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Abstract

This dissertation examines the relationship between inter-generic interaction and plot
structure in the plays of Aristophanes. Scholars have long observed that Athenian comedy
engages with other poetic forms as part of its self-definition; however, studies have largely
treated this as a highly localised phenomenon. By contrast, this thesis will argue that
comedy’s sustained reflection on its own generic status informs the construction of plot. The
dissertation focuses primarily but not exclusively on the text; I also seek to integrate a
consideration of staging, costume, and other visual aspects of Old Comedy into the
discussion, and to examine the plays not only as poetic texts but as enacted drama.

The dissertation aims to show firstly, that inter-generic interactions are deeply embedded
in the plot structures of Aristophanes’ plays; secondly, that these interactions are not
exclusively parodic, but rather operate along a spectrum from the overtly antagonistic, to the
merely contrastive and even incorporative; and thirdly, that sustained intergeneric
engagement is not limited in Aristophanes to ‘high’ genres, such as tragedy and epic, but also
encompasses ‘low’ discourses such as Aesopic fable.

The dissertation suggests that Aristophanes’ plays display a marked interest in not only
the formal differences between genres, in the form of their poetics, aesthetics, or cultural
status; but also in the kinds of narratives and modes of storytelling which belong to, and
define, different genres. This interest in narrative, plot, and storytelling is in turn self-
reflexive, as the plays investigate their own generic status through the prism of their plots,
and the kinds of stories which they tell. The dissertation argues that the plays make a series of
incursions into modes of storytelling associated with genres other than comedy; and that
these different modes are accordingly incorporated not only into the comic plot, but into an
expanding and deeply competitive definition of what constitutes comic storytelling.

Each of the three chapters examines a different sub-genre of comic plot, namely animal
comedy (in the Wasps); mythic comedy (in Peace and Birds); and ‘women on top’ plots (in
the Thesmophoriazusae and Ecclesiazusae).



All translations of Aristophanes are taken from Alan Sommerstein’s Aris & Phillips series
(Aristophanes: Volumes 1-11). All other translations are taken from the relevant volume of
the Loeb Classical Library, except where indicated.
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Introduction

This dissertation examines the relationship between storytelling and genre in the plays of
Aristophanes. The dissertation suggests that Aristophanes’ plays display a marked interest in
not only the boundaries and intersections between genres in terms of their poetics, aesthetics,
or cultural status; but also in the kinds of narratives and modes of storytelling which belong
to, and define, different genres, and particularly comedy. I argue that the plays make a series
of incursions into modes of storytelling associated with genres other than comedy; and that
these different modes are accordingly incorporated not only into the comic plot, but into an

expanding definition of what constitutes comic storytelling.

Recent scholarship on Old Comedy has rightly stressed the genre’s remarkable and
persistent self-reflexivity. Comedy’s impulse towards self-examination is most obviously
formalised in the self-referential parabasis, in which the chorus ‘step forward’ to address the
audience directly. Earlier scholarship often treated the parabasis as a digression, otherwise
irrelevant to the plot and structure of the play, and theorised that it may have been the
remnant of an older ritual tradition;* or otherwise ignored it all together.” In contrast to this
earlier view, Thomas Hubbard’s 1991 monograph The Mask of Comedy: Aristophanes and
the Intertextual Parabasis dismissed the argument that the parabasis was the fossil of an
earlier cultic element of Old Comedy, and instead suggested that it should be seen as a central
component of a play’s structure which, far from being a digression, is in fact integrated into
the plot and themes of the play as a whole. Additionally, a series of important publications
have argued that overt self-consciousness in Aristophanes is not limited to the parabasis, but
rather that metapoetic and metatheatrical reflection is a consistent feature of the plays, and a

fundamental characteristic of Old Comedy as a genre. Among the most notable publications

1. Cf. Sifakis 1971: 62-66 for a discussion of the exact meaning of the verb mapafaivetv, and
the act of ‘stepping forward’ in the parabasis.

2. Cf. for example Murray 1933, Cornford 1934. The arguments against this view of the
parabasis are outlined in Hubbard 1991: 23-7.

3. Note in particular that Whitman’s highly influential 1964 monograph, Aristophanes and
the Comic Hero, contains almost no discussion of the plays’ parabases.



on this topic is Niall Slater’s 2002 book Spectator Politics: Metatheatre and Performance in
Aristophanes, which argues that metatheatricality is not only a core element of comedy’s
aesthetics, but is (in Aristophanes at least) tied to the plays’ function as an act of political
discourse embedded in and actively engaged with the institutions and operation of the
Athenian state; and Zachary Biles’ 2001 book Aristophanes and the Poetics of Competition,
which argues that the plays make constant reference to their agonistic context, and that an
engagement with their status as competitors in the annual dramatic contest, along with a
sustained agonistic manoeuvring against and critiquing of comic rivals, is integrated into the
plays’ dramatic action. In the field of Old Comedy more broadly, Emmanuela Bakola has in

her 2010 book Cratinus and the Art of Comedy argued for the importance of poetic self-

presentation in the plays of Cratinus; Ian Ruffell’s 2002 article ‘A Total Write-Off:
Aristophanes, Cratinus, and the Rhetoric of Comic Competition’ has demonstrated the extent
to which competitive intra-generic discourse could be instrumental in shaping the plots of
comic plays; and Biles’s chapter in the 2014 Cambridge Companion to Greek Comedy,
entitled ‘The Rivals of Aristophanes and Menander’, again stressed the importance of rivalry

and contest to not only Old, but also New Comedy.

Much of the recent work on comedy’s self-reflexivity has emphasised the authorial
persona, and the construction of poetic voice. Goldhill’s 1991 book, The Poet’s Voice, which
included an extensive section on Aristophanes, emphasised the importance of the
representation of poetry and the poet in Greek literature; and this focus on the figure of the
poet is central in particular to Biles” work, whose reading of Aristophanes and Old Comedy
within the context of the dramatic competition stresses the construction of poetic identity as a
central component of this agonistic mode. Articles by Ruffell (2002, above) and Bakola
(2008) have likewise focused on the poetic persona as a central issue of comedy’s self-
reflexivity. Similarly those studies which focus on the play’s awareness of their festal and
performative contexts emphasise the role of authorial voice and the figure of the poet; Biles’
primary concern is with the degree to which festal agonistics permeate the plots of
Aristophanes’ plays, and emphasises the figure of the poet as a participant in the comic

competition; while Slater’s study of metatheatre in Aristophanes examines the way in which



the plays investigate their own status as theatrical performance, and accordingly emphasises

the role of the figure of the poet-director, or chorodidaskalos, in the plays.

By contrast, the role of plot and storytelling (what Aristotle calls a play’s pv0og),* and
their relationship to comedy’s impulse towards self-examination, have been comparatively
overlooked. What kinds of stories does comedy tell? How do these stories in both their form
and content differ from the stories of other genres? And how do plays use this central
component of storytelling to investigate their own generic status? This question of what
defines the comic plot, and how the comic plot can in turn be used as part of comedy’s own
process of self-definition, is the central issue of this thesis. The fact that this question has
previously received relatively little attention is perhaps a consequence of the way in which
comedy’s self-reflexivity has often been understood as a localised phenomenon within the
text. With the exception of Biles and Slater, whose studies emphasise the extent to which
comedy’s self-awareness of its status as performance permeates the plays, much of the
scholarship on comedy’s metadiscursivity has focused primarily on those moments of overt,
explicit, or surface-level self awareness within the text, such as the parabasis, or passages in
an overtly parabatic mode.’ This dissertation will argue that, far from operating only at
surface level, comedy’s reflection on its own generic status informs the construction of plot,

and is deeply embedded in the story-structures of Aristophanes’ plays.

Comedy’s self-reflection on its generic status inevitably looks outwards to other genres,
as well as inwards to its own features; and Aristophanes’ interactions with other genres,

including of course comedy’s indirect ‘rival’, tragedy, will accordingly be a central concern

4. Aristotle defines the pbOog as the “arrangement of deeds/acts” (1450a 3-4: Aéyw yap
udbov tovTov TV ovheov TV moaypudtwv). On the concept of pBog in Aristotle, cf.
Halliwell 1987: 96-108, 138-148, and Belfiore 1992 ch. 3; Janko 1984: 168-7 discusses the
term with particular relation to comedy.

5. Cf. for example Dicaeopolis’ speech at Ach. 496-555, in which Dicaeopolis’ speech to the
chorus appears to also contain an element of ‘authorial voice’ (a problem which has been
discussed at length, most notably by Goldhill 1991, Hubbard 1991, Biles 2011); or
Praxagora’s speech at Eccl. 583-5, where she directly addresses the audience on the subject
of her radical new ideas.



of this thesis. Since the first ancient commentaries,’ the extensive and wide-ranging
allusiveness of Aristophanes and the other Old Comedians has been acknowledged, and this
has in turn been recognised as a central component of the genre’s often parodic humour. This
allusiveness has often been framed as Bakhtinian dialogism, and this is the formulation
favoured by both Goldhill, who uses Bakhtinian theory to root Aristophanes’ plays in their
festal, ‘carnivalic’ context; and Charles Platter, whose 2007 monograph Aristophanes and the
Carnival of Genres uses Bakhtin’s theory of dialogism extensively. Platter’s approach to
Bakhtinian dialogism in particular frames relationships between genres as primarily
agonistic, arguing that “the adversarial relationship between carnival spirit and the world of
everyday life... is paradigmatic for the interactions of literary genres” (2007: 2). This
emphasis on competitive intertextuality intersects with the increasing understanding of Old
Comedy as an inherently, and overtly, agonistic genre, as the works of Hubbard (1991), Biles
(2001), Ruffell (2002), and Bakola (2008) all emphasise.

However, while comedy’s essential agonistic nature is undeniable, the prevalence of this
model of comic intertextuality has perhaps led to an over-emphasis on intertextual
interactions, both inter- and intra-generic, which conform to this framework (in that they are
defensive, aggressive, or otherwise overtly evaluative or critical); while conversely,
interactions which are not primarily agonistic or parodic have been relatively overlooked. It
is certainly true that there can be a competitive element to Aristophanic intertextuality, and
that such a stance is to a degree inevitable in interactions not only between rival comedians,
but also between comedy and its indirect rival at the dramatic festival, tragedy, with whom
comedy had literally to share the stage. However, even interactions with tragedy (whose
status as both a ‘high’ or ‘serious’ genre, and as an indirect competitor with comedy, often
leads to some of the most antagonistic interactions in Aristophanes) are varied in their tone,

and are not only not always parodic, but do not always even (pace Silk) draw overt attention

6. Cf. Pfeiffer 1968 on the early commentary tradition (and esp. pp. 160-3, 189-194 for
commentaries on Old Comedy and Aristophanes). A more recent discussion of the early
commentaries on Aristophanes can be found in Miles 2016.



to the discontinuity between the two genres.” This thesis will suggest that Aristophanes’
interactions with tragedy are not uniformly agonistic, but that elements of tragedy and the

tragic may be incorporated and even assimilated into the comic plot.

Another way in which this emphasis on comedy’s agonistic qualities has tended to distort
is the privileging of tragedy as intertext. While it is clear that tragedy looms large in
Aristophanes’ intergeneric interactions, this is not to the exclusion of sustained engagements
with other genres and modes, some of which are of similarly high status to tragedy, but others
of which are more comparable to comedy in status and register. By expanding my focus to
include interactions with a variety of genres, including tragedy, but also epic, fable, and even
religious texts such as the Orphic hymns, I hope first of all to emphasise the importance of
recognising the sheer range of Aristophanic intertextuality; and secondly, to show that
Aristophanic intertexts sit on a spectrum from the openly a(nta)gonistic and parodic, to the
constructive and incorporative. Although where a specific interaction sits along this spectrum
may be influenced by the kind of genre implicated in that interaction (in that genres with a
higher status, such as epic and tragedy, are more likely to generate a competitive or parodic
stance; while genres such as fable with a similar or even lower status to comedy are more
likely to be incorporated in other ways), there is no consistent correlation between a genre’s

status, and the stance taken towards it.* This thesis therefore will attempt to move beyond a

7. Cf. Silk 1993, 2000a: 137-9 who argues that even those instances of paratragedy which are
not parodic operate by foregrounding the distance between tragic and comic tone, thereby
creating a ‘collision’ between the two. Such collision are certainly one mode of interaction
with tragedy found in Aristophanes; however, as this thesis will suggest, interactions may be
incorporative rather than discontinuous. Silk’s emphasis on discontinuity and collision is
perhaps a consequence of his particular focus on Aristophanic language, which leads to an
emphasis on localised, as opposed to sustained, interactions with tragedy.

8. The idea of a hierarchy of genres from lowest to highest dates back at least to Aristotle (cf.
Poetics 4.1448b ft.), who in particular characterises tragedy as a high form along with epic,
and comedy as low; and the formulation of generic hierarchy found in Aristotle appears to
have persisted to some degree throughout the Classical period. For a discussion of the
relationship between Aristotle’s theory of genre and Augustan poetry in particular, cf. the
introduction to Harrison 2007, in particular pp. 2-10. For a broader discussion of the idea of
generic hierarchy cf. Fowler 1982 ch. 12. Fowler argues that while the exact organisation of
any hierarchy of genres might differ between periods, and that indeed “it would be hard to

10



discussion of Aristophanic intertextuality which privileges parody and particularly
‘paratragedy’ above all else,” towards a model which recognises the full breadth of

intergeneric interaction in Aristophanic comedy, and the variety of modes it may take.

The question of to what degree this model of intergeneric interaction is specifically
Aristophanic, and to what degree it is only indicative of the practices of Old Comedy as a
whole, is difficult to answer. The completion in 1983 of Kassel and Austin’s Poetae Comici
Graeci was a crucial catalyst for studies on non-Aristophanic Old Comedy; and in particular,
since the landmark publication in 2000 of The Rivals of Aristophanes, studies of Old Comedy
have increasingly looked beyond Aristophanes towards other poets. In addition to Bakola’s
2010 study of Cratinus, Ian Story’s 2003 monograph Eupolis: Poet of Old Comedy provides
an in-depth study of another of the major figures contemporary with Aristophanes.
Furthermore, thematic studies of Old Comedy have increasingly included some consideration
of the fragments of other comic poets in addition to Aristophanes’ plays; Ian Ruffell’s 2001
book Politics and Anti-Realism in Athenian Old Comedy, while it focuses more extensively

on Aristophanic comedy, also encompasses a variety of Old Comic poets and their works.

maintain that a single, all-embracing hierarchy ever existed” (219), the idea that hierarchical
relationships exist between genres is fundamentally sound. Fowler emphasises in particular
that the idea of a hierarchy of genres is a strong thread of ancient literary criticism, and one
which persisted into the Renaissance and even beyond. The idea of ‘low’ or ‘popular’
literature is discussed again in ch. 1 of this thesis with particular reference to fable.

9. The exact definition of the term paratragedy has tended to be rather inexact. It is usually
deployed as, in Silk’s words, a “cover term for all of comedy’s intertextual dependence on
tragedy, some of which is parodic, but some is not” (1993: 479). For further discussion of
paratragedy, cf. Rau 1967; Foley 1988; Ruffell 2011 ch. 8; and, for a discussion of
paratragedy beyond Aristophanes, Bakola 2010 ch. 3. A number of discussions of paratragedy
limit the term to mean only the parodic use of tragedy, in particular Platter 2007 passim
(discussed above; this is largely the product of the particular way in which Platter utilises
Bakhtinian theory and emphasises the antagonism of relationships between genres in general,
and especially in comedy) and Ruffell 2011 passim (who treats paratragedy as a subcategory
of parody). However a broader definition of paratragedy as encompassing both the parodic
and the non-parodic, as discussed in Silk 1993, is widely accepted. Despite this, many studies
of even non-parodic paratragedy emphasise the antagonistic relationship between comedy
and tragedy in Aristophanes, for example Silk 2000a: 137-9 which argues that paratragedy is
inherently disruptive even when it is not overtly parodic. Given the lack of consensus on
what exactly constitutes ‘paratragedy’, this terminology will largely be avoided in this thesis.

11



Most recently, Stephen Kidd’s 2014 monograph, Nonsense and Meaning in Ancient Greek
Comedy, is extremely wide in its scope, discussing not only poets of Old Comedy, but also
Middle; and the 2014 Cambridge Companion to Greek Comedy integrates some discussion of
the comic fragments throughout its study of both Old and New Comedy. Despite these recent
advances however, the fragmentary nature of the evidence for other comic poets makes any
study of sustained intergeneric interaction problematic; and a study of plot and storytelling
more difficult still. It is for this reason that, while the works of other of the Old Comedians
will be considered where possible, the primary focus of this thesis is by necessity

Aristophanes.

A further problem inherent to the study of Old Comedy is that even those texts which are
technically categorised as having survived intact are in fact only ever partial records of the
original play. Music, dance, costume, props, scenery, and other forms of staging and
dramaturgy, constituents of a play which are no less important than the spoken text, can only
ever be reconstructed indirectly, using the evidence of the play-scripts themselves, as well as
visual evidence, for example from vases.'” Some scholarship on Aristophanes in the mid-
twentieth century did give attention to questions of dramaturgy and staging, most notably
Russo’s 1962 volume, Aristophanes: An Author for the Stage, which offered a reconstruction
of elements of Aristophanes’ staging, and which is still a vital resource for any study of
Aristophanes’ plays. The publication in 1977 of Oliver Taplin’s monograph The Stagecraft of
Aeschylus presented a comprehensive study of dramaturgy in Aeschylus, and provided a
methodological model for how similar studies of other dramatists, both tragic and comic,
might be conducted. Both Russo and Taplin focus particularly on how the entrances, exits,
and the blocking of actors might be managed. More recently, Martin Revermann’s 2006

monograph, Comic Business: Theatricality, Dramatic Technique, and Performance Contexts

10. While my suggestions usually take the spoken text of the plays themselves as their
primary starting-point, archaeological evidence, particularly in the form of vases, will be
considered where relevant.A full integration of textual and archaeological evidence in the
study of performance in Old Comedy is a feature of Taplin 2007, Hughes 2006, Rothwell
2007, and Compton-Engle 2015, all of whom provide vital models for how visual and
archaeological evidence can most usefully be deployed to supplement evidence internal to the
texts themselves.

