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In this paper, I will examine the homosocial ethos of Louis Zukofsky’s Rudens, a translation of Plautus’s play of the same title and the twenty-first “movement” of Zukofsky’s long poem “A”. Though Rudens centers ostensibly on a marriage plot, I will argue that women’s subjectivities fade from view as the text focuses instead on men’s various verbal and physical exchanges with each other, which occupy nearly all of the play’s five acts. In advancing such a reading of Rudens, I take a cue from David Wray, a classicist who proposes a similar approach to the poems of Catullus in Catullus and the Poetics of Roman Manhood (which includes an excellent chapter on Zukofsky’s Catullan translations). Drawing on the work of cultural anthropologist Michael Herzfeld, Wray finds “not only present but pervasive through the Catullan corpus” this “central feature”: “a prioritizing of the performative over the ethical, so that ‘there is less focus on ‘being a good man’ than on ‘being good at being a man’’.”
 As Catullan speakers and their interlocutors perform their manhood for each other, they vacillate between aggressive speech acts, which usually take the form of sexual insults or threats, and paradoxically effeminizing displays of tender affects toward other men. Though Plautus (250? – 184? B.C.E.) and Catullus (84 – 54 B.C.E.) are separated by centuries of historical context and change that should not be underestimated or discounted, I want nevertheless to suggest that a similar spectacle of exclusively male performance animates Plautus’s Rudens—and that Zukofsky is not simply sensitive to this spectacle, but renders it with exuberant translatorial pleasure. 

Specifically, I will demonstrate the ways in which Zukofsky uses strategies of homophony and linguistic compression to heighten Rudens’s homoerotic effects and even to interpolate sexual language absent from the original Latin. Focusing on the tension between compression and incompressibility (concepts subject to Zukofsky’s wordplay in the translation), I will highlight Zukofsky’s tacit acknowledgment that his translation has, in the process of compression (and other forms of distortion), done some sort of sexual violence to Plautus’s Rudens. Indeed, whether or not sexual violence—or sex at all—comprises the content of Zukofsky’s writing, I will argue that his consistent formal decision, like the “Dads” of his play, to “hear th’alien preach first,” or to let abnormal and aberrant meanings take priority over applicable and appropriate ones, may be understood as a queer practice.
 


As a concluding gesture, I will situate Zukofsky’s translation in the larger project of “A”. Considering Rudens as a type of closet drama, I will argue that Zukofsky is not so much averse to as ambivalent about the theater—and that this ambivalence haunts “A” from start to finish. The poem begins with an ill-received performance, and I will characterize the rest of the work as the artist’s sprawling, often wayward attempt to overcome his “performance anxiety.” “A”-1 chronicles an evening on which a young, solipsistic “Zukofsky” (or his proximate persona) leaves a concert of Bach’s St. Matthew Passion in a hostile and alienated mood—an attitude, as Barry Ahearn observes, that Zukofsky immediately satirizes in “A”-1 and from which he already begins to distance himself in “A”-2.
 Some eight hundred pages later, the poem ends with “A”-24, or L.Z. Masque, Celia Zukofsky’s score for an arrangement of different excerpts from Zukofsky’s work. Between its opening suspicion and dismissal of performance and its culmination in a masque, “A”  charts Zukofsky’s progress as he learns to embrace collaboration and dramatic polyvocality. In this fuller context, Rudens, in all of its ambivalent complexity, can be understood as one station stop on the journey from anti- to pro-theatricality.
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