in readiness for the arrival of the lorarii
in 990, but must be kept out of the way during the long canticum of Messenio (966–89).
It has long been recognized that this canticum, on the favourite Plautine theme of
slave-duties, is at least largely the work of Plautus.45 Gratwick46 supposes that
Plautus brought forward Messenio’s entrance and that in the Greek play he did not
enter until after the assault on Menaechmus E had begun. This may be true, but in
any case we can assume that in the Greek play Messenio’s entrance-monologue was
brief, that there was no long gap between the entrance of Menaechmus E from the
town (899–907) and the arrival of the lorarii, and no need for him to sit idly on the
stage for an extended period.

40 Cf. A.W. Gomme and F.H. Sandbach, Menander: A Commentary (Oxford, 1973), 99–102 on
Asp. 433–64; Masciadri (n. 7), 121.

41 Gomme and Sandbach (n. 40), on Asp. 459–60.
42 (n. 26), 40.
43 Already Ladewig (n. 34), 289 (= 126) allowed this to be a possibility.
44 P. Thoresby Jones, T. Macci Plauti Menaechmi (Oxford, 1918), 190; Stärk (n. 2), 117; Fantham

(n. 26), 44.
45 Fraenkel (n. 3), 243–5, 349; Webster (n. 21), 70; Stärk (n. 2), 118–19; Primmer (n. 7), 200 n. 20;

Masciadri (n. 7), 97.
46 (n. 6), 227–8.
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If the doctor-episode is removed, together with the preceding pretended madness of
Menaechmus S and the following canticum of Messenio, during which Menaechmus E
sits idly on stage, the following sequence of action remains. At 701 Menaechmus S
returns from the direction of the harbour, still carrying the palla, meets Matrona, who
naturally mistakes him for Menaechmus E. Increasingly angered by his attitude, she
sends a slave to fetch her father (734–8), who soon appears. Mystified by what appears
to be totally irrational talk, in particular violent denial, with extravagant oaths, of ever
having entered her house, Matrona and Senex come to the conclusion that her supposed
husband is suffering from an attack of madness, and go to fetch slaves to carry him
home, either from her house on stage or from the old man’s house in the vicinity.
Menaechmus S then seizes the opportunity to exit towards the harbour, where he expects
to find Messenio (878 quid cesso abire ad nauem dum saluo licet; cf. 552). No sooner
has Menaechmus S left in the direction of the harbour than Menaechmus E enters from
the forum (899–908). He is immediately seized by the four slaves fetched by Senex, but
rescued by Messenio, who appears just in time (1009–17). Messenio of course mistakes
Menaechmus E for his master Menaechmus S and claims his freedom as a reward for his
help. This suggested scenario is necessarily speculative and subject to modification in
detail, but it could well form a Greek fourth act, during which first Menaechmus S is
mistaken for Menaechmus E and accused of madness, then Menaechmus E suffers
for the actions of Menaechmus S. The assault on Menaechmus E by the four slaves47

and his rescue by Messenio would provide a spectacular climax to the play, such as
occurs in the fourth act of several of Menander’s plays.48 The act would end at 1049,
where the stage is empty in the Latin play, with Messenio returning to the inn to
fetch the marsuppium (1035–7) and Menaechmus E going to call on Erotium in a
final attempt to persuade her to relent (1048–9).49 An act-break at 1049 would provide
more time for Messenio’s trip towards the harbour; in the Latin play it takes place during
the monologue of Menaechmus E (1039–49) and Menaechmus S is supposed to have
met Messenio on the way (1056–7). Plautus’ insertion can be regarded as extending
from 830, when Menaechmus S pretends to be mad, to the entry of the lorarii at
990, with the exception of 844–5, when Senex sends for the lorarii, and 876–8 and
898–9, which effect the exit of Menaechmus S and entry of Menaechmus E respectively.
The fourth act thus postulated would have a symmetry similar to that of the previous act.
This is as far as we can go in reconstructing our hypothetical Greek play. Gratwick50 has
amply demonstrated that the final scene of the Latin play, dominated by Messenio as
detective, must have been completely rewritten by Plautus. What was in the final act
of the Greek play is impossible to say, although the dénouement was presumably
brought about, as in the Latin play, by a face-to-face meeting of the twins. At 1050
Menaechmus S re-enters with Messenio from the direction of the harbour, mystified
and angered by Messenio’s claim to have rescued him and to have been given his
freedom; we might perhaps have expected a rather longer dialogue in which the

47 Damen (n. 7), 414–16 plausibly argues that the brief presence of Senex in 990–6 is due to
Plautus; cf. Gratwick (n. 6), 227. The objections of Braun (n. 6), 215 n. 63 can be met by supposing
that in the Greek play the slaves were led by an overseer played by a speaking extra or
parachorēgēma.

48 T.B.L. Webster, An Introduction to Menander (Manchester, 1974), 77.
49 So Braun (n. 6), 210.
50 (n. 6), 236. Cf. Thoresby Jones (n. 44), 7–8. A. Thierfelder, De rationibus interpolationum

Plautinarum (Leipzig, 1929), 49 recognized that at least some of the repetitiveness of the scene
was designed to enhance the status of the slave. Cf. Stärk (n. 2), 122–6; Primmer (n. 7), 111.
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marsuppium played a larger role (cf. 265, 701–2, 1036–7, 1043–5). In Plautus’ play the
dénouement comes very suddenly with the entry of Menaechmus E from Erotium’s
house and the face-to-face meeting of the twins. Gratwick plausibly suggests that
what Plautus omitted included more information about the family background of the
plot.51 This could have provided a more realistic ending than the cynical joke with
which Plautus disposes of Matrona (1160–1).

To sum up, underlying the Latin play it seems possible to see a neatly constructed
five-act Greek play which can be summarized according to the involvement of the
protagonists as (1) Menaechmus E (2) Menaechmus S (3) Menaechmus S / Menaechmus
E (4) Menaechmus S / Menaechmus E (5) Menaechmus S +Menaechmus E. In the
Latin play this basic schema has been enriched, not only with the musical element of
five polymetric cantica,52 but with much extra comic material, in particular the ancilla
and spinter scene, the pretended madness of Menaechmus S, the quack-doctor’s
examination of Menaechmus E, and the final recognition scene in which the slave
Messenio takes control. For all this, on the hypothesis here offered, we should be grateful
to the genius of Plautus.

†CHRISTOPHER LOWEIslip, Oxfordshire

51 (n. 6), 28–30.
52 Cf. above on 753–72 and 966–89 with nn. 23, 45. Plautine expansion is also clear in 571–601,

where the action is delayed for thirty lines, while Menaechmus E delivers a canticum of distinctly
Roman content (clientela) and Peniculus and Matrona stand back to observe him (570 huc
concedamus, 602 satin audis quae illic loquitur?); cf. Fraenkel (n. 3), 159–60; Gratwick (n. 6), 193–7.

THE STRUCTURE OF PLAUTUS 221

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0009838819000260 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0009838819000260

	THE STRUCTURE OF PLAUTUS MENAECHMI