12



of Aristophanic Comedy, applies contemporary theories of performance criticism to
Aristophanes’ plays, and offers both a theoretical discussion of Aristophanic dramaturgy, and
a detailed reconstruction of three specific plays (namely the Clouds, Lysistrata, and Wealth)
which together span the length of Aristophanes’ career. Kenneth Rothwell’s 2007 volume,
Nature, Culture, and the Origins of Greek Comedy: A Study of Animal Choruses, examined
the comic chorus, and specifically animal choruses, in greater detail, and is an example of the
successful integration of visual evidence (particularly from vases) into the study of
dramaturgy. Finally, in 2015, the publication of Gwendolyn Compton-Engle’s monograph,
Costume in the Comedies of Aristophanes, offered a detailed and illuminating study of not
only the form of costume in Aristophanes’ plays, but its importance for the dramatic action.
However despite these valuable contributions to the study of dramaturgy in both comic and
tragic scholarship, many studies of Aristophanes have limited themselves primarily to the
textual and linguistic aspects of the plays. In particular, the recent monographs by Ruffell
(2011) and Kidd (2014) largely focus on comedy as language, rather than as enacted drama.
This thesis by contrast hopes to build on the work of Slater (2002) and Bakola (2010), both of
whom integrate a consideration of dramaturgy, staging, and costume into their broader studies

of comedy.

Reconstructions of the visual elements of a play are of course by nature always
speculative, and attempting such speculations inevitably raises the difficult question of the
degree to which the on-stage action and visuals are linked to the spoken text of the play.
When dealing with tragic performance, Oliver Taplin has suggested that we may take it as a
rule of thumb that “the significant stage instructions are implicit in the words” (1977: 28);
and that those actions and visual effects (of costume, stage-machinery etc.) which occur are
those necessitated by the spoken text which accompanies them. This formulation requires
some modification before being applied to comedy. As Gwendolyn Compton-Engle has
argued, comedy is both more frenetic, and less consequential in its action than tragedy; and
therefore firstly, it is “nearly impossible... for each and every action to be verbalized” (2015:
8); and secondly, since unlike tragedy whose action is governed by “a tightly constructed

logic in which emotions, gestures, entrances, and exits have meaning and

13



consequence” (ibid.), comedy’s more disjuncted, sequential nature allows for action which is
inconsequential and absurd (if not insignificant).!" Furthermore, when dealing with comedy it
is important to consider not only what visual actions and effects would be necessary in order
for the words to make sense, but also what would be funny. Revermann has argued in his
detailed study of comic stage-business that we must give some consideration to the
specifically comic possibilities of staging, costume, and other visual effects.'? In other words,
when reconstructing these elements of performance we should favour solutions which are
funny, and assume that opportunities for visual humour, in the form of costume or comic
business, would not be passed up without good reason, even when they are not explicitly
referenced in, or required by, the text itself. To take one example from the Peace (discussed
further in chapter two of this thesis), although it is not strictly necessary that when Trygaeus
claims that he has an oar which will save him from drowning (Pax 142-3) he should indicate
his phallus, since the term ‘oar’ has a history of euphemistic usage we should not dismiss this
comic possibility simply on the grounds that the text makes sense without it.”> Additionally,
when attempting to reconstruct stage visuals, it may also be helpful to consider not only what
is necessitated by their direct, localised context, but also the “patterns or themes particular to
that play” as a whole;" the visual aspects of Aristophanes’ plays are not incidental, but are
integral to their plots and storytelling, and we can therefore expect them to interact with the
themes otherwise expressed in the text. Indeed, the plays’ own reflections on the relationship
between story and genre also encompass these visual aspects of the drama; this thesis will

suggest that interactions between comedy and other genres, in particular tragedy, often have

11. The so-called ‘significant action hypothesis’, and indeed the term °‘significant’, is
discussed by Revermann 2006: 49-50, who argues that the term ‘significant’ is misplaced in
the context of drama, since “[t]here is... no meaningless sign on stage, as anything generated
within a theatrical framework, even if unintentionally, will automatically be constructed by
the collaborating decoder to mean something” (36); and that there can therefore be no such
thing as an ‘insignificant action’.

12. Cf. Revermann ch. 2.3, esp. pp. 64-5, in which Revermann uses this consideration of
visual comic possibility to argue for the likelihood of a visible frog-chorus in the Frogs (for
which see also ch. 1 n. 9 of this thesis)

13. Cf. chapter 2 64 & 65.

14. Compton-Engle 2015: 9. Compton-Engle makes this suggestion in relation to costume;
however it holds good also for other visual elements of the plays.

14



visual and performative elements, as plays engage with not only with the kinds of stories
which comedy and tragedy tell respectively; but also with how they tell, and stage, these

stories.

This question of performance is one of the reasons why a straightforward model of
intertextuality cannot be applied to Aristophanes’ works without some modification. Barring
some initial resistance," the term intertextuality, coined by Julia Kristeva (1980: 66) partly in
response to Bakhtin’s theory of dialogism, has been enthusiastically adopted by Classicists to
describe the interrelatedness and inter-referentiality of Greek and Latin literature. However,
the initial focus within studies of Classical intertextuality on the Augustan poets, and
particularly Vergil and Ovid, has at times led to a rather narrow understanding of the term;
and intertextuality is often taken to mean primarily a specific (and often specifically marked)
reference at one discrete point in a text to a specific and discrete point in another.'® Stephen
Hinds> 1998 monograph, Allusion and Intertext: Dynamics of Appropriation in Roman
Poetry, in particular provides an important discussion of the vexed question of intentionality
in intertextual studies; and Hinds’ argument for negotiating a middle ground between a theory
of ‘allusion’ which privileges the figure of the intention-bearing author, and a theory of
‘intertextuality’ which privileges the meaning created by the reader at the point of reception,
has been highly influential; however, Hinds’ focus on specifically Roman poetry necessarily
shapes his discussion and conclusions. This specifically ‘literary’, Augustan model is not
always appropriate in a performative context, in which costume, props, dramaturgy, and other

visual signifiers generate meaning alongside the spoken text, and which may likewise be

15. Cf. for example Fowler 1997, whose defence of the term intertextuality begins with an
example of some of this resistance, specifically the 1995 Presidential Address to the Classical
Association by David West, polemically titled Cast Out Theory.

16. The classic example of this kind of intertextuality in Latin literature is Ovid’s use in Fasti
3.469-75 of Cat. 64.130-35, in which Ariadne’s words in the Catullus poem are given to her
again by Ovid, and the intertext is marked by the use of the word memnimi, which both draws
attention to the intertext whilst simultaneously disrupting the artistic illusion. This example is
discussed at length by Conte 1986: 60-3, and Hinds 1998: 3-11.

15



utilised in any given intertextual interaction.'” There are many instances in Aristophanes’
plays in which it is not only the spoken text of a tragedy which becomes the subject of
parody, but also their staging; for example, it will be argued in chapter two that the
interaction between the Peace and Euripides’ Bellerophon at points rests as much on the
audience’s knowledge of the tragedy’s staging as on their knowledge of its text. Even those
interactions which do not focus on performative genres (such as tragedy and satyr drama)
may bring the performative elements of comedy into play; in particular, chapter one will
argue that the Wasps engagement with the Aesopic tradition of animal fable makes extensive
use of comic costume and dramaturgy in a series of acts of one-upmanship, as the potential of
animals for visual display and absurdity in comedy is contrasted with their more limited

possibilities in fable.

The performative nature of comedy should not, however, lead us to expect that its
capacity for intertextual referentiality is necessarily more limited. The experience of watching
a play is unlike that of reading a book, in that one cannot slow down, stop, or refer backwards
if the text becomes dense in order to appreciate its details more fully; however, it does not
follow that a performed text must necessarily be less complex than a written one, and that
Aristophanes’ audience could not therefore have appreciated the full range and implications
of the plays’ wide-ranging intertextuality. In her study of the relationship between literacy
and orality in the Greek world, Rosalind Thomas argues that, unlike modern audiences in a
more textualised culture, the Athenian audience would have been accustomed to receiving
complex information aurally, whether in the form of speeches, plays, or other poetic
performances (for example epic or dithyramb). Thomas suggests that “the evidence indicates
that ancient audiences were more attuned to listening carefully to complex prose (or poetry)

than we are” (1992: 107), and that indeed the Athenian audience seemed to have a particular

17. Note that despite its name, the term intertextuality is widely used of non-textual forms,
including the visual arts and (as will be discussed) music. For a summary of the uses of
intertextuality within non-textual fields, cf. Allen 2011: 174-181. This term will therefore be
retained in the context of non-textual interactions.
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taste for clever and complicated speeches." Thomas has further argued against a model in
which orality is gradually replaced by an increasingly textualised culture, and suggested
instead that orality and literacy co-existed substantially: “Fifth-century Athens was not a
‘literate society’, but nor was it quite an ‘oral society’ either” (1992: 4). This combination of
oral and textual literary culture is critical for understanding the wide intertextual competence
of the Aristophanic audience. On the one hand, in a culture where poetry was as likely (if not
more likely) to be committed to memory as it was to be read, the audience would be well
placed to recognise other poetic texts within the texture of a comic play; while on the other,
the emergence of what is sometimes called a ‘book culture’ in late fifth-century Athens to
complement the existing oral and performative culture would have given at least some of
Aristophanes’ audience access to a wider range of texts,” so that an individual could have a
degree of familiarity with, for example, early tragedies which they could not have witnessed

in their original performance.

The intertextual competence of the Aristophanic audience was also in all likelihood aided

by an increasing culture of tragic reperformance which eventually culminated in the

18. Cf. also Silk 2000a: 3, who similarly argues that we should be cautious not dismiss
particular interpretations of plays as being too complicated for the original audience to
apprehend.

19. On Aristophanes as both evidence for and participant in the emergent book culture of the
late fifth and early fourth centuries, cf. Lowe 1993, and Slater 1996. Lowe argues firstly, that
Aristophanes’ plays make unusually frequent reference to books and reading; secondly, that
Aristophanes’ own practice (apparently attested for example at Nub. 528-31) of writing plays
to be produced by others was instrumental in the progressive separation of the roles of poet,
director, and actor which is itself indicative of the progression from an entirely oral to a more
textual medium; and finally, that Aristophanes was also at the forefront of the practice of
revising scripts for publication, as appears to be the case with the version of Clouds which is
preserved, and which Lowe argues “seems to have been explicitly conceived as a book rather
than a performance text” (71). Lowe’s assertion of the textuality of Aristophanic comedy is
perhaps extreme; however, even if one does not accept all his conclusions, there is clearly an
argument for seeing Aristophanes within the context of an incipient textual culture. Slater
1996 in his analysis of the topic of literacy and writing in relation to Old Comedy takes a
more circumspect view, and in fact detects a strain of anxiety in Aristophanes’ plays
surrounding the development of literacy, despite the clear importance of an emergent literate
culture in the plays’ transmission.
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institutionalisation of reperformance as part of the City Dionysia in 386 B.C.* There has been
some resistance to the idea that reperformance was widespread at the time of Aristophanes’
career in the middle to late fifth and early fourth centuries, and in particular Zachary Biles
has expressed scepticism on the grounds much of the evidence for the reperformance of
particularly Aeschylean tragedy at the City Dionysia in the later fifth century comes from
later sources such as the Vita of Aeschylus.”’ However, although Bilies’ scepticism is perhaps
justified when considering each of the testemonia in isolation, the frequency with which
reperformance is mentioned in our sources makes it unlikely that reperformance was unheard
of before 386 B.C.** Accordingly, recent scholarship has taken a less sceptical approach to the
question of reperformance in the fifth century. A 2015 volume of Trends in Classics (7.2)
approached the topic of reperformance from the early fifth century onwards; in particular,
Anna Lamari argued in this volume that a culture of reperformance was established even
before Aeschylus’ death in 456 B.C.; and Patrick Finglass presented an argument in favour of
Sophocles’ plays being widely reperformed during the tragedian’s lifetime. Indeed, even
Biles accepts that reperformance must have been a feature of the Rural Dionysia festivals,
and that such performances would have played a role in the theatre audience’s ongoing

familiarity with older tragedies throughout the fifth century.

It is important to recognise that ‘the audience’ is of course not monolithic, nor did
Aristophanes treat them as such. This is the case not only in direct discussions of the
audience within the plays, which often recognise the existence of different types of spectators
(e.g. Nub. 518-27), but also in the way extended intertextual and parodic passages are
developed. Let us take for example the parody in the Acharnians of the Euripides’ Telephus,

which is quoted at line 8; whose parody begins more in earnest at 317 (the reification of the

20. cf. IG II? 2318, col. viii. Fasti.

21. Biles 2006-7: 212 argues that despite the frequency of references in our sources to a
decree ordering the reperformance of Aeschylus’ plays after his death, we should consider the
“strong possibility that all of these testimonia derive from a single report, which is secondary,
if not tertiary or further, from the supposed decree itself”, since “[t]he uniformity of terms
and factual details that appear in the testimonia encourages us to posit their common origin.”
22. For an overview of the evidence for reperformance both in Attica and elsewhere, cf.
Csapo & Slater 1995: 11-17; Montanara & Rengakos 2015.
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metaphor, found in 7el. fr. 706, of speaking with one’s head on the chopping-block); and
which culminates in Dicaeopolis’ famous speech given in the disguise of Telephus (procured
from Euripides’ own costume stores) beginning in line 497. While the initial quotation, and
even the hostage-taking parody which begins at 331 (in which a charcoal basket replaces the
infant Orestes) might not be recognised by some, or even most, of the audience, the scene
with Euripides makes no fewer than four references to Telephus (twice in 430, and at 432,
446), and by the time Dicaeopolis has requested and been given the costume of Telephus by
Euripides (430-4) even those who are unfamiliar with the play should recognise that a parody
of Euripides’ Telephus is underway. At this point, those audience members with some
familiarity with the plot (or even just the myth on which it was based) should be able to read
the parody back into the previous scenes; while those who correctly identified the intertext
before it was explicitly named are able to congratulate themselves on their cleverness. Lest
anyone still be in doubt, Dicaeopolis reminds the audience of the parody once more at the
close of his speech (555-6: tadt’ 016’ &1L dv &5pdte: TOV 8¢ THAepov / ok oiduesda;). The
structure of the parody therefore assumes (and perhaps even makes an advantage of) a
stratified audience, who will need different levels of cueing depending on the extent of their

knowledge, and how adept they are at applying it in context.”

My discussion so far has been limited in one important respect, in that like much
scholarship on the topic of intertextuality, it has focused primarily on a model of
intertextuality as the interplay between specific texts. Such a model fails to account for the
the full range of intertextuality as we find it in Aristophanes, and which is both more
expansive, and more pervasive, than this model allows. While there are certainly instances of
an interaction targeting a specific text, or even a discrete moment in a specific text, in a
manner at least superficially similar to the examples modelled by Conte and Hinds (cf. n. 16
above), interactions in Aristophanes may also target for example the overall style of an
author; or even the broad conventions of a genre. Within the Greek context, this more

expansive practice of intertextuality is arguably facilitated by a highly developed and

23. Revermann 2006: 163-175 discusses in further detail Aristophanes’ ability to play to
different audiences both simultaneously, and between plays.
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formalised system of generic convention. This issue of formalised categories of genre is not
only central to the scope of this thesis and its investigation of inter-generic interaction, but is
also an important point at which modern theories of intertextuality, and their application in a
Classical context, diverge. This problem is highlighted concisely in a passage by Ian Ruffell:

“One of the principal differences between classical practice and (post)modern
theory is genre. In much (post)modern understanding of self-reflexivity
generic distinctions have largely broken down or have atrophied, whereas
when dealing with Classical Athens (or indeed Rome), the notion of genre or,
perhaps, cultural form remains indispensable, particularly within the
circumscribed institutional performance context of the dramatic
festivals.” (2011: 315).

While there is an argument to be made that in the case of modern, or even post-Renaissance,
literature, ‘genre’ is an externally imposed category,* in the Greco-Roman tradition, genre is
usually understood as being, to at least a degree, internally generated by a text. Segal
described genre as not an external category imposed by the critic (modern or ancient), but
rather as “the ancient poet’s instrument for reaching the reader, organising content and
projecting thought in forms intelligible to the audience.”” This assessment of genre as a kind
of code or language with which the author or text may communicate with the reader is
followed by both Depew and Obink (2000) and Harrison (2007) in their respective
discussions of ancient genre, and its relevance for literary analysis. Despite the importance of
recognising genre as a category, and system, in ancient literature, it is simultaneously
important to recognise the extent to which genre is not fixed, but is rather constantly evolving
and metamorphosing. As Fowler (1982: 23) states, “All genres are continually undergoing
metamorphosis.... However a work relates to existing genres —by conformity, variation,
innovation, or antagonism— it will tend, if it becomes known, to bring about new states of
these genres.”? However, this recognition of the labile nature of genre in operation does not

undermine its significance as a mode through which ancient texts function. Furthermore,

24. For a discussion of the arguments concerning the understanding of genre as an externally
imposed, vs. an internally generated category, cf. Fowler 1982 (in particular ch.3), who in
fact argues against the prevailing idea in modern criticism that genre is an artificially imposed
classification.

25. Segal in his foreword to Conte 1994: xiii.

26. This metamorphosis of genre is discussed by Fowler in greater detail in 1982 ch. 9, 10,
and 11.
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ideas of the categorisation and systemisation of genre were emergent at the time of
Aristophanes’ career, before crystallising more fully shortly afterwards in the early fourth
century with the publication of, among other things, Plato’s Symposium and Aristotle’s
Poetics, both of which discuss categories of genre, and the kinds of content appropriate to

each.”

