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Does Duerrenmatt’s Message Succeed


It has been asked whether or not Friedrich Duerrenmatt succeeds in conveying his message in his play, Romulus.  Also, is Duerrenmatt’s message blurred or lost in the comedy of the play or vice versa.  Is it too difficult to see the true message behind the comedic scenes and play as a whole?  In this paper the argument will be made that yes Duerrenmatt does succeed in conveying his message of social criticism and no the fact that Romulus is a comedic play does not take away from the effects on the audience.


As has been stated before, it is often difficult in a comedy to remove the “mask” of the author and gain and understanding of the purpose the creative thinker is attempting to convey to the audience.  If we assume this statement is true we must then attempt to search for that message that Duerrenmatt has chosen to convey.

It appears to this reader that Duerrenmatt is undertaking a form of social criticism that includes critiques and satire of capitalism, bureaucracy, heroic falsehoods, warmongering, and an attitude of us against them.  While to some the play may merely appear as a humerous entertainment, to this reader the play was humerous but it was thought provoking and intriguing as well.  If one was forced to point out the possible drawbacks of Romulus being a comedy they might find one in that because the play is a comedy when a social criticism is presented to the audience and is humerous at the same time, the seriousness of the critique can potentially be lost.  This might occur to some who read or see this play.  Nonetheless, the messages that Duerrenmatt is trying to convey are still apparent to this reader.

When Duerrenmatt chose to critique capitalism, the textiles manufacturer whose specialty was pants must have been quite fitting as the textile industry in many countries across the world, including our own, has historically been one of the larger and most powerful industries.  This critique of capitalism comes through to us through the character Otto Rupf.  Rupf is a rotund and rather disgusting man who offers to save the economically shattered Roman Empire through his textiles company if he is given the daughter of the Emperor Romulus in marriage and if the wearing of pants becomes a requirement in the Empire.  Here Rupf will gain two things through the offer of money; the chance at having an undeserved beautiful wife and the chance at an investment where it is almost certain the income from pant sales will increase his wealth.  It matters little to Rupf that the daughter of Romulus, Rea is in love with another.  Nor does it matter to Rupf that the wearing of pants might seem absurd to many Romans who would potentially be rather uncomfortable at being forced to change the way they dress.  Modern comparisons to this are readily available through our own country’s capitalist greed where industry and corporate interests rule and are hardly limited at all by what they can do financially, socially, politically, and environmentally.  Many of our politicians from both parties are influenced by these industries and corporate interests such as the tobacco and oil and energy industries.  Currently, this is made all the more apparent due to our presidential appointee George W. Bush who has extremely strong ties to all of these industries and whose policies under his administration are obviously biased towards these industries.  On the matter of the people of Rome not wishing to wear pants, one can easily draw the comparison to U.S. imperialism across the globe.  Most notably in Latin America and the Middle East where culturally our country and others are quite different, yet we attempt to push our culture and our political structure on others regardless of the wishes of a country’s people or how this coincides or doesn’t with a country’s culture and society.  When Duerrenmatt included the example of Rupf as a capitalist he touched on something that permeates not only our country but many other corporate and industrial leaders across the world.

Duerrenmatt also brings up a critcism of bureaucracy through the assistants to the Emperor Romulus: Pyramus and Achilles.  These two men oversee the everyday affairs of the Emperor Romulus including his schedule which is the main point of humor in the scenes including these two characters.  When Titus, the tired soldier, comes to the court of Romulus wishing to give the emperor a message of Rome’s impending defeat at the hands of the Goths, Pyramus and Achilles insist that Titus must wait and sign the guestbook of sorts as he will be allowed admittance in a few days.  Obviously this is absurd because Titus has an extremely urgent message and the inefficiencies of this system are blaring.  Nonetheless, Titus is forced to wait for Romulus because his courtiers Pyramus and Achilles have chosen to abide by the strict rules and guidelines for the treatment of guests of the court.  These two bureaucrats, one of whom is named Achilles, which is remininscent of one’s achilles heel which is vital to walk regularly.  In our own country bureaucracy runs rampant as we have many organizations that are run inefficiently and regardless of the good intentions these people have they are hindering the process with their unmoving adherence to guidelines and their inability to be flexible and to adapt to improve the efficiency of their office and/or department or organization.  Pyramus and Achilles are prime examples of two such beaucrats.

