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In Love’s Labour’s Lost Shakespeare uses the mythos of 
Pompey or Gnaeus Pompey Magnus (106-48) as a source of comic 
inversion. The mythos of Pompey was based on his Alexander-the-
Great-like rise in his early career followed by his defeat by Caesar 
and ignominious death by decapitation.[1] Shakespeare’s emphasis 
on the clownish Costard’s phallic endowment and his pretensions 
to prominence and power in his role as Pompey in the Play of the 
Nine Worthies provide a mock heroic perspective on Pompey the 
Great. 

Shakespeare knew Pompey’s life primarily from Plutarch’s 
The Lives of The Noble Grecians and Romans, Lucan’s Pharsalia, 
and The Tragedie of Caesar and Pompey, or Caesar’s Revenge, the 
anonymous revenge tragedy written around 1594. In these 
accounts, Pompey emerges as Rome’s answer to Alexander the 
Great who achieved his first great honor with his ceremonial 
triumph at the age of twenty-six.[2] Pompey was always eager to 
display his grandiose sense of his meteoric prominence. To 
commemorate his conquering of Africa, Spain, and Asia, in effect, 
the tripartite world, he had three trophies carved on his seal ring 
(Deutsch 277).[3] He grandiosely listed the great spoils he gained in 
his conquest of Asia: 

  
Cneius	  Pompeius	  Magnus,	  Imperator,	  having	  .	  .	  .	  defeated,	  routed,	  put	  
to	   the	   sword,	   or	   received	   the	   submission	   of	   twelve	   millions	   two	  
hundred	   and	   seventy-‐eight	   thousand	   men,	   having	   captured	   eight	  
hundred	  and	  forty-‐six	  vessels,	  having	  received	  as	  allies	  one	  thousand	  
five-‐hundred	   and	   thirty-‐eight	   cities	   and	   fortresses,	   and	   having	  
conquered	  all	   the	   country	   from	   the	  Maeotis	   to	   the	  Red	  Sea	   (qtd.	   in	  
Pliny	  2:	  168).	  	  

 
In 55 BC, he finished the construction of a 48,000 square 

mile complex, a kind of Forum Pompeium that served as a channel 
of self-glorification and a reminder of his great military 
achievements (Temelini 3-12). In effect, he can be considered the 
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first Roman emperor: he dominated the Roman political process for 
two decades and conquered more territory than any Roman general 
before him (Beard 13). 

Unfortunately, Pompey’s career became measured by the 
later part rather than his earlier triumphant times.[4] Plutarch 
lamented that Pompey should have died at the height of his fame 
because everything he did afterwards undercut his former 
triumphs: “O happy had it been for him, if he had died when he 
had Alexander’s fortune: for all his life afterwards, made his 
prosperity hateful . . . and . . . brought his greatness to nothing” 
(Plutarch, 285). After 50 BC, he was recalled from semi-retirement 
to be the Republican counter to Caesar, who defeated him by using 
the same military methods that Pompey had used earlier. In 48 
BC, he suffered the ignominious beheading by the eunuch 
henchman of Cleopatra’s brother Ptolemy. 

The manner of his death became infamous. Pompey was 
lured onto an Egyptian ship, and he was stabbed from behind and 
beheaded: “Then having stricken off Pompey’s head, they threw his 
body overboard, for a miserable spectacle to all those that were 
desirous to see him” (Plutarch, 334).[5] Pliny noted as an expression 
of Pompey’s vaunting hubris and an ironic foreshadowing of his 
pitiful demise that his third triumph in 61 B.C. featured an iconic 
portrait head of him made entirely out of pearls:  
 

There	  was	  a	   likeness	   .	   .	   .	   in	  pearls	  of	  Pompeius	  himself.	   .	   .	   .	   [T]hose	  
frank	   features,	   so	   venerated	   throughout	   all	   nations,	   were	   here	  
displayed	  in	  pearls!	  .	  .	  .	  Assuredly	  such	  a	  portrait	  as	  this	  had	  been	  no	  
less	  than	  a	  downright	  ignominy	  .	  .	  .	  were	  we	  not	  bound	  to	  behold	  in	  it	  
a	  menacing	  presage	  of	  the	   .	   .	   .	   time	  when	  that	  head,	  now	  laden	  with	  
the	  wealth	  of	  the	  East,	  was	  to	  be	  displayed,	  severed	  from	  the	  body”	  
(Pliny	  6:	  391).	  	  

 
Pliny’s description, which Shakespeare probably knew, 

indicates the disparity between Pompey’s presentation of himself 
as world conqueror and his ultimate fate. 

In Love’s Labour’s Lost, Costard’s puns about Pompey’s head 
deflate Pompey and allude sarcastically to his beheading, which is 
appropriate for a play in which a panoply of linguistic, intellectual, 
and spiritual pretensions are punctured.[6] Costard the clown has 
been designated to play Pompey the Great in the Play of the Nine 
Worthies “because of his great limb or joint,” which adds a sexual 
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dimension to the meaning of Pompey’s greatness.[7] Costard 
guilessly picks up the pun when he declares: “For my own part, I 
am, as [they] say, but to parfect one man in one poor man, 
Pompion the Great, sir” (5.2.501-02).[8] In Costard’s comic version 
of the Incarnation, Pompey is the poor man united with Costard’s 
more perfect self as based on his great part. The sexual 
innuendoes and the deflation of Pompey continue when Costard 
says that “it pleas’d them to think me worthy of Pompey the Great; 
for my own part, I know not the degree of the Worthy, but I am to 
stand for him” (5.2.503-5). Costard considers himself more worthy 
than the putative Worthy whose worth he does not know. 
Moreover, Costard’s name means a “large apple,” which in a slang 
sense can also refer to the head (OED 1, 2). Similarly, Pompion 
comes from the Old French pompon, “a pumpkin,” a head-like 
melon, which also had the attributed meaning of a “pompous, self-
important person” (OED 1, 3). Both names allude sarcastically to 
Pompey’s head and its multiple meanings, including the pun on 
pomp. 