In such a context of increasingly recognised boundaries between genres with highly
developed internal markers, norms, and formulae, identifying when a similarity between texts
of the same or similar genre results from a strategic intertextual reference, and when it is the
result of a shared generic language can be problematic. Similarly, intergeneric intertextuality
is as likely to take the form of an interest in contrasting traditions, modes, and patterns of
speech and poetry, as it is to be a specific allusion; and even the most distinct references and
quotations evoke not only the text in question, but also its associated generic language and
cultural mode. In order to fully account for the complexities of the interaction between texts
in the context of a system of highly defined and formalised generic norms, in which
individual innovation is always balanced against the formulae, patterns, and conventions of
genre, it may be useful to adopt theoretical perspectives from other non-literary fields; and in
particular fields which have to contend with a conception of genre which is radically different
to that posited by critics of modern literature. One such field in which the study of
intertextuality is problematised by the complex relationship between individual style and
generic convention is that of musicology. The strictness of form of the (pre-modernist, pre-
twentieth century) musical genre-type is in many ways a useful comparison to Greek literary
genres, in that any individual composer writing for example a minuet or gavotte, or even a
sonata or symphony, must work within a highly developed and formalised generic language.
In the case of music, this language regulates for example rhythmic patterns, scale systems,

and harmonic sequences; but also affects larger-scale structures, as with the use of sonata

27. For a detailed discussion of the emergence of literary criticism as a formal discourse in
the S5th century, cf. Ford 2002, and especially ch. 8. This idea that different kinds of stories
are appropriate to different kinds of genre also appears later in Horace’s Ars Poetica 73-98.
This passage, and its relationship to Aristotle’s theory of genre, is discussed by Harrison
2007: 2-10. Comedy’s relationship with this emergent discourse is explored in Wright 2012.

21



form, or the highly conventionalised sequence of movements in the Classical symphony.
When attempting to identify intertextual references in music, most particularly within the
context of the heavily formalised high-Classical period (c.1720 - ¢.1820), the strong influence
of generic and stylistic convention must be acknowledged, and similarities between works
may therefore be the result of their shared languages, rather than of any particular allusion or

otherwise significant referentiality.

Robert Hatten in his 1985 study of the significance of intertextuality for the study of
music offers an analysis of the relationship between genre, style and intertextuality whose
conclusions may be of particular use to the study of Greek texts, and particularly comedy. In
his model, Hatten distinguishes between ‘style’, which he defines as “competency in
symbolic functioning presupposed by a work of music”, and in the “principles and
constraints” which characterise a given musical form; and ‘strategies’ which he defines as
“particular manifestations of those possibilities” afforded within a particular style. “Thus, a
given work will typically be in and of a style, while playing with or against it
strategically” (1985: 70). Within this context of common style and individual strategies,
Hatten suggests that not all similarities between works can or need be construed as
intertextuality. Similarities between works can be considered to be due to common stylistic
language rather than specific and meaningful intertextual reference to all or any of the works
which contain such patterns, and this is particularly the case in works within the same style;
however, such ‘anonymous’ inter-referentiality may be of intertextual concern if “those
patterns have a special status through their conspicuous use in a prior, exemplary work. In the
latter case, comparison with the earlier work is inevitable, and one may investigate the nature
of their relationship along a continuum ranging from mere citation-as-homage to an ongoing,
possibly ironic, dialogue or confrontation with the earlier work™ (1985: 71). Conversely,
Hatten argues that when works make reference to the conventions and patterns of works
outside their own style, this is necessarily of intertextual significance, whether the
referentiality concerns a pattern which is associated with the strategies of a particular

(perhaps exemplary) work; or whether the intertextual reference is simply to the conventions
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of another style without concern for any particular example from within that style, and which

is therefore perhaps better classified as ‘intergeneric’ as opposed to specifically ‘intertextual’.

In the case of Aristophanic comedy, this model translates as follows. The use of patterns
and formulae common within the genre of comedy need not be construed as meaningful
intertextual references to other specific works or authors, except in those cases where a
pattern has come to be associated with a particular work or author, possibly due to their status
of exemplarity within the genre. Rather, such inter-referentiality can be considered as a
common stylistic language, which each individual work may play with or against, or even
simply replicate. Alternatively, references to non-comic stylistic conventions should always
be considered meaningful intertexts. Such inter-generic intertexts need not refer to a specific
work or author within a genre, but may rather invoke the conventions or register of the genre
more broadly. When applying this model to Greek literature, it is also important to note that
in the case of some genres, an author may be so emblematic of that genre and its conventions
that to evoke that author is also to evoke the system of generic conventions for which his
works have come to stand; thus a specific intertextual reference to, for example, Hesiod, may
both create a direct relationship with the text alluded to, whilst additionally evoking the
language of epic (or perhaps, depending on the example and the context, of specifically
didactic epic), poetry in toto; inter-referentiality between texts may therefore be at once
generic and specific. Distinguishing between the individual practice of an author and the
conventions of the genre in which that author writes is unfortunately more difficult when
dealing with Classical literature rather than Classical music, since the fragmentary state of
our evidence makes the comparison between individual and generic characteristics at times
almost impossible. It can be difficult to identify when an intertext is targeting the
characteristics of a specific author, and when the target is that author’s genre more broadly;
and this is particularly challenging when an author is the only fully extant representative of
his genre. This problem is to a degree insoluble; however, by ensuring that as far as possible
equal consideration is given to fragmentary examples of a given genre as to fully extant texts,
this thesis will at least remain alert to this difficulty, even if we cannot hope to surmount the

problem to any significant degree.

23



A further problem raised when dealing with intertextual and intergeneric interactions in
a specifically comic text is the question of how to distinguish between intertextuality and
parody, which may itself be considered a subcategory of intertextuality. In his discussion of
the Peace, Ruffell suggests that in parody “there is a marked incongruity involved in the
appropriation” (2011: 326); and this is similar to Hatten’s definition of parody, which he
describes as “not an absorption of new material and/or accompanying associations into a new
context, but rather a collision of the two contexts” (1985: 72-3). However, in practice,
identifying when a text creates such a collision between its own generic mode and that of its
intertext(s) and when it does not may prove difficult; and the distinction between parodic and
non-parodic intertexts is inevitably to some extent subjective. The relationship between
parodic and non-parodic intertextuality is not in fact binary, but exists on a spectrum from
overt parody to incorporation, and a single genre or text may be used in a variety of ways
even within a play. Additionally, although there is some degree of correlation between genre
types and whether or not their use in Aristophanes is likely to be parodic, it is not true to say
that certain genres are always used parodically and certain genres non-parodically. Rather,
even those texts whose genres lend themselves to the kind of parodic use which draws
attention to their incongruity within a comic context (such as epic, tragedy, and other ‘high’

forms) are sometimes assimilated (largely or wholly) non-parodically into the texture of a

play.

Interactions in Aristophanes not only run along this spectrum from the parodic to the
assimilative, but also vary from the specific to the highly generalised. One aspect of the
theoretical implications of dealing with intertextuality in the context of a highly formalised
system of genre is not discussed by Hatten, namely that within such a system each genre is
accompanied by a network of strong linguistic, literary, and cultural associations; and
therefore to incorporate a text from one genre within another is simultaneously to evoke that
genre’s broader associations: its conventions, its style or language, and its cultural status.
These associations of genre may to some degree be disassociated from any particular

example or text from within that genre; and may even come to be independent of the texts
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which constitute that genre.”® Any evocation of tragedy as a genre in Aristophanes evokes
simultaneously the genre’s broad associations both literary and cultural; and this evocation of
status and style may at times be independent of any more specific intertextuality. This is
particularly true in the case of parody. To parody tragedy may mean as much to parody
tragedy as a concept or idea independent of any particular example of the genre as to parody
a specific poet or play; and mockery of tragedy within comedy often focuses on its cultural
status as much as its specific stylistic characteristics.” Furthermore, this process is itself
implicated in the development of a genre’s associative networks. When Aristophanes plays
on, for example, the associations which accompany tragedy, he has himself (along with
others in his genre) been instrumental in shaping those associations through previous

parodies and intertexts.*

Comic interaction with other texts, genres, and models may therefore be highly specific
in its targets, in referring to a specific moment in a specific text; it may target only the style

of an author more broadly; or the conventions of a genre; or, at its most generalised, comic

28. Cf. Most 2000. Most argues that “a genre of ‘tragedy’ was hypostasized and conceived as
though it were somehow independent of all particular instances of tragedies” (32); and that
this is particularly the case for the modern conception of ‘tragicness’. Most’s particular
argument that in the 5th century tragedy and tragicness had no particular connotations of
terrible and sad events, but was rather associated with grandness of style, and that such
associations are more modern developments, will be argued against in chapter 2 of this thesis.
However, Most’s suggestion that the idea of a genre is to a degree disassociated from the
actual examples of that genre, and rather operates independently and on the basis of broad
cultural and literary generalisation, is fundamentally sound.

29. This practice of targeting a genre’s broad cultural associations is not specific to comedy.
Swift 2010: 374 argues that tragedy’s use of lyric similarly often relies not on specific
allusions to specific texts, but rather on the nexus of social and cultural associations which
surround lyric genres, and on “the idea that lyric genres embody a certain set of values”.

30. This is true not only of whole genres but specific categories within them. When
Aristophanes for example brings the tragedian Euripides on stage, previous incarnations of
Euripides in Aristophanes (whether as a character or simply as a feature of a play’s parodic
and intertextual texture) are often as important to the parody as anything ever written by
Euripides. For an example of this cf. Thesm. 22-24 (discussed in chapter 3), where the joke is
not only on the stereotype of Euripides as a creator of lame characters, but also on the extent
to which Aristophanes’ previous parodic stereotyping of Euripides has been instrumental in
creating said stereotype (for which cf. Ach. 410-11, Pax. 147-8).
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interactions with other genres may target the associations of that genre, which are to a degree
removed from the actual examples from within that genre. This spectrum is convenient given
the potentially stratified nature of the Aristophanic audience (which, on any projection of the
scale of the theatre in the fifth century, numbered in the thousands),” since at the more
general end of the spectrum there is little requirement for in-depth literary knowledge; and
indeed, even a single instance of interaction may operate at multiple points along this
spectrum. Therefore, while some may recognise a specific quotation, others will only know
that it is Euripidean (perhaps because it is identified as such explicitly in the play), and others
will appreciate it only as an example of tragic (as opposed to specifically Euripidean) style.
While in the case of tragedy it can be assumed that the audience would be likely to have a
good working knowledge of the genre in addition to a sensitivity to its broader literary and
cultural associations, in the case of, for example, sympotic poetry, it can be further supposed
that while some of the audience may know at least the genre in broad terms, others will

primarily engage with it through the social and cultural associations which it evokes.**

31. The estimates as to the number of audience members in attendance at the theatre in this
period vary wildly, from as few as 3,700 (Dawson 1997: 7) or 5,500 (Korres 2002: 540); to as
many as 10,000-15,000 (Moretti 1999-2000: 395); while Csapo’s estimate (2007: 97) of
5,000-7,000 lies somewhere in the middle. Given that population estimates for this period (a
contentious issue in itself; Cf. Gomme 1933; for a more recent analysis, and slight revision,
of Gomme’s figures, cf. van Wees 2011) suggest c. 200,000 total occupants of Attica, and
30,000 adult male citizens, even the lower figures (which suggest a theatre of around the
same scale as the Albert Hall in London, whose maximum capacity is just short of 5,300)
would have held a significant proportion of the populace. The audience was therefore likely
to have comprised a relatively representative cross-section of Athenians, even allowing for a
degree of self-selection. The importance of thinking of the theatre audience as a diverse
collection of individuals and groups, rather than a single ‘mass’ of people, is discussed in
greater length in Roselli 2011, in particular pp. 2-5.

32. In the particular case of Iambus, Rotstein 2010 (esp. ch. 1, ‘Approaching Genre’, and ch.
10, ‘Archilochus as a Prototype of Invective Poetry’) has established the gap between the
‘idea’ of lambus as characterised by invective, and the reality of generic practice, in which
invective was neither limited to, nor always a feature of, iambographic poetry. This topic is
further examined in a collection of essays, entitled ‘lambus and Elegy: New
Approaches’ (Carey & Swift (eds.): 2016); Carey (2016) in particular discusses the greater
variety of actual generic practice beyond the ‘canonical’ examples of Hipponax, Archilochus,
and Semonides.
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Such interactions which, rather than being specifically intertextual, rely on a high degree
of generalisation about a given genre, are inevitably reliant on a conception of genre which is
distinctly static. While Conte’s suggestion (1994:127) that “[n]othing would be more useless
than to conceive of genres as simple, immobile abstractions” is certainly true for the critic or
theorist, the opposite is perhaps true for a poet such as Aristophanes, since in order for him to
get a hit on ‘tragedy’ he must first make ‘tragedy’ stand still long enough for him to take aim
and fire.”” This stands in contrast to comedy’s construction of its own genre, which, this thesis
will argue, continually expands to encompass the elements of other genres which the plays
incorporate within their plots. Comedy’s construction of genre is therefore fundamentally
two-faced; on the one hand emphasising a conception of other genres which is static and
immobile; while on the other hand itself relying on a conception of its own genre which is

labile and constantly metamorphosing through a process of integration and assimilation.

Finally, just as the plays’ interactions with other genres run along a spectrum from the
highly specific to the general, so too does comedy’s reflection on its own status.
Metatheatricality in Aristophanes often takes the form of a discourse on the concrete elements
of staging and dramaturgy, as the plays explicitly name their props, costumes, and machinery
such as the mechane (as for example in the Acharnians when Dicaeopolis borrows a costume
from the tragedian Euripides); or explicitly discuss their plots and characters (as in the
introductions to Knights, Wasps, and Peace). However, other instances of metatheatricality in
Aristophanes are not tied to concrete elements of dramaturgical practice, but rather take the
form of drawing attention to a moment’s status as drama (as with the enactments of scenes
from the Telephus in Acharnians and Thesmophoriazusae), or even as performance more

generally (as with the law-court speeches in the Wasps, which function as acts of

33. On the constant metamorphosis of genre in practice, cf. also Fowler 1982, n. 22 above.
The necessity of downplaying generic variation and metamorphosis within intergeneric
allusions and interactions is discussed by Swift 2010. Swift’s study of tragedy’s use of lyric
features argues that in its interactions with lyric genres, tragedy “tends to smooth over
variations within any given genre genre, and to present a uniform picture characterized by
clear identifying features. This is a feature inherent in allusion (or parody).”
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performance within the play).** Furthermore, generic metadiscursivity may similarly be
highly specific, or heavily generalised; plays may variously investigate their status as
Aristophanic comedy (in opposition to the works of other comedians); as comedy (as
opposed to tragedy or satyr play); as drama (as opposed to non-dramatic genres); or simply
reflect (on) their own fictionality and status as storytelling. All of these modes of self-
referentiality will be explored in this thesis, which will in particular emphasise those kinds of
self-reflexivity which are not overt (as for example the parabasis and the explicit construction

of poetic persona), but are rather more embedded within the structure of the plot.

The Plays: Selection and Organisation

In order to examine the full range of intergeneric interactions found in Aristophanic comedy,
and the ways in which a variety of genres are used to explore different aspects of comedy’s
own generic identity, five plays which span the length of Aristophanes’ writing career have
been chosen. These are the Wasps; Peace and Birds, and the Thesmophoriazusae and
Ecclesiazusae. The chapters are organised both chronologically and thematically; and each
focuses on the relationship between comedy and a specific genre or group of genres. The
chronological scope of the thesis aims to show that metageneric discourse, and its
embeddedness in plot-structure, are a constant of Aristophanes’ career, albeit in different
forms. In particular, the inclusion of the often-derided Ecclesiazusae is intended to
demonstrate that this aspect of Aristophanic comedy is evident even in his late period.*
While tragedy inevitably looms large, plays have been chosen which demonstrate the variety
of genres with which Aristophanic comedy interacts, and in particular which show that
sustained interaction is not restricted to ‘high’ genres such as epic and tragedy, but also

includes ‘low’ genres, such as Aesopic fable. Moreover, the plays demonstrate great diversity

34. Cf. Slater 2002: 96-8 for a more detailed analysis of the overt performativity of this
scene.

35. For dismissals of the Ecclesiazusae, cf. for example Whitman 1964: 9 (“It is hard to read
any play, except possibly the Ecclesiazusae, and feel that it is falling apart.””), Dover 1972:
195 n. 7 (“The possibility that Aristophanes had had a stroke cannot be completely
excluded.”), and Sutton 1990: 91 (“The play’s deficiencies can probably be attributed to the
poet’s declining powers. At most, these deficiencies might perhaps be taken as symbolic of
the declining vitality of Old Comedy.”)
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in their stance towards even tragedy, as they variously assert their similarity or difference to
tragedy; and focalise their investigation of the relationship between tragedy and comedy

through the lens of politics, storytelling, and dramaturgical practice.

The plays have been grouped into three chapters, each examining a different facet of
intergeneric interaction in Aristophanic comedy. Chapter One focuses on the relationship
between the animal-plot of the Wasps, and the play’s parallel engagement with the Aesopic
animal fable. Chapter Two concentrates on the engagement with ideas of fictionality and
myth in the Peace and Birds, both of which take tragic models as the starting point for an
exploration of mythic storytelling, but which also incorporate a wide variety of different
genres including satyr drama and epic; and the final chapter, focusing primarily on the
Thesmophoriazusae and Ecclesiazusae, argues that in Aristophanes ‘women’ plays, gender is
used as a means of examining the divergent generic and dramaturgical conventions of tragedy

and comedy.

Scope of the Thesis: Politics and Genre

The scholarship on the political aspect of Old Comedy is extensive; and Aristophanes has not
infrequently been used as a historical source in studies of the politics and culture of Athens in
the fifth century.’® There is moreover a strand of scholarship which aims to reconstruct
Aristophanes’ own political leanings from the plays. Henderson (1990, 1993) has argued for
Old Comedy as a fundamentally populist genre, and a demonstration of the power of the
demos in this period; Sidwell (2009) has similarly argued for Aristophanes as a figure of the
political ‘left’, and a supporter of the democracy; while Sommerstein (1996) conversely sees
Aristophanes as a conservative, and suggests that the plays’ political targets are usually
populist figures, and in particular those who worked against the interests of wealthy
Athenians. Most recently, Aristophanes has attracted the interest of a number of political
scientists; and 2014 saw the publication of a collection of essays, entitled The Political

Theory of Aristophanes, which examine the plays from the perspective of this field. The aim

36. For an example of such use of Aristophanes as a historical source, cf. de Ste Croix 1972:
355-376.
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of the thesis is not to provide a political reading of Aristophanes; however, neither is it
possible to entirely divorce the genre’s aesthetic and political properties. The case for taking
issues of aesthetics and politics in Aristophanes to be at least to some extent symbiotic has
been convincingly made by Goldhill (1991: 167-222) and Slater (2002 passim), and to an
extent also by Silk (2000a: 301-349), who cautions against attempting to parse Aristophanic
comedy too exactly into the ‘serious’ and the ‘only-joking’. The plays’ political engagement
will therefore be addressed in those instances where this intersects with issues of genre, and
generic self-definition; however, I will not otherwise offer a reading of the plays from a
political perspective. The Wasps is in particular usually read primarily as a political play
engaged with the workings of the Athenian polis, and while this is undoubtedly true, I hope to
suggest that this play may also be productively read as an exploration of animal comedy as a

sub-genre of Old Comedy.