Duerrenmatt also chooses to critique what are called here, heroic falsehoods.  The Roman Empire is on the verge of collapse, in fact militarily they have been soundly defeated yet men and women around the court of Romulus are still willing to fight and die for something that itself has already perished.  While it is often noble to fight a losing cause and to have pride in your country and what it stands for in the case of these men and women, the cause is largely a lost one.  While Otto Rupf can potentially save the empire financially and prevent the Goths from causing further destruction, the empire is forever changed.  Metellus is the best example of a false hero.  Here is a weak minded general who is willing to attempt to fight a losing battle to save something that has already died because of an apparent love for the Roman Empire and for the idea of heroism.  Metellus is not a hero in any sense of the word but he desires to be one because that is the attitude of the great Roman Empire.  He spouts words of heroism and the greatness of Rome when Rome has not been great for a long while and its heroes are long since dead.  Comparisons to this in modern day might be found when looking at professional athletes who are deified because of physical prowess while teachers and other noble professions are looked at as less notable.  Comparisons to heroism might also be found in the U.S.’s “War on Drugs.”  A war that has spent billions of dollars trying to fight the war on drugs and this noble cause yet the results of this are difficult to find and how this “war” has been undertaken is open to a vast number of criticisms, including the question of whether we should concentrate on the farming of these drugs or on our own country’s people and their addictions and their desire for drugs.  We see on television commercials asking us to help fight the war on drugs yet it is often difficult to support this sanctioned so-called war because the “heroism” in it is difficult to find when results are few and far between.  While these are all delicate points, the next comparison to potential heroic falsehoods is even more so.  After the attacks of 9/11, the U.S. saw a huge upsurge in patriotism, with flags flying everywhere and on vehicles and the desire for justice if not revenge and the rolling over of this patriotism to the current war in Iraq where the “real” reasons for our presence there are often blurred and unclear.  Here we have Americans showing their apparent patriotism, much like Metellus of Rome,  and are left to wonder at the genuiness of this patriotism and then the question of what exactly are Americans proud of.  These are questions that need not be answered here, but as a comparison to the false heroism they appear to be accurate and Duerrenmatt clearly shows the foolishness and falseness and even the aspect of overt pride that permeates this criticism.
Linked to this can be seen by the criticism of warmongering.  In Romulus, we see the Goths who are moving across the then modern world into the Roman Empire, conquering and pillaging all the way for the sake of what?  There is no clear reason why they are doing this other than to spread their feelings of righteousness and Gothicism, which in itself is humerous and rather pointless.  We also see the willingness to wage war on the part of the likes of Metellus and other soldiers, in addition to a willingness to kill the Emperor Romulus.  Modern comaprisons to this warmongering can be seen in our own country as we bring war to other countries for numerous reasons including political, moral and ethical, and often economic reasons.  Are we right to bring war to a likely already war-torn nation or are we ourselves warmongers?  It has been said that presidents throughout our country’s past and virtually every other country has chosen to wage war for reasons that are seemingly less than worthwhile and ‘right,’ yet they are waged for the sake of waging war.  Duerrenmatt seems to understand this and criticises it most pointedly through the Goths.

The last criticism Duerrenmatt presents that should be noted is that common attitude of us vs. them that both the Romans and the Goths show in the play.

although he is attempting to save the Roman Empire solely because he is enchanted by the daughter of the Emperor Romulus, is difficult to diagnose as immoral or a “bad person.”  Rupf
