
Mostellaria

Delving into Plautus' Mostellaria: A Comedy of Errors and
Deception

Mostellaria, meaning “ghost house” , is a captivating Roman comedy penned by Titus Maccius Plautus, one
of the most celebrated playwrights of ancient Rome. This hilarious farce, brimming with cunning wordplay
and intricate plots, presents a delightful glimpse into Roman society and its comedic sensibilities. This article
will delve into the play’s intriguing narrative, its skillful use of dramatic irony, and its enduring significance
to the study of Roman comedy and theatre.

The play's central focus revolves around subterfuge and its repercussions . The story focuses on Philolaches,
a young profligate, and his slave, Tranio. Philolaches, intensely in debt, devises an elaborate scheme to mask
his irresponsible spending from his father. This entails presenting a fabricated story about his purported
engagement to a wealthy heiress .

To bolster this fabrication , Tranio, a ingenious slave, employs a series of ingenious ruses. He persuades
Philolaches’ father, Theopropides, that the residence is infested by spirits , thus hindering him from accessing
it. This brilliant move allows Philolaches to remain his extravagant lifestyle undisturbed. The play’s comedic
effect stems from the growth of these fabrications, and the increasingly ludicrous situations they create.

Plautus’ adept use of dramatic irony is a crucial component of the play's triumph . The audience is privy to
Philolaches’ schemes from the outset, while the other characters remain unaware . This produces a amusing
tension, as we watch the actors blunder their way through the increasingly intricate web of lies. This
technique, characteristic of Roman New Comedy, enhances the comedic result significantly.

Furthermore, Mostellaria offers a valuable window into the social dynamics of Roman society. The
relationship between master and slave, the expectations placed upon young men, and the anxieties
surrounding inheritance are all subtly examined throughout the play. The contrasting characters of
Philolaches and Tranio highlight the different social roles and their associated expectations.

The culmination of the play is as cunning as its premise. The truth is eventually uncovered , but not without
further twists . The play's ending demonstrates a degree of forgiveness on the part of Theopropides,
suggesting a amount of understanding for his son's youthful indiscretions. The final outcome underscores the
comedic nature of the situation, ensuring a lighthearted conclusion .

Mostellaria's lasting impact lies in its enduring appeal and its significant influence to the development of
Western theatre. Its themes of deception, mistaken identity, and social commentary remain pertinent even
today. Studying Mostellaria presents valuable insights into Roman culture, dramatic technique, and the
enduring power of comedy. Its study can enhance our appreciation of classical literature and its lasting
influence on modern theatrical traditions.

Frequently Asked Questions (FAQs):

1. What is the central conflict in Mostellaria? The central conflict revolves around Philolaches' debt and
his elaborate scheme, aided by Tranio, to hide it from his father.

2. What role does dramatic irony play in the play? Dramatic irony is crucial, as the audience knows the
truth about Philolaches' actions while the other characters remain unaware, creating comedic tension.



3. What is the significance of the "haunted house" motif? The "haunted house" is a key element of
Tranio's deception, allowing Philolaches to avoid his father's scrutiny.

4. What does Mostellaria reveal about Roman society? The play offers glimpses into Roman family
dynamics, the master-slave relationship, and societal expectations surrounding wealth and inheritance.

5. What makes Mostellaria a successful comedy? Its success comes from the clever plotting, witty
dialogue, skillful use of dramatic irony, and the ultimately forgiving resolution.

6. How is Mostellaria relevant to modern audiences? Its themes of deception, mistaken identity, and social
commentary remain relevant and resonate with contemporary audiences.

7. What are the practical benefits of studying Mostellaria? Studying Mostellaria enhances understanding
of Roman culture, dramatic techniques, and the evolution of comedy in Western literature.

8. Where can I find a translation of Mostellaria? Many translations of Mostellaria are available online and
in libraries, in various languages.
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