Despite its broadly chronological organisation, the thesis does not propose a teleological
reading, or one which charts an evolution in either the Old Comic plot itself, or the plays’
discourse surrounding comic storytelling. While I find elements of both continuity and
change between plays, and even between periods of Aristophanes’ career, I do not attempt to
map this on to any transformation of the genre. The question of the evolution from Old, to
Middle, to New Comedy is somewhat fraught; and what once seemed to be discrete
categories have begun to collapse in light of the increasing study of the contemporaries of
both Aristophanes and Menander, as well as the poets in between. While not entirely
dismissive of the idea of generic evolution, Sutton’s discussion of the relationship between
Old and Middle Comedy (notably written before the publication of Kassel and Austin’s
Poetae Comici Graeci was fully completed) accepts that “[sJome of the characteristic
features of Middle Comedy are already foreshadowed in Old Comedy and, contrariwise,
some features that we are accustomed to consider characteristic of Old Comedy were slow to
disappear from the comedy of the next century” (1990: 95). More recently however, Csapo
has suggested that the style of comedy associated with the later periods already existed in the
fifth century, and that instead of a model of linear evolution, “[t]he changes in comedy from

fourth to fifth century are best understood, not as a succession of qualitatively distinct
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products, but as a shift in the dominance of one style over another” (2000: 133). Henderson
(2014) emphasises that a narrative emphasising a transformation from ‘political’ Old Comedy
to ‘domestic’ New Comedy, with Middle Comedy as a transitional period, is unsatisfactory,
since firstly comedians such as Crates and Pherecrates wrote ‘domestic’ comedy in the fifth
century; and secondly, ‘political’ comedy persisted long after the period of Old Comedy, and
was even present in plays in the late fourth century. Sidwell (2000; 2014) goes so far as to
suggest that the categorisation of comedy into three phases should become redundant, with
the term ‘Middle Comedy’ abandoned altogether, in favour of a model which treats New
Comedy not as the direct descendant of Old, reached through a single process of gradual
evolution and transformation, but rather as the product of generic cross-fertilisation. Given
the degree of uncertainty about the development of the genre, and in particular the increasing
breakdown of the periodisation of comedy into Old, Middle, and New, to attempt to relate the
developments in the works of one author to the evolution (or otherwise) of the genre as a
whole did not seem a productive approach. This is especially true given the difficulty in

plotting trends in even Aristophanic comedy when only eleven plays survive intact.

This thesis does not of course attempt to provide an exhaustive reading of Aristophanes,
or even of the Aristophanic plot. When dealing with such relentlessly polyvalent texts as
those of Old Comedy, no one reading can possibly be definitive, and indeed the plays
necessarily invite various and divergent interpretations. I hope in this thesis only to suggest
one possible way in which the plays of Aristophanes, their plots, and their construction of

their generic identity, may be productively approached.

Chapter Synopses

Chapter One, ‘Animal Comedy and the Wasps’, examines the relationship between Aesopic
fable and comedy through the lens of animal imagery. Although often read solely in relation
to its engagement with the law courts, the Wasps additionally contains an unusual prevalence
of animal imagery and characters, including the chorus of juror-wasps themselves; and the

play’s own menagerie is accompanied by frequent allusions to the animal fables associated
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with the Aesopic tradition. It will be argued that this intersection of the comic tradition of
‘animal comedy’, and particularly animal choruses, with the language of Aesopic fable forms
the centrepiece of the play’s interrogation of its own generic status. The chapter first gives an
overview of comedy’s own claim to the animal chorus as an integral component of the
genre’s conventions and history, and suggests that ‘animal’ plays were not only a key sub-
genre of comedy, but one to which Aristophanes returned with notable frequency. The chapter
then examines the presentation of the language of animal fable in the play, and argues firstly,
that while the presence of animals is not a sine qua non for the definition of the Aesopic,
there is a strong association between this mode and the use of animal imagery, both in
Aristophanes and elsewhere; and secondly, that the play emphasises the purpose of animal
fable as a means of communicating a clear message through a code of symbolism which was
near-universally used and understood. This semiotic stability of animal imagery in fable
contrasts directly with the play’s own more varied use of animals; the comic animals of the
Wasps have a multiplicity of functions, as they are used as a prism through which to present a
series of typically comic modes and conventions, including coded political symbolism, but
also self-conscious performativity, and absurd visual display. The Wasps repeatedly
deemphasises the status of animal imagery in comedy as a fixed symbolic code; and this
culminates in the play’s final descent into total absurdity (complete with dancing crabs). The
chapter will argue that in its use of animal imagery to express a multiplicity of comedy’s
generic features, the Wasps therefore enacts a typical comic one-upmanship over Aesop and
fable; and the use of an animal chorus in particular ties animal imagery firmly to comedy’s
own history as a genre, as the play asserts a claim to the animal plot as a definitive feature of

Old Comedy.

Chapter Two, ‘Mythic Storytelling in the Peace and Birds’, examines the tension
between invention and retelling in comic myth-making. Both Peace and Birds take a tragic
model (Euripides Bellerophon and Sophocles’ Tereus, respectively) as the starting point for
new comic myths, in which their heroes take flight beyond the city of Athens to take on the
gods themselves; and both plays rework traditional story-patterns, combining elements drawn

from a wide variety of genres, models, and sources, to create stories which are at once
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familiar and entirely new. The chapter will argue that both Peace and Birds in different ways
attempt to categorise true mythic innovation as impossible in tragedy, and to claim radical
mythopoiesis as a definitive characteristic of comic storytelling. The first half of the chapter
focuses on Peace, and its relationship with tragedy and (to a lesser degree) satyr drama. The
chapter first explores the process of reuse, recombination, and reformulation on which the
play’s comic myth-making is founded. This section argues that that the play creates a contrast
between tragedy as a genre which retells existing myths, and comedy as a genre free to invent
new ones. The Peace’s exploration of the limits of what is possible on the tragic and comic
stage 1s in particular examined through the lens of the dung-beetle’s flight. It is suggested that
the play’s central set-piece may rely for its parodic impact on a possible technical innovation,
namely Euripides’ use of the mechane to depict Pegasus in flight; and that this instance of
attempted, but most probably unsuccessful, innovation is used in the play to assert the
limitations of tragic storytelling on stage. The second section argues that the Peace’s
engagement with Euripides’ Bellerophon displays an interest not only in how comedy and
tragedy can tell stories, but also what kinds of stories they tell. The play’s characterisation of
tragedy as a genre of failure and misery, and comedy as a genre of celebration and success, is
examined in light of Aristotle’s later comments on the nature of tragic storytelling, and in

particular his comments on happy endings.

The second half of the chapter moves on to investigate mythic storytelling in the Birds.
Premiered seven years after the Peace, the Birds relies on a similar mythic patchwork to
create its plot, and if anything draws on an even wider variety of genres and models than its
predecessor. The chapter argues that unlike in the Peace, in which the more problematic
aspects of tragic and mythic models are conspicuously discarded and replaced with an
assertion of comic celebration, the Birds integrates the more unpleasant elements of the
Tereus-myth into its own mythic plot-line. The play’s foregrounding of mythic themes of
theomachy and patrilineal violence is accompanied by a repeated silencing of female
characters which mirrors the violence enacted in the Tereus-myth, as well as in the play’s
additional Hesiodic models. The final section of this chapter examines the use of space and

the creation of the fictional world on stage in the play. Throughout the Birds, the movement
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towards rootedness and stability, as the birds abandon nomadic flight to occupy a single
location which exists within set boundaries, pulls against the more fluid relationship between
fictional and dramatic space which is necessitated as the grand scale of the imaginary world
grows beyond that which can easily be represented within the limits of the comic stage. The
chapter suggests that, despite the insistence on comedy’s total freedom of myth-making, the
Birds’ simultaneously recognises the practical restrictions of the comic theatre, as the play
repeatedly emphasises the fact that Nephelokokkugia exists only in the collective imagination

of its audience.

Chapter Three, “Women On Top in the Thesmophoriazusae and Ecclesiazusae’, examines
the increasing prominence of female characters on the Aristophanic stage, and the
implications of this development for the plays’ conception and construction of the comic
genre. The first half of the chapter focuses on the Thesmophoriazusae, and its competitive
interactions with tragedy. The chapter suggests that, unlike in the later Frogs in which it is the
difference between tragedians which is the primary focus of the play, the Thesmophoriazusae
flattens the distinctions between different styles and periods of tragedy, in order to better
position itself against the genre as a whole. It is argued that the play uses the figure of
Agathon, whose reputation for effeminacy is widely attested elsewhere, to characterise
tragedy as a whole as displaying effeminate qualities; and that this is contrasted with the
play’s presentation of comedy as an inherently masculine genre, epitomised through its
identification with the phallus on stage; and that the play’s characterisation of tragedy as
feminine is linked to its depiction of tragic dramaturgical conventions as deceptive and
illusionistic, qualities which are often ascribed to women and femininity in Aristophanes’
plays, including the Thesmophoriazusae. Conversely, it is suggested that the figure of In-Law
is in the play associated with comic modes of performance and speech, and is used to
characterise comedy as a primarily phallic genre, whose metatheatrical exposure of its own
workings is akin to the bodily revelation which is characteristic of the genre. The chapter
goes on to examine the implications of this model for In-Law’s attempts at cross-dressing,

both at the council of the women, and in the series of tragic parodies which conclude the play.

34



The second half of the chapter turns to the Ecclesiazusae, the final of Aristophanes’ three
surviving ‘women’ plays. Unlike the other four plays examined in this thesis, the
Ecclesiazusae does not engage in sustained inter-generic interaction, but, it is suggested,
looks primarily inwards to the characteristics of its own comic plot, and its relationship with
the, by now well established,’” conventions of the genre. It is argued that the Ecclesiazusae is
the fullest manifestation of the ‘women on top’ theme found in Aristophanes, and that this
more complete assertion of female power in the play sits uneasily with some of the
conventions of the comic plot, and particularly the triumph of masculine sexuality and
fertility which often concludes comic plays. It is suggested that the rise of women in the play
is accompanied by a repeated disempowerment of male characters, as the usual celebration of
the fulfilment of male corporeal desire in comedy is obstructed and inverted. The chapter
focuses in particular on the use of scatology in the play, and examines the highly unusual

constipation scene which forms the centrepiece of the plot.

37. The play was premiered in 392/1 B.C., towards the end of both Aristophanes’ career, and
the period of Old Comedy. Indeed, the Ecclesiazusae is sometimes classed as an example of
‘Middle’, rather than ‘Old’ Comedy, for which cf. Sutton 1990. As discussed above, these
categories are somewhat arbitrary; however, it is clear that by the time of the Ecclesiazusae’s
premiere, Aristophanes was working within a genre which had been a part of the dramatic
festivals in Athens for almost a century, and whose conventions were therefore well
established, arguably more so than in the earliest part of Aristophanes’ career.
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Chapter One: Animal Comedy and the Wasps

The use of animal imagery is a notable feature of the Wasps as a whole, and a variety of
animals, including most prominently the wasps of the chorus the dogs in the trial scene, take
to the stage throughout the play. Philocleon in particular seems to attract animal metaphors,
and in the opening scene alone he is compared to a limpet (Vesp. 105), jackdaw (129), a
mouse (140), a sparrow (207), a ferret (363), and a honeybee (107, 366). In addition to the
theriomorphism of its human characters, the play also features anthropomorphised animal
characters, in the form of the two dogs whose trial forms the centrepiece of the play. In sum,
the richness and variety of the animal imagery in the Wasps is unequaled by any other of

Aristophanes’ (extant) plays.

In addition to the use of animals both on stage and in metaphors, the Wasps also features
a surprisingly large number of Aesopic animal fables, which intersect with the play’s own
incursion into the territory of animal imagery and fable. This chapter will argue this
juxtaposition draws an implicit comparison between comedy and the Aesopic tradition. These
two genres share clear affinities not only in their use of animal characters on to whom human
thoughts and actions may be projected (a feature which, it will be suggested, is strongly
associated with the Aesopic tradition, and which has similarly been present in Old Comedy
from its early history onwards); but also in their shared ‘low’ status within the hierarchical
system of genre.' Animal fable is presented in the play as a relatively stable symbolic code;

while in contrast, the comic animals of the Wasps have a multiplicity of functions, as they are

1. Theories of generic hierarchy, and comedy’s place within such a hierarchy, are discussed in
the introduction n. 8. The status of fable as a ‘low’, ‘popular’ form is discussed extensively
by Kurke 2010 (introduction, and esp. pp 2-16). Kurke argues that not only is fable itself a
markedly ‘low’ form, but that it also occurs most frequently within genres of poetry which
are of similar status within the generic hierarchy. “Thus beast fable never occurs is the heroic
epic of Homer, but does figure in the middling, didactic epic of Hesiod. And fable proliferates
particularly in Archaic iambic, the genre that ranks at the bottom of the hierarchy of poetic
forms... while it is used much more sparingly or only alluded to in the higher poetic forms of
elegy and choral lyric.” (3-4).
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used as a prism through which to present a series of typically comic modes and conventions,
such as choral performance; political allegory; self-conscious performativity; and the overt,
exuberant spectacle which is an integral part of comedy’s overall aesthetic. The Wasps
therefore not only asserts the greater possibilities for animal imagery in comedy, as opposed
to their more static function in fable; but also embeds animal imagery, already associated
with the comic tradition in the guise of the animal chorus, in the broader conventions
definitive of the comic genre. In this way, the Wasps asserts a claim to animal imagery as a
traditional feature of the comic stage, and presents its animal plot as an established sub-genre
of Old Comedy, while also showcasing the full potential of this traditional feature of the

comic stage.

Animal Choruses and the History of Comedy

The exact relationship of the animal chorus to the history of Old Comedy is contentious. The
place of animal performance in comedy has been examined most notably by G. M. Sifakis,
whose 1971 monograph Parabasis and Animal Choruses discussed both the visual and
textual evidence for the phenomenon of theriomorphic choruses; and K. Rothwell, whose
2007 monograph, Nature, Culture, and the Origins of Greek Comedy, revisited the evidence
in order to examine the place of comic animal choruses within a broader socio-cultural
context. A 2006 paper by J. Rusten on the topic of ‘Who “Invented” Comedy?’ further
examined the animal chorus as one of a series of possible influences on Old Comedy’s early
history, alongside phallic processions, dithyrambic performance, and the parallel tradition of

Doric comedy.

As with any topic pertaining to the early history of comic performance, the evidence
surrounding animal choruses is, at best, laconic. However, the facts as we have them are as
follows: a small number of vases® dating from the late sixth and early fifth century depict

what appear to be animal choruses, showing either performers dressed as animals, or riding

2. Rothwell 2007: 5 in particular notes that the relative paucity of such vases, which number
only in the dozens (compared to e.g. depictions of satyrs, which number over 3,000), should
encourage us to exercise caution.
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on them. The earliest of these, dated to c. 540-530 B.C. depicts a group of men wearing
identical headdresses, each riding on the shoulders of a man dressed as a horse.’ Further to
this, in addition to Aristophanes’ four extant animal choruses, the titles or fragments of a
further total of sixteen comedies suggest that they featured animal choruses; and animal
choruses appear to have been particularly favoured by Magnes, the earliest of the Old
Comedians.* Recent scholarship has tended to abandon the earlier, somewhat neater, view of
Korte, who argued that the animal chorus was the only true Attic element of Old Comedy,
and that the origins of the genre lay in the fusion of such Attic-style animal choral
performances with elements such as the phallus and padded body drawn from the Dorian
comic tradition.” Scholars such as Rusten and Rothwell have instead suggested that the comic
chorus cannot be considered the direct descendant of choral animal performances such as
those (perhaps) depicted on the vases; but rather argue that Old Comedy drew on a variety of
sources and influences, including animal choruses and Dorian comedy, but also phallic
performances (thought by Aristotle to be the origin of comedy),’ and dithyrambic choruses;’
and that animal choruses were therefore only one of several pre-comic choral traditions
which influenced the formation of the Old Comic chorus. However, whether animal choruses
were (one of) the origin(s) of Old Comedy, or whether performance in animal costume was
simply an unrelated performative mode which was cannibalised by Old Comedy in its earliest
days, it is clear that animal choruses were an integral and definitive aspect of the genre at the

time of its formalisation as part of the establishment of the comic competition in 486 B.C.

3. C.a. 550 B.C. Berlin Staatliche Museen F 1697. Antikensammlung, Staatliche Museen zu
Berlin. This vase, along with other similar depictions of animal choruses, is discussed by
Greene 1985.

4. For a full list, c.f Rothwell 2007: 104. Of the 9 titles attributed to Magnes, a third suggest
an animal chorus.

5. Cf. Korte 1893, 1921.

6. Poetics 1449a10-13.

7. On the possibility of dithyrambs being performed in costume, c.f. Rothwell 2007: 62. The
place of dithyramb in comedy’s origins, and the relationship between the depictions of men
riding animals and in particular dolphins is discussed in more detail by Rusten 2006: 52-4.
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Of Aristophanes’ eleven extant plays, four (Knights,® Wasps, Birds and Frogs’) feature an
animal chorus, and the title and fragments of a further play (Storks, date unknown) suggest
with some certainty that its chorus also consisted of animals."” Moreover, Aristophanes’
career appears to have coincided with a period in which animal choruses, which had first
reached their peak in the earliest period of comedy, were experiencing something of a revival,
before their final decline and disappearance in the 4th century." Alongside Aristophanes’
repeated use of animal choruses, a 2003 monograph by Corbel-Morana, entitled Le Bestiaire
d'Aristophane, has shown the prevalence of animals and animal imagery throughout the
Aristophanic corpus. Aristophanes’ apparent predilection for both animal choruses and
animal imagery is particularly interesting in the light of the notable absence of animal
choruses from the known corpus of his two most significant rivals, Cratinus, to whom no play
with a straightforward animal chorus is attributed (although his Cheirones and
Dionysalexandros most probably featured choruses of mythical animal-human hybrids);'* and
Eupolis, who to our knowledge produced only one play with an animal chorus, namely the

Aiges, (c. 424-422 B.C.)."