When the playlet begins, Costard enters carrying Pompey’s 
leopard’s head shield and declares three times, “I Pompey am,” 
(5.2.539, 541, 543), which is denied immediately by his audience. 
In a sense, Pompey’s claim to greatness is being undercut by the 
mocking manner in which his comic surrogate is treated. 
Shakespeare plays on Pompey’s appellation as “thrice great” in 
honor of his conquering the tripartite world by having “great” 
repeated three times in successive contexts. Costard repeats “I 
Pompey am” three times; when he adds “Pompey surnam’d the Big” 
(5.2.543)–recalling Fluellen’s reference to “Alexander the Pig” in 
Henry V (4.7. 11-18)–he is told it is “The Great,” and he corrects 
himself by repeating “Great” twice (5.2.545-546). The Princess 
continues the litany of greatness by saying “Great thanks, great 
Pompey” (5.2.551), and Costard apologizes “I made a little fault in 
‘Great’” (5.2.552-553). The comic repetition of Pompey’s honorific 
title creates a hollow and deprecatory tone. 

As the Play of the Nine Worthies continues, Costard achieves 
victories over other Worthies in a parody of Pompey’s military 
prowess. Costard “defeats” Alexander the Great, played by the 
curate Nathaniel, who is chided for giving up and is summarily 
escorted offstage (5.2.570). The actor playing Hector, Don Armado, 
has “killed” (5.2.664-5) Costard by winning the pregnant 
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Jaquenetta from him, and the audience incites them to fight within 
the context of the playlet, but Armado refuses. As a result of his 
bravado, Costard is saluted as “Most rare Pompey!” and 
“Renowned Pompey!” (5.2.668,669), and, finally, in a crescendo of 
praise, Berowne declares “Greater than great, great, great, great 
Pompey! Pompey the Huge!” (5.2.670-671).[9] As The Norton 
Shakespeare notes, Berowne’s litany ends with a bawdy allusion to 
Costard’s oversized member (831 n.5.2.671). The historical Pompey 
the Great has been diminished by being impersonated by and 
conflated with the clown, who, ironically, has proved to be “the 
best Worthy” (5.2.554). 
 
 

Notes 
 
1. Plutarch recounted that Pompey “had a certain resemblance . . . 
of the statues and images of Alexander. And because every man 
gave him that name, he did not refuse it himself: insomuch as 
there were some which . . . did openly call him Alexander” (221). 
 
2. Plutarch remarked about Pompey’s early rise: “For if he had 
been made senator, so young, it had been not so great a matter: 
but to have such honour before he was senator, that was 
marvellously to be noted” (239). 
 
3. Plutarch explained that “[T]he greatest honour that ever he wan, 
and which never other Consul of the Romans but himself obtained, 
was this: that he made his . . . triumph of the three parts of the 
world. . . . So that it appeared . . . that he had triumphed in 
manner of all the land that is inhabited” (285). 
 
4. As W. R. Johnson has stated, “Pompey became, first through his 
own efforts, then through forces that, though human in origin, 
quickly escaped from human desire and human control, Fortune’s 
darling, then History’s fool. . . . [I]n the last years of his life, but 
most particularly after his death, Pompey became the scapegoat for 
Rome’s ruin, for her ruined fantasies both of freedom and empire” 
(86). 
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5. Lucan has a long description of Pompey’s gruesome beheading 
and pathetic burial in book 8, ll. 665-710, and in book 9, ll. 136-
39, 1035-1108, he describes how Pompey’s head was paraded on a 
pike, and when Caesar saw it he pretended to cry over the crime. 
 
6. Hardin Craig points out that Pompey was a popular dramatic 
subject in England and on the continent in the late sixteenth and 
early seventeenth century (8). 
 
7. 5.1.127-28. All citations of Love’s Labour’s Lost will be from the 
second edition of the Norton Shakespeare, which henceforth will be 
cited within the text. For the sexual innuendo see Norton 
Shakespeare 815 n1. 
 
8. The usual lineup for the nine worthies was Hector, Caesar, 
Alexander, Judas Maccabeus, Joshua, David, Arthur, 
Charlemagne, and Godfrey of Boulogne. Shakespeare substitutes 
Pompey for Caesar, an ironic inversion of history. 
 
9. Berowne mockingly inflates Costard’s ego by heightening the 
praise of his Pompey persona. However, Charles Stewart maintains 
that the line with the four “greats” should be repunctuated to have 
the first “great” apply to Costard because Shakespeare is not 
mocking Pompey the Great by saying that Costard is greater than 
he is (67-68). But that is exactly what Shakespeare is comically 
saying by conflating the clown and the Roman leader. 
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