8. Knights is of course not strictly an animal chorus, but rather consists of men on horseback
(or at least is likely to consist of men on horseback; the arguments for the presence of horses
on stage, either as part of the chorus’ costume, or played by actors, will be discussed further
in this chapter); the horses are however presented in a distinctly anthropomorphised fashion
by the chorus in lines 595-610.

9. On the argument concerning whether the frog chorus in Frogs was seen or unseen, c.f.
Allison 1983 who argues for their invisibility; and MacDowell 1972 and Rothwell 2007:
136-7, who are both unconvinced by the arguments for an offstage chorus (evidence for
which stems originally from a single scholion on line 209 of the play). I am inclined to agree
that the frog chorus were unlikely to have been off-stage.

10. In particular fr. 446 PCG mentions a bird-cage, suggesting that birds featured in the play
in some form.

11. Cf. Rothwell 2007: 104, who suggests that “[assuming] that the evidence of the vases and
the literary fragments is representative”, animal choruses flourished first between 510 and
480 B.C., and were then consciously revived by playwrights between 440 and 410. It is
interesting to note that Aristophanes Frogs, which dates to 404, falls outside the period of
revival suggested by Rothwell.

12. On hybrid choruses, cf. Rothwell 2007: 91-2. For the argument that the Dionysalexandros
featured a chorus of satyrs, cf. Bakola 2010 ch. 2.

13. For the date of the Aiges, cf. Storey 2003: 67
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Aristophanes’ first animal chorus appeared in the Knights, produced in the very early
years of his career (424 B.C.). Although not strictly theriomorphic, the chorus of the Knights
appears to be an example of an ‘animal-rider’ chorus. Both Sifakis (1971) and Rothwell
(2007) in their exhaustive surveys of animal choruses in Old Comedy categorise these ‘rider’
choruses as a type of animal chorus; and accordingly, both in their studies consider the vases
which show men riding animals (including horses, but also e.g. ostriches and dolphins), and
which appear to date back to the very beginning of this type of animal performance,
alongside those which show choruses in animal costumes. Furthermore, Sifakis and Rothwell
similarly categorise the Knights of both Aristophanes and Antiphanes as examples of the
tradition of animal choruses.'* There is some uncertainty concerning whether in Aristophanes’
Knights the horses did in fact appear on stage, since unfortunately there is no direct address to
the horses, nor is their presence explicitly acknowledged. However, a mounted chorus would
provide an element of visual spectacle otherwise comparatively lacking from the play; and
Sifakis, Rothwell, and Russo are all in agreement that horses must have been represented on
stage as part of the chorus in some way."® This conclusion is reached not only on the basis of
the visual evidence for ‘horse-rider’ choruses (cf. n 2, above), but due to the military
commands spoken by Demosthenes to the chorus at the point of their entry to the stage:'

8vdpec innfic, mapayévesde: viv 6 kapdg. & Zipwv,
o IMavaitt’, odx éAdte TPOG TO deE10V KEPOC;
avopeg £yyHc. AAL’ AUOVOL KATOVOGTPEPOL TTAALY.
0 KOV10pTOG ONAOG AVTAY OC OLLOD TPOCKELUEVMV.
AL dpdvou kol dlwke Kol TpomnV ahTod molod.

14. Only one fragment is attributed to Antiphanes’ Knights, and it is therefore difficult to
speculate about the nature of the chorus in the play; however, the fragment does contain a
reference to a horsecloth (PCG 108 1-2: t0 pev épinmov / otpdp’ éotiv Muiv), suggesting that
horses may well have played some role in the play, whether on stage as part of the chorus, or
otherwise.

15. Russo 1962 (1994): 87-8, Sifakis 1971: 99-100, Rothwell 2007: 142-4. For the alternative
argument cf. Sommerstein 1981: 4.

16. Although the attribution of the names Nicias and Demosthenes is of course doubtful,
since these names are not mentioned in the text of the play but only in the later manuscript
tradition, for practical reasons it seems better to refer to them by these names rather than
Slave A and B or similar. Cf. Slater 2002: 68-9 for a fuller discussion of the slaves’ names;
and Dover 1967: 24 for a consideration of how the slaves may have been represented through
masks.
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Men of the cavalry, come here! Now’s the moment. Simon, Panaetius! drive,
drive for the right wing! They’re near us. Wheel round again and defend
yourself! The dust-cloud is plain to see; they’re right close and attacking. Fight
him, chase him, put him to flight!

(Eq. 242-6)

The use of the clearly military term wépag (wing or flank of an army division), in
combination with the instructions to ‘drive on’ (éAdte) and ‘wheel about’ (kdmavacsTpépov
naAv) seem to suggest some kind of cavalry manoeuvres on the part of the chorus;'” and this
in turn would strongly suggest that they appeared mounted.' Similarly, given the prominence
given to the horses in the choral song in lines 595-610 in which the (anthropomorphised)
horses are praised for their bravery in battle, some manner of visual presence on stage seems

difficult to resist."” Throughout this passage, the horses are described taking on the role of

17. The description of a dust-cloud accompanying the chorus’ entrance (245: xovioptodg)
would to my mind also suggest a mounted chorus; however, it could conceivably be argued
that the description of a non-mounted chorus of knights as raising dust, thereby characterising
the knights as horses, might constitute a passing joke. However, in combination with the
cavalry manoeuvres discussed above, such a joke seems unlikely to be the purpose of this
description, and therefore on balance I follow Sifakis, Rothwell, and Russo (cf. n. 12 above)
in arguing for a mounted chorus in this play.

18. The question of whether the horses were portrayed by actors or through the chorus’
costume is even more difficult to answer with any degree of certainty. Russo and Sifakis
come down strongly on the side of the chorus consisting half of the knights and half of their
horses, while Rothwell does not strongly argue one way or the other. It is however worth
noting that the existence of at least two comedies with centaur choruses (Cratinus’ Cheirones,
Apollophanes’ Centaurs. Cf. Rothwell 2007: 91 for animal-human hybrid choruses) suggests
that man-horse composite costumes were used in other plays, and therefore it must also have
been possible to use similar methods to create a man-riding-a-horse costume.

19. Rothwell 2007: 142 similarly considers this passage to be an argument for the visual
presence of horses on stage. The anthropomorphism in lines 595-610 might also be used as
an argument for actors playing the part of the horses (as opposed to the horses being
represented as part of the chorus’ costume. Cf. n. 18 above). The use of actors would provide
greater possibilities for the horses to engage in comic business at this point, perhaps acting
out the words of the choral song in some way. A skit involving men-dressed-as-horses acting
out horses-behaving-like- men would certainly be very funny, but it is sadly impossible to
draw any firm conclusions.
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sailors,” manning the horse transports as rowers, taking the oars ‘just like us men’ (601: tag
Komag Aafovieg domep Muels ol Bpotol), and stocking up on the traditional soldiers rations of
garlic and onions (both of which are in fact quite poisonous to horses)* in the agora (600:

TPIAPEVOL... 01 O Kol 6KOPOda Kal KPOppva).

The extent of the anthropomorphism of the knight’s horses in the lines to a degree pre-
figures the treatment of the animal chorus in the Wasps. Unlike in the later Birds and Frogs,
in which the animals, while anthropomorphised to some degree, still maintain an essentially
animal quality, the identity of the Wasps’ chorus is far more liminal. While always (and, I
would suggest, correctly) categorised as an animal chorus, the old men of the Wasps are not,
like Aristophanes’ other animal choruses, anthropomorphised (to a greater or lesser degree)
animals; but might better be described as theriomorphised men, in that the metaphorical wasp
identity of chorus, created through language, dramaturgy, and costume, does not preclude
their primary identification as old jurors. The wasp-chorus’ dual identity as both animals and
humans appears to be a highly unusual modulation of the comic animal chorus;* however the

Wasps’ atypical animal chorus seems fitting within the context of a play which in its entirety

20. This unusual marine characterisation of the horses may perhaps have something to do
with the dual role of the god Poseidon as the god of horses and the god of the sea; the god is
invoked in the play with very high frequency, at Eq. 144, 338, 366, 409, 551, 609, 843, 899,
1035, 1201.

21. Cf. Thorp & Harshfield 1939

22.0n the connection between onions and soldiers/war in Aristophanes, cf. Ach. 550,
1099-100, and Pax 1129.

23. Whether this type of animal chorus appeared elsewhere in Old Comedy is impossible to
say. Certainly, none of the fragmentary evidence suggests another chorus of theriomorphised
men as opposed to anthropomorphised animals. However, this explicit awareness of
performativity is clearly emphasised on several of the vases which appear to show animal
choruses, and in which the human actors are depicted under the animal costume, as for
example in the Berlin vase (discussed above), in which the ‘horses’ are clearly shown as men
in horse costumes; and this might lead us to expect that such explicit metatheatrical
awareness was a feature built into choral animal-performance from its beginnings. But
despite this, the Wasps is the only of Aristophanes’ extant plays which replicates this
emphasis on performativity and illusion with regards to the chorus’ depiction of animals on
stage.
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experiments with the broad possibilities of animal imagery and performance within the comic

context.

Aesop and the Wasps

In addition to the consistent use of animals as part of the chorus, plot, and imagery of the
play, the Wasps contains an unusual number of references to the animal fables of Aesop; and
Aesop himself is mentioned by name intermittently throughout the play (Vesp. 566, 1259,
1401, 1446). While Aesop does feature in other of Aristophanes’ plays (e.g. Pax. 130-1, Av.
471-5), the Wasps’ sustained engagement with Aesop and fable is notable in comparison with
their more intermittent use elsewhere in his corpus.* The frequency with which fable stories
appear in the play has drawn attention from Rothwell, who suggests that (with the obvious
exception of Aesop in the Life of Aesop) Philocleon invokes Aesop with greater frequency
than any other character in extant Greek literature (1995: 233); and Hall (2013), who
examines the broader affinities between Aristophanes’ plays and the Aesopic corpus, with
particular reference to the Wasps. The play’s engagement with Aesopic motifs has also been
explored by Schirru, in his 2009 monograph La Favola in Aristofane; however, Schirru’s

interest is primarily in the Wasps’ possible engagement with the biographical tradition

24. Tt is important to note that as Lefkowitz 2014: 2 argues, “For Greek and Roman authors,
the genre ‘fable’ and its legendary founder ‘Aesop’ are not mutually distinct categories.”. In
support of this, Lefkowitz notes that Aristophanes specifically uses the adjective
‘Aesopic’ (Vesp. 1259: Aicomwkov; cf. Pax 136: tpaywatepog for the comparable use of
‘tragic’ as an adjective), showing that even those stories considered to be only in the style of
Aesop (as opposed to specifically being attributed by the speaker to the figure ‘Aesop’ as
author) could be designated as being associated with Aesop.
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surrounding Aesop, rather than in the fables themselves, and his arguments therefore largely

fall outside the scope of the present discussion.”

Animals are not of course a feature of all of the fables ascribed to the Aesopic corpus;
however animals feature in roughly 75% of the Collectio Augustana, 65% of Phaedrus, and
80% of Babrius.?® Furthermore, in Aristophanes in particular, Adrados (1999: 14) notes that
“almost all the ‘Aesopic’ material is animalistic”,”’ suggesting that in comedy at least there is
an argument for considering that animals, though not a sine qua non for defining what is
Aesopic, at least have a strong association with the Aesopic mode.” It may be instructive also
to note that in iambos, with which Old Comedy shares many features (even if one does not

accept that the two genres are related),” the use of Aesopic material is similarly skewed

towards animal fable.*

25. Schirru’s central argument that the Wasps engages sustainedly with the Life of Aesop, and
that a parallel can be drawn between the trial of the dog Labes and the trial of Aesop at
Delphi, rests on the suggestion that a biographical tradition analogous to the later Vitae
existed already by the Sth century. Despite the clear reference to a biographical tradition of
some sort at Vesp. 1446-9, the case for an established, stable Vita tradition in the 5th century
is far from clear. Although there are clear similarities between Vesp. 1446-9 and the Vita G, it
has been suggested that Old Comedy may have significantly influenced the later tradition of
the Vita Aesopis (cf. Goins 1989), and that therefore any similarities between the Wasps and
the later biographical tradition may be evidence not of the existence of such a tradition in the
Sth century, but rather of the Wasps’ influence on these later texts.

26 . These figures are taken from Lefkowitz 2014: 5.

27. Adrados further suggests that in Aristophanes, fables lacking an animal element are
classified as ‘Sybaritic’ rather than as Aesopic. Cf. Adrados 1979 (1999): 14.

28. Lefkowitz 2014 in his study of animals in Aesop reaches a similar conclusion, arguing
that while in his opinion Adrados’ distinction between animal based Aesopic fables and non-
animal Sybaritic fables is too neat (and too reliant on a single scholion on Vesp. 1259), there
is clearly a strong association between Aesop and animal stories.

29. The precise relationship between iambographic poetry and the evolution of Athenian
comedy is heavily contested. An overview of the issues at hand can be seen in e.g. Bowie
2002, and Carey 2009. A more detailed consideration can be found in Rosen 1988, who
argues for a closer relationship between the two genres than others (in particular Bowie) have
done.

30. The fragments of Archilochus contain traces of the fables of the fox and the eagle (ft.
174-181 W, Perry 1), and the ape and the fox (fr. 185-187 W, Perry 81), as well as possibly
the wolf and the dog (fr. 237 W, Perry 346); and Semonides, whose famous diatribe against
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In their respective discussions of the use of fable in Aristophanes, both Rothwell and Hall
consider the status of fable primarily from the perspective of class and social position.
Rothwell in particular locates fable within a specifically low-class discourse, and suggests
that Philocleon’s utilisation of fable reinforces his status as a poor ‘everyman’ character, in
contrast to his son, who has higher aspirations; while Hall argues that, although fable might
be a common language used by both low class and high class people, it is deeply embedded
in the hierarchical structures of Greek society. The discussion surrounding fable-telling in the
Wasps does indeed appear to display a preoccupation with the precise status of fable, and the
kinds of situations in which it can properly be deployed. Throughout the scene in which
Philocleon is tutored in sympotic etiquette, his son is concerned that his father should impress
his fellow symposiasts. Philocleon is given expensive imported clothes in place of his tattered
old cloak (1125-1167), and told to carry himself ‘opulently’ (1168: miovoing); and when
Bdelycleon is instructing his father as to the kind of speech expected at the symposium, he is
adamant that Philocleon must not tell stories about animals, calling him uneducated (1183:
kamaidevte) and despairing that he would think to tell stories about mice and ferrets in the
company of such men (1185: pd¢ kol yoAdg péAAelg Aéyswv €v avdpdotv;). According to
Bdelycleon, instead of fables, Philocleon should tell ‘impressive’ (1186: peyoalompeneic)

stories which present him as important and high status.

Rather, according to Bdelycleon, fables of this sort are appropriate for gentlemen to tell
not to one another in a sympotic context, but to those people from outside the sympotic group
whom one might have upset in the course of one’s carousing. Bdelycleon suggests to his
father that, in spite of his previous injunction against such animal stories, when he is among

gentlemen (1256: fjv Euviig v° avdpdot kahols te kayaBoic), something Aesopic might be used

to win over someone injured or inconvenienced by the night’s drunken revelry:

womankind makes particular use of animal imagery, also seems to have used the fable of the
eagle and the beetle (fr. 13, Perry 3), which appears in Aristophanes’ Wasps (Vesp. 1446-9)
and Peace (Pax 129-30), and of the heron, eel and buzzard (fr. 9 W, Perry 443). On the topic
of animal fables in iambos cf. Dijk 1997 138-150; and on the connection between this aspect
of iambos and Aristophanes, cf. Zanetto 2001: 67-72.
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<Or> pUnoapdC.
KOKOV TO Tivewv: amod yap otvov yiyvetot
Kol Bupokontficot kKol matdEot Koi Parely,
KAMELT ATOTIVELY APYVPLOV €K KPULTOANC.
<B&> 0¥k, fiv EUVIig v’ dvdpdot kaAoig te kdyaois.
1| YOp mopnnoavto tov menovioTa,
1| Aoyov &LeEag avTOg AoTEIOV TIva,
Alcomkdv yélolov fj Zufopitikov.

Phil: No no! Drinking’s a bad thing! From wine comes door-breaking, striking
and stoning, and then having to pay out money while the hangover’s on
you!

Bdel: No, not if you’re in the company of gentlemen. Either they beg the
victim off, or else you yourself tell him some witty story, something

funny of Aesop or a Sybaritic tale.’’

(Vesp. 1252-9)
This is precisely the strategy which Philocleon adopts, albeit unsuccessfully, in lines 1388ff.,
in which a female bread-seller takes the role of the injured party. Baker-women in Old
Comedy appear to have carried specific associations of vulgar noisiness, with the phrase
‘abusing someone like a bread-seller woman’ (cf. Ran. 857-8: AowdopeicOot 6’ 0O mpémet /
dvopag momrag domep apronmdMdoc) roughly equivalent to the English idiom ‘screeching
like a fishwife’. The specific use of a woman bread-seller in these lines therefore seems to
add a class-based dimension to the use of fable, as the aspiring sympotic gentleman
Philocleon deploys an Aesopic tale to talk down to someone whose profession marks them as
being far removed from the sympotic class. This element of class was perhaps already
implicit in Bdelycleon’s earlier advice, in which he clearly drew a distinction between the
kind of language used between members of the sympotic gathering (which was not to include

fable, but rather something more impressive), and that used by gentlemen to address those on

the outside of their sympotic set (where the use of fable is recommended).

However, despite Bdelycleon’s injunction against telling fables at the symposium in lines
1183-9, both Bdelycleon’s own later comments on the subject of fable, and Xanthias’

description of the symposium attended by Philocleon, make clear that while fable-telling may

31. On the relationship between Aesop and Sybaritic tales cf. n. 27 above.
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not be ‘impressive’ (1186: peyodompeneic) among gentlemen, such stories are in practice an
accepted feature of sympotic discourse. When he is instructing his father in how to use fable-
telling to assuage any anger incurred by his drunken behaviour, Bdelycleon specifically
describes these Aesopic and Sybaritic tales as ‘something witty/urbane’ (1258: doteiov Tiva),
and something which Philocleon might have himself heard told at the symposium (1259-60:
Aicomixov yéroov §j Tvapitikdv, / ov Euadeg év 1 ovumoosim). Further, when Xanthias
describes Philocleon’s misbehaviour at the symposium, he recalls for the audience how one
of the diners compared the old man to the (apparently proverbial)** ass in the bran-heap
(1309-10 Zowcag, @ mpeaPdta... KAnTipi T &ig dyvpdv dmodedpaxott); and Philocleon’s retort
comparing his companion to a locust (1311: mdpvom) is described as winning the applause
and approval of most of his fellow symposiasts (1314: oi 0’ dvekpdétnoav, TANV Ve

®ovepdotov HOvov).

Therefore, although Bdelycleon seems to display reservations about its appropriateness in
an elite context, fable is in the Wasps presented as being in practice a surprisingly pervasive
mode of speech and thought;* and the play suggests that Aesop may be invoked at the
symposium among friends, in the political context of the law-courts (Vesp. 564-6), or to
diffuse a potentially volatile personal situation. Moreover, while Philocleon’s claimed lack of
formal education (Vesp. 989: xiBapilewv yap ovk émictopot) seems to be no barrier to an
extensive knowledge of Aesopic stories, they are similarly invoked by gentlemen (cf. Vesp.
1256) both, as Bdelycleon recommends, outside of the symposium to talk down to non-elites
such as the baker-woman, but also, despite his instructions to the contrary, within the
sympotic context between elites. This suggests that while there might be some ambiguity, or

even anxiety, surrounding the proper place of fable, and particularly its suitability within

32. cf. ¥, Biles & Olson 2015: 465 suggest that the meaning of this proverb is roughly
comparable to the English ‘happier than a pig in shit.’

33. The surprising pervasiveness of fable-like discourse can arguably also be demonstrated
by its frequent appearance in literature of various types. It is certainly worth noting that
despite its apparent lowness, fable appears not only in low genres such as lambos, but also in
epic (e.g. Hes. WD 2121f.), and tragedy (e.g. Aesch. Ag. 717-36), albeit that the fables are
here only alluded to rather than explicitly told as they are in iambos or comedy (cf. n. 1
above).
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more elite contexts, as displayed by Bdelycleon, the use of fable in the Wasps largely aligns
with the model of ‘popular culture’ suggested by Kurke, in which while high culture may
segregated, or available only to an elite minority, that same elite might participate equally in
mass culture.* This is the conclusion reached also by Hall (2010: 296), who argues that fable

“spoke with an equally loud voice to people on both sides of the power divide.”

However despite the Wasps seeming ambivalence about the place of fable in society, the
function of fables within the play is considerably more stable, and aligns to a significant
degree with definitions of fable (both ancient and modern), which invariably stress its
didactic, persuasive, or riddling quality. Perry (1952), Adrados (1979) and Dijk (1997) in
their monumental studies of the ancient fable each emphasise throughout their work fable’s
association with explanation, instruction, and riddles. Ngjgaard (1964.1: 63-4) places an even
greater emphasis on the didactic purpose of fable, arguing that the fictional world of Aesop is
itself designed as a cue to the listener that the fable has a specific, allegorical message for
them to decode. These modern discussions of the definition of fable mirror both the ancient
terminology surrounding fable, and the observations of ancient commentators, which
similarly suggest that fable was considered a means of conveying a message, whether
playfully in the form of a riddle, or didactically in the form of a moral instruction. The terms
aivoc, meaning a riddle, proverb, or other kind of speech with a hidden meaning, and aiviypa,
meaning a riddle, are among the varied terminology used to designate fable in the ancient
world;* and Aelius Theon I1.72, writing in the second century A.D., gave the pithy definition

of fable as Adyog yevdng eikovilwv aAnbelav, similarly emphasising fable’s ability to convey

34. Cf. Kurke 2010: 2-15. Kurke suggests that a parallel might be made with early modern
mass culture in Europe, where, it has been argued by Burke (1978: 28), “the elite participated
in the little tradition, but the common people did not participate in the great tradition”. While
this model cannot be applied unmodified to an ancient context (in that, for example, much of
what would be classified in even the ancient world as ‘high’ culture, such as epic and tragedy,
was part of a culture of mass public performance), it is perhaps useful in the case of fable.

35. On the term aivoc, cf. Djik 1997: 79-80, who in his more extended discussion of the term
defines it as ‘spoken words with a hidden meaning’, and argues that the word oiviypo (LSJ:
dark saying, riddle) is derived from oivog, thereby suggesting that the two words have a
similar semantic range.
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a specific message.® Fable’s persuasive role is further codified in the later collections of
Aesopica, in which stories are often concluded with a brief summary of the principal they

might be used to demonstrate.”

Recension 1 (also known as the Augustana), the oldest
collection of Aesopica (cf. Perry 1952: xii), in particular concludes each fable with a sentence
either describing the sort of man who would be a suitable audience for its moral lesson, or
briefly summarising what the story shows (6 Adyog dnAoi...); and this is also a feature of

other of the Recensions, particularly II and III.

While the Wasps presentation of fable similarly emphasises its persuasive or didactic
potential, the play additionally stresses the funny of entertaining nature of the stories. Aesop
is twice described as ‘something funny’ (566: Aicomov Tt yéhowov, 1259: Ailcomukov
véhowov); and Xanthias’ description the use of Aesop-like animal stories in the symposium
highlights the approval and applause Philocleon receives from the other diners (1314: oi &’
avexkpotnoav), who are apparently entertained by his fable-telling. Such an emphasis on the
comic potential of fable is perhaps expected in the context of comedy, and this comic quality
is often overlooked by modern commentators, in particular Negjgaard whose model of
["allégorie mécanique (1964.1: 63-4) primarily emphasises the symbolic function of the fable.
According to Ngjgaard’s model, the amusing and fantastical elements of fable’s fictional
world are not an end in themselves, but exist only to act as a cue to the listener that the story
has no meaning or function beyond the symbolic. This dismissal of fable’s more humorous
and entertaining qualities risks underplaying an important element of their function,

particularly in the context of their use by Aristophanes.

However, despite this emphasis on fable as a form of entertainment, the Wasps, in
common with the modern and ancient definitions of fable discussed above, also presents
Aesop as a potentially useful persuasive device, both in the public context of the law-courts,

and in private disputes between individuals. In lines 564-71, Philocleon describes how

36. For a further discussion of Theon’s description cf. Kurke 2010: 43, and Djik 1997: 47-51.
37. Cf. Perry 1952: 321-426. The presence of a specifically ‘moral’ message is considered by
Perry to be one of the defining qualities of an Aesopic fable (1952: ix).
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defendants in the courts might use fable as one of a number of devices, alongside
exaggerating their poverty and misery; bringing out their children to beg for them; and telling
jokes and stories, which help to persuade a potentially hostile jury to take their side:

o1 6¢ Aéyovotv pHBovg Hpiv, ol 8’ Alocdmov T1 yéAotov:

01 8¢ okdTTOVG’, v’ £YM YeAdow kal tov Bopov katabdpon.*

Others tell us stories, others something funny of Aesop’s; others again make

jokes in the hope that I’ll laugh and lay aside my wrath.

(Vesp. 566-7)

In lines 1256-61, Bdelycleon’s suggested use of fable in a personal dispute again emphasises
the utility of fable as a persuasive device which can assuage the anger of an opponent. The
situation described by Philocleon, in which drunkenness has led to ‘door-breaking, striking
and throwing’ (1254: xai Bvpokorficot koi watdéon kai Baieiv), is clearly highly volatile, and
it is in this context which Bdelycleon suggests that a fable can be persuasively deployed to
diffuse the situation, turning hostility to laughter (1260-1: xdt’ &ic yéAwv / 10 mpdyw’
&tpeyoc), just as Philocleon described in the law-courts. The Wasps® presentation of fable
therefore maps on to the models suggested by both modern and ancient commentators, in that
fable is presented firstly as a persuasive device; and secondly as something approaching a
universal discourse, equally at home in the private space of the symposium or the public

space of the law-court, and understood by gentleman and bread-seller alike.

Both fable’s persuasive function recognised in the Wasps as elsewhere, and its status as
an apparently universal mode of communication, are inherently reliant on fable’s stable
semiotic code. Furthermore, the deployment of fable in the Wasps in specifically volatile
situations, directed at audiences prone to anger, appears to both recognise, and indeed
amplify, this feature, due to an increased emphasis on the requirement under such
circumstances for the predictability of meaning and interpretation provided by a stable,

mutually understood code. In his study of animals in fable, Letkowitz (2014: 11-15) has

38.1 take the purpose clause (iv’... xotaOduatr) as relating not only to the joke-telling
(oxomtovs’, iv’...), but rather to each of the three clauses which precede it, due to the
repetition of ol 0¢, would seem to imply that these three clauses are to be taken together as
preceding the purpose clause.
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noted that the symbolism of animals in Aesop is distinctly static, and often connected to a
fixed set of stereotypes, in which for example the fox is cunning, the lion brave and regal, the
stag vain, and so on. Even those animals without such stereotypical character traits assigned
to them tend to appear in stories which exploit their most notable and stereotypical physical
or behavioural characteristics, so for example the three extant fables about the crab take his
sharp claws (Perry 196), sideways walk (Perry 322), and marine habitat (Perry 116) as their
respective starting points. Furthermore, animals who do try to stray from their nature and
change their characters usually come to a bad end, and “fable tradition frequently expresses
the view that everyone... has an essential, unchangeable nature, and that it is dangerous to
attempt to transcend the limitations of one’s character.” (ibid. 14).”* This is the fate of the crab
in the story of the crab and the fox (Perry 116): in trying to escape his natural habitat in
favour of a life on land, the crab is eaten by the fox, and concludes that he deserved such a
death since he had no business leaving the sea. Even those fables in which an animal is
presented in a manner which specifically goes against their usual character traits (e.g. the
brave lion frightened by the mouse, Perry 146) rely for their full meaning on the listener’s

knowledge that the animal is acting against expected type.

The first appearance of animal imagery in the Wasps appears to fall into exactly this
category of oivog-like fable, in which animals function as symbols within a stable semiotic
code, and the story carries a clear message to be deciphered by the listener. The Wasps begins
(like its predecessor Knights, and the later Peace) with two slaves who introduce the play to
the audience. The introduction involves a series of animal dreams, induced by the slaves’
drunken sleep, which they proceed to interpret for the benefit of the audience; and the content

of these dreams, which feature a number of animals often used in Aesopic stories, is strongly

39. This stability may also be related to the relatively close relationship between the
characteristics of real animals and their depiction in fable. The relationship between the
animals of fable and natural history is further discussed by Lefkowitz 2014: 15-18, who
argues that fable occasionally shows a close interest in real animal behaviour.
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reminiscent of fable.* The first dream-riddle, described by Xanthias, begins with an eagle
(15: €d6kovv aietov...), an animal which features frequently in fables (e.g. Perry 1, 2, 3, 230,
275, 276, 395) including the fable of the eagle and the beetle which appears later in the play
in lines 1446-9; before moving towards a more obviously comic satire of the stock figure
Cleonymus:*

£€00K0oLVV aieTOvV
KOTOTTALEVOV E1G TNV AYOpPAV HEYUV TV
avaprdcavta toig dvousy domidn
QEPELY EMIYOAKOV AVEKAC EIC TOV OVPAVOV,
kdmetto TtV dmofaieiv Kiemvopov.

I fancied that a very big eagle flew down into the Agora and snatched up in his
talons a shieldtail snake — a bronze-plated shieldtail— and was carrying it up
into the sky; and then he turned into Cleonymus and dropped the bronze-plated
shieldtail.

(Vesp. 15-19)
Sosias at once replies that this dream must be a riddle (20: ypipov), suggesting (since a riddle
implies a solution) that the animal imagery is here meant to be interpreted as having a
specific symbolic value; and Xanthias is duly worried about what message the dream might
be sending him (24-5). Therefore despite the addition of the completely un-Aesopic, but
characteristically Old Comic, feature of onomasti komodein, the animal imagery of the dream
appears to function symbolically in much the same mode as the fables which appear later in

the play.

However, the scene quickly begins to diverge from this model as Sosias relates his own
dream to the audience. Sosias first introduces his dream as one which concerns politics (29:
mepl T TOAemS Yap €0TL, T0D okdeovg dAov). The use of the stock poetic metaphor of ‘the

ship of state’ (tod oxdpovc), an image used for example by Aeschylus (Septem 2), Alcaeus

40. The comparison is also made by Hall 2013: 278-9, who suggests that the opening scene
of the Wasps primes the audience to expect that the animal symbolism which appears later in
the play will require their interpretation.

41. For Aristophanes’ relentless mockery of Cleonymus’ shield-throwing, cf. Knights
1369-72, Clouds 353, Peace 444-6, 670-8, 1295-1304, Birds 290, 1480-1.
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(fr. 6), and later Horace (Odes 1.14), suggests that the symbolism will be familiar, and easily
understood; and the initial imagery of Sosias’ dream is similarly predictable:

<Zw®> £€50&¢ pot mepl mpdtov Vvov &v Th [ukvi
gkkAnodlev mpofata cuykadnueva,
Baktnpiag &govta kol Tpifovia
Kdmerta T00TO1G TOIG1 TPOPATOIS LOVIOKEL
ONUNYOPEIV PAALOVA TTOVOOKEDTPLAL,
EYovso QMVNV EUTETPNUEVTS VOG.

<Eo> aipoi.

<X> Ti ot

<Eo> nade mode, U AEye:
0lel kaxioTOoV TOLVOTTVIOV fpong campac.

Sos: In the early part of the night, I dreamed there were sheep sitting together
in assembly on the Pnyx; they had walking sticks and homespun cloaks.
Then I dreamed that the sheep were being harangued by an omnivorous
whale with the voice of an inflamed sow.*

Xan: Ugh!

Sos: What is it?

Xan: Stop, stop, say no more! Your dream has a horrible smell of rotting hides.

(Vesp. 31-8)
Sosias’ dream of sheep taking to the Pnyx exploits a long metaphorical tradition, going back
at least to Homer,* of representing the populace as a flock (mp6pata); and, if this were not
clear enough, attributes which clearly belong to the demos (31-2: év 11 mokvi / ékkAncialev,
the act of gathering for an assembly on the Pnyx; and the sheep’s human clothing,
specifically the Baxtnpion, walking sticks and tpipowvia, cloaks associated with attendance at

the assembly)* are ascribed to the sheep.

42. Note that pdArava is not strictly ‘whale’, as per Sommerstein’s translation, but can refer
to any large sea-creature, aquatic monster, or leviathan.

43 . Cf. Haubold 2002: 17-20 on the metaphor of the leader as shepherd, with his people as
his flock. Haubold states that “‘shepherd of the people’ was regarded as a standard example
of metaphorical language in classical antiquity” (17), and suggests the possibility that it may
originally have been imported from Mesopotamia and Western Asia .

44 . This suggestion is made by MacDowell 1971: 131, supported by Eccl. 74. Philocleon is
described in Vesp. 115 as wearing a tpipdviov when he goes to the courts; and the women in
the Ecclesiazusae also steal their husbands’ cloaks and walking sticks in order to attend the
assembly in disguise (Eccl. 26: Baipdrtio tavdpeia, 74: Eyete... Paknpiag).
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The use of familiar, stable animal symbolism is however disrupted by the imposition of
the Cleon-whale. In the more predictable fictional world of Aesop, such an juxtaposition of
sheep and whales would clearly be impossible, since the animal imagery of fable adheres
more closely to the natural world, in particular with regard to the relations between species.
Other than the clearly fantastical attribution of human speech to animals, Aesopic animals to
a large extent mirror their real-world counterparts in their habitats, behaviours, and patterns
of predation, so that for example the wolf preys on the lamb (Perry 155) and not vice versa;
the mouse cannot form an alliance with the frog (Perry 384); and the crab cannot, unlike the
Cleon-whale, make his home on the land (Perry 116). The image here of a land-dwelling sea-
creature mingling with a flock of sheep is therefore in its absurdity quite un-Aesopic; rather,
the intrusion of incompatible elements produces a discontinuity which, as Silk has argued
(2000a: 136-159), is characteristically comic. Silk suggests (2000a:137) that Aristophanes in
particular “does not favour transitions or indeed blocks: indeed, he switches. He does so
persistently, and not only from one tone or register to another. His switches take a variety of
guises, seeming to require only that there is a norm of some kind, established or assumed,
from which he can create an instant departure”.* The unexpected insertion of a whale into the
stock political metaphor of the demos as sheep is just such a departure, and creates a typically
absurd comic incongruity. This discontinuity and absurdity of imagery is indicative of what is
to come. Unlike the static symbolism of Aesopic imagery which, while it may be amusing or
funny, primarily places its emphasis not on the symbols themselves, but their symbolic
meaning, such absurdity of imagery is here an end in itself. While the dreams which open the
Wasps therefore appear at first to be a code whose importance lies primarily in its
interpretation, the increasing absurdity of the dreams begins to shift the focus away from

what is signified, towards the comic possibilities of the signifiers themselves.

45. The question of whether this feature is specifically Aristophanic, or is rather characteristic
of comic language as a whole, is difficult to answer. Silk 2000b argues that this ‘switching’
and discontinuity is a specific feature of Aristophanes’ language, and does not characterise
the language of other of the Old Comedians to the same degree, though he allows that it may
appear occasionally appear in other poets’ work. Silk is however usually inclined to
emphasise the differences between Aristophanes and the other poets of Old Comedy, and
perhaps overstates the case for Aristophanes’ distinctiveness in this instance (as in others).
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Performing the Animal Kingdom: Philocleon and the Chorus

As this chapter has already noted, of all the characters in the Wasps Philocleon is most
frequently associated with animal imagery, which is both used by him in his repeated
invocations of Aesop and animal fable, and applied to him metaphorically by other
characters. This section will argue first, that Philocleon’s adoption of a series of animal
identities in the opening scene in particular anticipates the porous boundary between animal
and human which is a feature of the play’s unusual animal chorus, who unlike for example
the animal choruses of Birds or Frogs inhabit a dual animal-human identity; and second, that
this adoption and performance of animal identities and characteristics by figures whose
identity is primarily human is a form of metatheatricality which directs the audience’s
attention to the act of animal role-playing as a specifically theatrical mode. In this way, the
Wasps shifts its emphasis from the animal image as symbol or signifier, as it is in the dreams
which open, and the fables which populate, the play; towards instead the animal as a marker

of the self-conscious performativity which is a defining characteristic of Old Comedy.

The early part of the Wasps sees Philocleon taking on a number of guises as he as he acts
out a series of different tricks in an effort to escape from the house and join his fellow jurors.
In this scene Philocleon is repeatedly assimilated to different animals in the speech of other
characters, who describe the old man as ‘like a limpet’ (105: donep Aemag), ‘like a bee’ (107:
domnep péart’ §j Poppoidg), ‘like a jackdaw’ (129: momepei koro1dg), and ‘scurrying like a
mouse’ (140: pvonoAel). In parallel with this animal characterisation, Philocleon is presented
as an overtly performative figure whose escape attempts take the form of a series of skits in
which the old man pretends to be something or someone else in order to elude his captors.
Philocleon’s very first entrance in the play sees a rather surreal attempt to pass himself off as
smoke in order to escape the house via the chimney (Vesp. 143-8); and these lines suggest
that the impersonation is acted out on stage, as the actor comes out (144: é£€pyopon) of the

chimney, before being forced back down again (148: dbov mdiwv) by Bdelycleon.*

46. Compare Thesmophoriazusae 51, where In-Law claims to be vijvepoc aifnp ‘the windless
air’, but there is no suggestion in the text that dramaturgy is employed in his impersonation.
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Philocleon’s next escape attempt in lines 179-196 sees the old man act out the role of a
fictional character, namely Odysseus.*” The story of Odysseus and his men escaping from
Polyphemus’ cave under the bellies of his sheep seems to be something of a favourite with
Aristophanes (cf. also P/l. 290-301, where the scene similarly appears to be acted out/danced
on stage in some way by Carion and the chorus); and here in the Wasps Philocleon utilises the
household donkey in place of the more customary ram.” The self-conscious performativity
of Philocleon’s Odyssey act is further increased by the fact that Philocleon’s Odysseus-guise
acts out the process of Odysseus himself taking on a new identity, that of Ovtig; and that this
is the name adopted by Philocleon in his own Odyssean disguise (184-6; the name is repeated
three times in these lines). Given that Philocleon is seen hanging underneath the donkey, and
since (as anyone who has ever been in a nativity play with one knows) donkeys are rather
stubborn and unpredictable creatures, it seems highly implausible that a real animal was used
on stage.” The donkey must therefore be either a model on wheels, or, more likely since at
line 179-80 the animal is required to bray on cue (179: kédvBwv, 11 KAdelg;), some kind of

‘pantomime’ donkey similar to the ‘pantomime’ horses seen on the Berlin vase (discussed

47. Again, comparison with the Thesmophoriazusae, in which the In-Law acts out a series of
roles from Euripides’ tragedies in an effort to escape his captors, is perhaps instructive.
Although this scene in the Wasps lacks the explicit metatheatricality of In-Law’s tragic
acting, its emphasis on self-conscious role playing is similar. In-Law’s Euripidean acting in
the final scenes of the Thesmophoriazusae is discussed in greater detail in chapter 3 of this
thesis.

48. On the shared Dionysiac associations of both asses and rams, cf. Davies 1990; and for the
Dionysiac qualities of donkeys more specifically, as well as their broader cultural
associations, cf. Griffith 2006.

49. For a consideration of the use of animals on the Greek stage, cf. Arnott 1959. Arnott
suggests that, while it might be possible to use a real animal to represent the donkey in the
opening of the Frogs, the Wasps could not possibly have used an actual donkey, not least
because the actor might complain about the unpleasantness of hanging underneath one.
Arnott concludes that, on balance, due to the requirement for the donkey to bray, a
‘pantomime’ donkey is a more likely solution than a model in this instance (while he
considers that models were more likely used in for example Euripides’ Cyclops, which
requires a crate of sheep). Biles & Olson 2015: 143 similarly conclude that given the
requirements for the donkey “to enter, exit, and hesitate on cue; tolerate carrying its rider in
an extraordinary position; and even bray on cue”; and in particular due to “the unlikelihood
that any real donkey would cooperate fully under such circumstances— or any others” it
must have been played by an extra, or pair of extras, in costume.
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above, cf. n. 3). A donkey represented by an actor or actors in costume would certainly be
more in keeping with the play as a whole, in which actors perform a variety of animal roles,
including the wasps of the chorus, but also the talking dogs in the trial scene, and the dancing
crabs in the finale.” This raises the possibility that in this sequence the audience see
Philocleon acting out the role of Odysseus, hanging underneath a man pretending to be a
donkey, which is itself taking the role of a ram. These multiple levels of simultaneous role-
playing are not only ridiculously comic, but also overtly acknowledge the act of performance,
and in particular animal-performance (in the form of the pantomime donkey), in a manner

which is to become a theme throughout the play.

With Philocleon now firmly established as both a figure associated with animal imagery,
and an overtly performative, role-playing character, the play now brings these two strands
together in the form of Philocleon’s sparrow act, which unlike the previous assimilations of
Philocleon to animals is actually embodied dramaturgically on stage. No sooner has
Philocleon been chased back into the house with the donkey, he appears on the roof, and
quickly dislodges a tile (203: 60ev mot’ éunéntoké pot 10 Pwiiov;). The sparrow metaphor
is introduced gradually over the course of a few lines, as Philocleon is first described as
‘roof-dwelling’ (206: Opo@iog), an adjective more usually applied to animals,” before
Bdelycleon exclaims in line 207 that his father has become a sparrow (ctpodBog avip
yiyvetat), and is about to fly away (208: éxmtnoetor). The use of the verb ylyvopou in
particular emphasises the idea of physical transformation, in contrast to the repeated use of
®onep associated with the earlier theriomorphic descriptions of Philocleon. The physical
enactment of Philocleon’s transformation is pushed further in the following lines, as

Bdelycleon apparently takes a net (208: 10 diktvov) (an object associated strongly with birds

50. MacDowell (1971) and Biles & Olson (2015) notably dismiss the idea that the dancers in
the final scene were costumed as crabs. The arguments against this position will be
considered in detail in the final section of this chapter, which will argue on the basis of both
the scene itself, and the precedent set throughout the play, that crab costumes were in all
likelihood featured.

51. Cf. LSJ, which notes the designation of the common mouse as pdc opopioc, and the
description of a tame house-snake as 0po@iag dQic.
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in Aristophanes),”” and uses it to shoo his father back inside (209: cod, cod, ndAv, cod).
While Philocleon, unlike the wasp-chorus (whose costume in particular contains both animal
and human elements), does not have a fully dual animal-human identity but is rather a human
character with animal-like traits, the explicit enactment of his theriomorphic identity in these
lines establishes the adoption of animal identity as a kind of performance; and this
presentation of animal identity as self-consciously performative has important ramifications

for the later role of the chorus in the play.

With Philocleon finally chased back inside by his son, attention shifts towards the chorus,
whose arrival Bdelycleon and his slaves now anticipate (214-6). Although the chorus’ animal
identity is considerably more concrete than the animal guises adopted by Philocleon in the
opening scene, the Wasps’ chorus are still, like Philocleon, old jurors, whose adoption of an
animal persona does not fully override their primary, human, identity. In this regard, they are
quite different from other animal choruses in Aristophanes, which are comprised not of
theriomorphised men, but anthropomorphised animals. The chorus of wasps are characterised
by a notably porous boundary between human and animal, as they shift between these two
identities, and at times inhabit both simultaneously. As the initially human jurors take on their
theriomorphic persona, the act of a human performing an animal character is explicitly
thematised; and this in turn shifts attention on to the act of performance and theatrical

transformation which lies at the heart of comedy’s animal choruses.

When the chorus are first introduced, the emphasis is on their human characteristics, as
Philocleon calls upon them as ‘fellow jurors’ (197, 215: &uvdwootai) to help him, and
describes their habit of getting up well before dawn in order to arrive early at the courts
(Vesp. 217-20). It is only at line 224, just before their entrance, that the chorus are first
described as wasps. As with Philocleon’s animal personas, which were initially introduced
only descriptively (105, 107, 129: &domnep), at first the chorus are only described as being ‘like

wasps’ (224: duowov opnkid) when they are angered. However, the metaphor quickly shifts

52. For this association between birds and nets, cf. e.g. Av. 194, 528.
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towards more concrete terms, as the old men are not only described as having a
metaphorically waspish temperament, but begin to take on the physical characteristics of the
animals:

EYOVGL YOp Kol KEVTPOV €K THG 00PVOG
dEDTATOV, O KEVTODOL, KOl KEKPOYOTEC
oML Kol BdALlovcy domep pEyarot.

They’ve even got a very sharp sting sticking out from their rumps, which they

stab with, and they jump about and strike you like sparks of fire.
(Vesp. 225-7)
Despite Bdelycleon’s insistence on the waspish characteristics of his father’s fellow jurors,
which leads the audience to expect some kind of animal costume, the first appearance of the
chorus sees them in human guise, dressed in long cloaks; and other than addressing
Philocleon as ‘honey-bee’ (& peAittiov) in line 366, there is little hint of their identity as
insects,” as instead they complain about their poverty and reminisce about their glory days as
soldiers. It is not until line 408 that the chorus remove their cloaks (dAAd Baipdtio AaBovteg
¢ tayota, Tandia) and reveal the wasp costumes they wear underneath. The exact form that
this costume might have taken has been subject to some debate, specifically with regard to
the relationship between the stinger and the comic phallus.” Nevertheless, in line with
comedy’s tendency towards literal representation, it seems certain that the chorus’ costume

comprised a sting (420: ‘Hpékheig, kai kévip’ Exovctv. ovy Opdc, ® déomota;), most probably

53. The conflation of bees and wasps in this play is discussed at some length by Corbel-
Morana 2003: 164-7.

54 . For a full discussion of the debate concerning whether the wasp-chorus had both a sting
and a phallus, only a phallus which also represented a sting, or only a sting which also
represented a phallus, cf. Rothwell 2007: 256-7. While there is a strong argument for some
symbolic equivalence between the wasp-sting and the phallus, given the way in which the
wasp-sting is equated with virile masculinity (for which cf. Reckford 1987: 236-8, Hubbard
1989: 100), it seems unlikely that (as Newiger 1957: 79-80 argues) the stings were in fact
visually represented only metaphorically through the use of the choruses’ phalloi, especially
given the doubt surrounding the evidence for comic choruses wearing phalloi (cf. Rothwell
2007: 25-7). We must therefore conclude that the most likely solution to the problem of the
chorus’ costume in Wasps is that they were dressed with wasp stings, which are referred to
metaphorically also as phalloi, and not conversely that the chorus’ phalloi were used
metaphorically to represent stings.
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one which protruded from the back, as €k tfic 0c@Vog in line 225 suggests, but which was
perhaps flexible so that it could be pulled through to the front when necessary.”” Additionally,
the chorus’ later description of themselves as ‘wasp-waisted’ (1072: péoov d1e6ONKOUEVOV)
suggests a costume which mimicked the shape (and presumably also the colouring) of wasps’
bodies. The chorus’ waspish identity is further dramatised in the lines surrounding the
revelation of their costume, as they begin to enact their animal identity. They describe their
stings bracing for action (407: kévipov évtatéov 0&émg), before using their stings as weapons
in a stand-off with Bdelycleon and his slaves according to the orders of the chorus-leader
(422-5); and Bdelycleon and his slaves in turn react to them as wasps, fighting them off using
smoke (457: dAAd kol oV TOQE TOAAD T@ Kamv®), a method commonly used against wasp-

nests.

However, the chorus’ enactment of their wasp identity is accompanied by a continued
emphasis in their speech on their characteristics as jurors and Athenian citizens. Their actions
are described in military language (422: éniotpe@e, 423: dedpo Ka&elpoc... €n’ avToOV 1€00) as
they mobilise as an army against an ‘enemy of the city’ (411: dvdpa picdmoiv) to preserve
their jury-rights (413-14) against the threat of tyranny (417: tupavvic éotv). The combination
of this continued insistence in the text on the chorus’ identity as Athenian jurors with the
dramaturgical emphasis (both in terms of costume and movement) on their identity as wasps
creates an even more porous boundary between human and animal than that seen in the
earlier scene with Philocleon; and the subsequent spectacle of humans-who-also-embody-
animals mirrors the act of choral animal performance, in which human actors similarly

embody animal roles.

The chorus’ status as simultaneously both human and animal is increasingly made the
focus of their presentation in the play, particularly in the passage from line 1071 onwards.
The chorus begin by drawing attention to their wasp characteristics, saying that they will

explain (1074: 6104&w) their appearance to the audience, who may be wondering about what

55. Cf. Thesm. 643-8, where the characters’ lines make it clear that In-Law’s phallus is
flexible and that he can therefore move it from front to back as he tries to hide it from view.
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they see (1072: 6p@®v), with the use of the verb 6pdw demonstrating again that the chorus
must be costumed as wasps, with stings (1073: gyxevtpidoog) and wasp waists (1071:
oteopnropévov). The sense of the chorus’ complete duality of identity is increased through
the suggestion that, far from the two characterisations being at odds, the chorus’ waspishness
is a sign of their status as proper, autochthonous Athenian men. The chorus first assert that,
instead of undermining or conflicting with their characterisation as Athenian men, their wasp
sting is in fact a confirmation of this status:®
dopgv NUEIC, 0i¢ TpdoesTt T0DTO TOVPPOTHYLOV,

Attikol povot dtkoimg &yyeveig antdyboveg.

We who have this kind of rump on us are the only genuine aboriginal native
Athenians.

(Vesp. 1075-6)
The chorus then go on to claim that their race of wasp-men hybrids are ‘the most manly
race’ (1077: avopikototov yévog), thereby making an animal characteristic emblematic of a
quality which, as the use of a word for bravery which has d&vnp at its root suggests, is
inherently human. The chorus’ two identities, as both wasps and jurors, are therefore

throughout this passage presented not as mutually exclusive, but rather mutually reinforcing.

The chorus’ conflation of their animal and human identities continues with their
description of their deeds in battle. As with Aristophanes’ previous ‘old man’ chorus in the
Acharnians (ctf. Ach. 692-702), the wasp chorus use their participation in the Persian wars as
a symbol of their status as true Athenians, quite unlike the modern effeminate youth who
have not served their country. Given that the battle took place almost seventy years
previously in 490 B.C., it seems unlikely that there were many veterans of the Persian wars
surviving by the time of Aristophanes’ early career. Rather, the Persian wars seem to be used

by Aristophanes as an emblem of the golden age of Athenian manhood; and here the chorus’

56. Corbel-Morana 2003: 157 suggests that the association between wasps and being earth-
born may be based on the fact that hornets build their nests on the ground; and that the image
evokes the belief that cicadas were born out of the earth. However, this rationalisation of the
argument that wasp-stings are a sign of the chorus’ status as Athenian men seems to
somewhat miss the comic absurdity of the image.
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waspishness is embedded within this narrative of archetypal Athenian bravery.”” Unlike in
Acharnians, where the battle of Marathon is given a fairly straight rendition, here the chorus’
account of the battles of their youth is made part of the anthropomorphic/theriomorphic blend
between Athenian and wasp. As they describe their part in defending their city against the
Persians, military language and animal metaphor are again combined in a manner similar to
the earlier passage where the chorus confront Bdelycleon’s household, and the chorus
continue to exploit the porous boundary between their animal and human identities. The
Persians are first described as coming upon Athens with smoke and fire (1079: t® komv®d
TOPOV dracay TV TOAV Kol TupmoA®dVv), presumably a reference to the burning of Attica by
Xerxes’ army (Cf. Herod. vii.i 50). However the language quickly shifts from human to
animal, when in the next line the Persians are described as attacking not the city but qudv...
tavOpnvia, ‘our nests’ (1080), and the fire and smoke which seemed to belong to the chorus’
human identity as soldiers under attack instead becomes associated with the act of smoking
out a wasp nest (cf. Vesp. 457). Similarly, the chorus’ description of themselves in battle
presents them as hybrid wasp-men, since they are at once human soldiers standing ‘man to
man’ (1083: otdag dvnp map’ Gvdp’) with shields and swords (1081: Ebv dopi EVV domidr), and
wasps who defend themselves with their stings (1088: kevtovpevor); and the final line of the
section concludes with a claim that they are ‘the most manly of Attic wasps’ (1090:
ATTIKOD... GONKOC AvOpikdTEPOV), so that again their two identities are presented as being
not in tension, but in alignment with one another, thereby reinforcing the idea that they do not

switch between these two conflicting identities, but rather inhabit both at once.

57. The impression that the military feats described by the chorus are archetypes or emblems
is increased by the fact that the narrative seems to amalgamate several different historical
events, including the Persian assault on Athens (Vesp. 1079: 1@ xoanv® t00®V dracov TV
oA kol mopmoA®dv) described in  Hdt. vii.i 50, Marathon (Vesp. 1078-88, which clearly
describes a land battle), and possibly also Thermopylae (Vesp. 1084, which seems to recall
events similar to those related by Hdt. vii. 226). For a further discussion of the assimilation of
various battles in these lines, cf. MacDowell 1971: 271-2, and Carey 2013 who argues that
the passage here also absorbs the naval countermeasures against Persia into its composite
description.
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By flipping the tradition of anthropomorphised comic animals on its head to present
instead a chorus of theriomorphic men, the Wasps places the idea of theriomorphic
embodiment centre stage. The consistent foregrounding of the chorus’ status as
simultaneously human and animal, both at the point of their introduction into the play, and in
the parabasis, in turn foregrounds the idea of men-as-animals which is central to the
performance of an animal chorus on stage; and the characters’ dual human-animal status
mirrors the similar status of the actors as men-playing-animals. In this way, the comic
tradition of the animal chorus is embedded within the parallel comic tradition of self-
conscious performativity; and by emphasising the act of theatrical metamorphosis inherent in
the performance of animal roles, the play casts the animal chorus as one of the more
conspicuous acts of fictionality in the comic tradition. Unlike the animals which populate the
fables referenced in the play, and the dreams which open it, the wasps of the chorus are not a
symbol asking to be interpreted; but rather, their status as humans-who-are-also-animals is a
way of laying open the high level of fictional pretence intrinsic to the comic tradition of

representing animals on stage with human actors.

The Trial of Labes the Dog
The trial of Labes the Dog which forms the centrepiece of the play at first seems to return us
to the terrain of fable: a dog who steals cheese from the kitchen, doesn’t share with his fellow

dog, and either does or does not get his comeuppance has all the makings of a moral lesson in

58. The relationship between animal performance and self-conscious fictionality in the Wasps
arguably finds a parallel in the Birds. Slater 2002: 140-1 suggests that in that play “wings
function as markers of self-conscious theatricality”, as they are first acquired by Peisetairos
and Euelpides, and then dispensed to other human characters. However, while Peisetairos and
his companion do acquire wings, they are never characterised as birds, but despite their wings
remain fully human in their presentation throughout the play; and conversely, the chorus’
identity as birds is never undercut by any kind of secondary characterisation as humans. In
this way, while a piece of animal costume, namely wings, is invested with self-conscious
fictionality, the performance of animal identity is not itself made a focus to the degree that it
is in the Wasps; and in particular, the self-conscious fictionality associated with wings in the
Birds is not in that play connected explicitly to the tradition of the comic animal chorus.
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the style of Aesop.” Further, in its overt political meaning (one which, lest there be any doubt,
has already been mentioned in lines 240-4, where the chorus state that the trial they are going
to that day is the prosecution of Laches by Cleon), the scene has parallels with the dreams
which open the play, in which political figures, including Cleon, are alluded to in animal
guises, within an aivoc-like riddling structure which to a degree mimics the model of fable.
However, as it unfolds, the scene moves further and further away from these expected
models, towards something more anarchic, in which the convergence between human and

animal, seen most prominently in the presentation of the chorus, plays a central role.

The scene’s animal imagery is used as a means for showcasing a tension central to the
comic genre, namely that between clear, almost didactic, political symbolism on the one
hand, and the joy of sheer comic absurdity and meaninglessness wordplay on the other. The
representation of Cleon as a dog has some precedent, particularly in Aristophanes’ previous

60

play the Knights,” and additionally makes an appearance in the parabasis of the Wasps
(1031-4) where Cleon is presented as (among other things) a monstrous, many-headed, jag-
toothed hound. In its presentation of Cleon as Kuon-the-dog, the trial scene employs a
securely established, and therefore easily interpreted, political metaphor. The basic
metaphorical structure of the trial scene, in which the household is used to represent the
political world, also has parallels with the Knights’ overall plot, in which household slaves
are used as part of a political metaphor of oikog-as-mtoAc. Furthermore, the political

dimension of the trial scene are made almost explicit in lines 894 and following, as the

indictment is read out, and it becomes clear that the dogs’ names, Kuon of Kydathenaion and

59. Corbel-Morana 2003: 129 suggests additionally that the trial scene in outline resembles
the fable of the two dogs (Perry 92).

60. The metaphorical description of Cleon/the Paphlagonian as a dog in the Knights is
discussed in detail by Corbel-Morana 2003: 119-124, who argues that unlike in the Wasps,
which exploits the potential ambiguity of the symbolism of the dog (who can be both the
shameless thief, and the honest watchdog), in the Knights the association between Cleon and
the dog is entirely negative.
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Labes of Aexone,*

as well as the Sicilian origin of the stolen cheese,” allude to a recent
dispute between Cleon and Laches concerning the latter’s generalship in Sicily. At this point
therefore, the dog trial seems to function in the same way as the animal dreams in the
opening sequence of the play, in that there is a clear riddle which can be solved by
understanding the symbolic value of each constituent part of the scene; Kuon is Cleon, with
the similarity between the politician’s name and the word for dog (here made into a proper
noun) allowing for easy interpretation; Labes (which might usefully be translated as

‘Snatcher’) stands for Laches; and the theft of the cheese is to be understood as Laches'

embezzlement of funds in Sicily.

However, despite this apparently clear super-structure, the scene repeatedly draws
attention to its own absurdity, and at times verges on the nonsensical, as Kidd (2014: 69-77)
has argued in his analysis of the scene. This element of nonsense is particularly notable in
Kuon’s prosecuting speech, in which the original metaphor increasingly breaks down.®
Kuon’s description of Labes’ crimes in lines 924-5 switches incomprehensibly between the

language of the trial’s literal ‘kitchen-sink’ drama, and the political and military target of the

61. In MacDowell’s words (1971: 250), since it would have been well known that Cleon
belonged to the deme of Kydathenaion, “this reference makes clear to the dullest that the
prosecuting dog represents him”. In this regard the scene’s symbolism is therefore entirely
transparent.

62. For the connection between Sicily and cheese, see also Pax. 242-255. When Polemos
mixes together foodstuffs representing different cities (Megarian garlic, Attic honey), Sicily
is represented by cheese which is grated into the mortar in lines 250-1.

63. Such metaphorical instability is also a feature of the Knights, whose central metaphor is
used in a discontinuous fashion, as has been argued by Silk 2000a: 144-8. Further to Silk’s
arguments, which focus on the intrusion of tenor into vehicle and vice versa, the figure of the
Sausage-Seller is also arguably an example of the breakdown of the initial metaphorical
structure of the Knights’ plot. Unlike Demos (= ‘The People’), the Paphlagonian (= Cleon),
and the slaves (possibly = Demosthenes and Nicias, cf. n. 16 above) who each carry a clear
symbolic value within the political tenor of the metaphor, the Sausage-Seller does not have
an analogous symbolic value in that he does not straightforwardly represent anyone other
than ‘a sausage seller’; although, as Ruffell 2011: 190-211 has argued, he is in other ways
implicated in the series of metaphors and networks of associations (e.g. POLITICIANS AS
SELLERS) which characterise the play, and is therefore not entirely meaningless or
‘blunt’ (cf. Kidd 2014: 73-7) within the play’s metaphorical structure.
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scene’s satire, as he accuses Labes of ‘sailing around the mortar in a circle’ (924:
nepumAevooag v Bueiov v KOKA®), and ‘eating the cheese-rind off the cities’ (925: gk 1d®v
moAemV TO okipov é&edndokev). In contrast to the fable-like structure which first appeared to
be the basis of the scene, Kuon’s speech here seems simply to revel in the absurd possibilities
of the trial metaphor, as kitchen utensils without any clear interpretative value (referred to by

Kidd 2014: 73-7 as ‘blunt objects’ in the metaphor) increasingly populate the scene.

The absurdity reaches its peak in lines 936-9, when Bdelycleon calls the Bowl, Cheese-
Grater, Brazier, and Pot as witnesses, before subjecting the Cheese-Grater to a brief
interrogation:

avapnoL, tvpokvnott, kail Aéov péya

oL YO TOHEVOVS’ ETVYEG. ATOKPLVOL GOPDG,
€1 1] KOTEKVNOOG TOIG OTPATIOTALS dAaBEC.
Q101 KOTOKVT|GOL.

Come up here, Cheese-grater. And speak up. You were actually the treasurer.
Answer clearly whether you didn’t grate out what you received to the troops. It
says it did.*

(Vesp. 963-6)
The fact that Bdelycleon actually instructs the Cheese-Grater to take to the stand (963:
avdapnoy) suggests that it (along with, presumably, the other utensils) must have been
represented in some way on stage, either with a real cheese-grater (perhaps escorted to the
stand by a silent extra in the role of a slave) or, in common with the talking animals (as seems

more likely), by an actor in a giant cheese-grater costume.®” It is important to note that the

64. Sommerstein’s (1981) stage directions here (“the cheese-grater comes to the platform”;
“the cheese-grater nods”) suggest that he too assumes that an actor in cheese-grater costume,
as opposed to an actual cheese-grater, represented the character here. It is difficult to guess at
what form a cheese-grater costume might have taken, but a large wooden board might
perhaps be painted with a picture of a cheese grater (and possibly also cut out into the shape
of the picture), and this could then be worn by the actor by means of leather shoulder straps.

65. Cf. Eccl. 730-45, in which a man addresses a speech to his household objects. There is
however nothing to indicate that they make a response, suggesting that the
anthropomorphism is merely rhetorical, rather than enacted, unlike in Wasps where
(regardless of whether they were represented by props or actors) the utensils clearly take the
podium as characters. The difference in the level of enactment between these two scenes does
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kitchen utensils are at this point not only, as Kidd argues, ‘blunt objects’ which reduce the
scene to nonsense on the level of the language; but they are also part of an overall aesthetic of
visual and dramaturgical absurdity, as the stage is gradually populated by more and more
actors, in more and more surreal costumes. As if the stage were not now busy enough,
featuring at this point Bdelycleon, Philocleon, two men dressed as dogs, and a series of
anthropomorphised kitchen utensils, the visual busyness is increased to an even more
ridiculous level when in line 976, Labes’ puppies (at least two, as the plural madia in line 976
indicates, but perhaps more, since a litter of puppies is usually at least four) take the stage to

whimper (977: kvoloOpeva) and weep (978: daxpiete) for their father.

In this context of absurdity, the convergence between the animal and human which in this
scene mirrors the similar convergence found elsewhere in the play (most notably in the form
of the chorus’ dual human-animal identity) takes on an additional level of ridiculousness. The
convergence between animal and human begins before the dogs even take the stage, when
Xanthias declines to act as Labes’ prosecutor, saying that the household’s other dog has
volunteered for the task (841-2: pa A’ ook &ymy’, dAL dtepdc ENo KO®V / KOTYOpNoEL,
v tig elodyn ypaenv), and using two verbs which designate human speech (onui,
Katnyopém) in close succession. Despite this, Kuon’s first words, if they can be called as
such, are not human speech, but rather dog barks:

<Or> 1o &’ €60’ 0 drwkwv, 6 Kudadnvaiedg kdwv;
<Kv> o) o).
<Bé6> TOPECTLV.

suggest the likelihood that they were staged differently, with an actor portraying the utensils
in Wasps, but not in the Ecclesiazusae. The absurdity factor of the scene would certainly be
greater if the cheese-grater were represented by an actor in costume (not least due to the
greater visual presence of a human-sized cheese-grater on the stage); however this absurdity
would still be present if it were represented by a prop, since the cheese-grater still ‘comes to
life’ as a character in a way that the utensils in the Ecclesiazusae do not (and note that in its
general aesthetic, the Ecclesiazusae is not given to the same absurdity as Wasps), and this is
the solution favoured by Biles & Olson 2015: 367.
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Ph: But where’s the prosecutor, the dog from Cydathenaeum?
Hound: Bow-wow!
Bd: He is present.

(Vesp. 902-3)
Bdelycleon’s immediate interpretation of Kuon’s barks sets up the expectation that this is
how the scene will progress, with the dog advancing his prosecution in barks, conveniently
‘translated’ by Bdelycleon for the benefit of Philocleon (and the audience). It is therefore
something of a surprise when only a few lines later, Kuon begins to set out his case in perfect,
legalistic Greek, an act which is, to say the least, more human than canine in character.®® This
movement between dogs barks and human speech is accompanied by a slippage between the
terms kbwv and avip throughout the scene, sometimes within a single line (923: kvv@v
andvtov dvopo povoeayiotatov), in a manner which is reminiscent of the chorus’ later
description of themselves (1090: Attikod... cenKog avopikotepov). As with the wasp
chorus, the frequent identification of the dogs as simultaneously men draws attention to the
fact that they are human actors in dog costumes; and our increasing awareness of this fact

adds an additional level of absurdity to an already absurdly comic scene.

The trial therefore deploys its animal imagery to display two competing impulses in
comedy, on the one hand political satire, and on the other comic absurdity both verbal and
visual. The scene veers away from its initial fable-like structure, firstly in the un-Aesopic
addition of specifically political, and characteristically Old Comic, onomasti komodein (a
feature also of the opening dream-sequence); and secondly in its ultimate abandonment of
oivoc-like meaning in favour of nonsense, and an obvious delight in the more ridiculous

visual and dramaturgical possibilities of the initially straightforward metaphor.

Dancing Crabs and the Wasps’ Grand Finale
The reductio ad absurdum of a single animal image which is one of the central themes of the

dog-trial metaphor is also a feature of the Wasps’ final scene. An extravagant and celebratory

66. Bdelycleon does speak on behalf of Labes, who in 945-9 seems to be struck by a fear of
public speaking. This is however surely due to the fact that there are already three speaking
actors on stage, and Labes’ sudden stage-fright therefore constitutes a rather clever
metatheatrical joke on the limit to the number of speaking roles at any one time.
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finale concludes the majority of Aristophanes’ plays, often taking the form of a marriage (as
for example in Peace and Birds); or featuring dancing and song (e.g. Lysistrata) and other
festal celebrations (e.g. Acharnians). The finale of the Wasps, which centres round an
exuberant dance routine, is no exception, and the chorus go so far as to claim that it is an

entirely new sort of send off.*’

In lines 1497-1500, Philocleon, who by now is performing an elaborate dance routine
which mimics the style of the old-fashioned tragedians (1478-9) with which he claims to
challenge the modern tragic performers (1480-1), calls for any tragic performer to join him in
a dancing contest. Almost at once, a dancer, the first of three, enters the stage, and is
identified by Xanthias as the middle son of the tragedian Carcinus (1501-2: viog Kapkivov / 6
péoartog). The tragedian Carcinus is a frequent target of Aristophanes (cf. Nub. 1260-1, Pax
780-95, 864), with his sons’ dancing coming in for particular censure in the Peace. The exact
staging of this encounter in the Wasps has until recently only rarely been discussed in any
detail; in particular both Borthwick (1968) and MacDowell (1971: 326-7) do not consider the
idea of any particular costume, simply assuming that the performers either were, or
straightforwardly represented, the sons of Carcinus; Vaio (1971) in his extended
consideration of the Wasps’ final scene discusses the issue of costuming only briefly (350 n.
69), and concludes that crab costumes would be more likely, given their comic potential; and
finally, a very brief overview of the arguments on each side is given by Stone (1981: 345). A
more extended consideration of costume can be found in Biles and Olson’s recent (2015)
commentary. Biles and Olson suggest that Philocleon’s challenge (1497-1500), in which he
calls on any tragic performer who thinks himself a better dancer (1498: 11g tpay®md6¢g pnowv
opyeicbat kaA®c) to come and join him in a contest, is directed specifically at the audience;

and that accordingly, “three audience members rise from their seats and enter the orchestra to

67. On the exact meaning of the final lines (1536-7: tobto yap ovOelg m®w Whpog dEdpakeV, /
opyovpevov 8otig ammAlatev xopov tpuy@d®dv.) cf. Sommerstein 1983: 248, who suggests
that the claim may either be that no comedy has ever had a chorus dance off stage, or that no
comedy has introduced dancers specifically for the purpose of leading the chorus in their
dance off-stage. Sommerstein additionally notes that there is no way of knowing whether
either claim would have been justified. The line therefore may simply be typical comic
bluster.
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accept Philocleon’s challenge” (2015: 506). This reconstruction of course eliminates the
possibility of any special costume, and Biles and Olson therefore find the possibility of the
dancers being dressed as crabs unlikely. However, nothing in lines 1497-1500 would
specifically require these lines to be directed externally towards the real audience of the
theatre, as opposed to an assumed internal audience. Furthermore, while concealing
performers among the audience is not uncommon in modern theatre, I can find no clear
precedent in Old Comedy (or in Greek drama more generally) for performers emerging from
the audience in this way,”® and this suggestion by Biles and Olson is therefore highly

speculative.

Conversely, the arguments in favour of the dancers being costumed as crabs are
considerably more compelling.” The entire final scene is dominated by marine, and in
particular marine animal, imagery, which plays on the literal meaning of Carcinus’ name,
‘Crab’; and throughout the scene, the dancers are identified as crabs. As the final son takes
the stage, he described as crawling on (1509: mpocépmov), named a ‘pinna-crab’ (1510:
nvotpng), and the dancers are together addressed as ‘sons of the sea’ (1518-9: tékva 10D
OaAaooiolo), and shrimp (1522: xapidowv). Philocleon even orders that Xanthias should stir
up some salt water for him in case of his victory (1515: dAiunv xdka tovTOIGWY, iV €YD
Kpot®), suggesting that he plans to cook and eat his crab-adversaries should he win. As Vaio
(1971: 350 n. 69) suggests, crab costumes would add considerably to the comic effect of the

dance, since “[i]f the dancers’ arms are used for the claws, four legs hanging down each side

68. It has been suggested by MacDowell 1983: 147 that Dicaeopolis in the opening scene of
the Acharnians “sits beside or among the audience, and keeps popping up from the audience
to make objections on their behalf.” This idea is also discussed by Slater 143 n. 2, who
regards it as an attractive possibility (and one which would be effective for a modern staging
of the play), but ultimately concludes that there is no way or proving one way or another how
the character of Dicaeopolis was placed in relation to the audience. Even if Dicaeopolis did in
fact sit among the audience, this scene opens the play (rather than closing it, as here in
Wasps), and so this would not be quite comparable to Biles & Olson’s suggestion above that
the crab dancers were concealed among the audience for the entire duration of the Wasps,
emerging only in these final lines as a surprise to the audience.

69. Note that this conclusion is also reached by Sommerstein 1983, who in his stage
directions suggests that the dancers were costumed as such.
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would flop about ridiculously during leaps (1520) and pirouettes (1517)”. Furthermore, while
the image of the poisonous spider (1509: drayE) makes little sense if the crab imagery is
only a matter of language, given the visual similarities between crabs and spiders, this
description is more easily reconciled if it is directed at a dancer in a crab costume complete
with multiple legs.” Finally, given firstly the prevalence throughout the play of actors dressed
in animal costume, and secondly the tendency of comedy towards literal, visual
representation,”’ it therefore seems inconceivable that the dancers were not in some way
costumed as crabs, with this elaborate costume adding to the scene’s clearly spectacular

visual display.

Unlike in the dog trial, where the scene’s ultimate nonsense and absurdity does at least
stem from an original metaphor with a clear, symbolic significance, the crab imagery which
ends the play appears to have no broader symbolic meaning whatsoever, but rather to simply
take a silly pun on the name Carcinus to its absurd conclusions. In particular, unlike the dog
trial where the initial animal pun of Cleon-Kuon is accompanied by a broader exploration of
the possibilities of the dog as political image/metaphor (e.g. Vesp. 952-5, the politician as
watchdog),” the use of crab imagery, despite being linked (as in the dream sequences and

trial scene) to named individuals, appears to have no political or satirical purpose.” Rather,

70. On the difficulties of making sense of the animal descriptions in this line, cf. Borthwick
1968, who emends the line to ®toc 1} 6OALE, ‘an owl or a mole’. Borthwick’s difficulty in
reconciling the rather haphazard animal language in this scene is in part a symptom of his
approach, which does not give consideration to the staging, or to the possible visual effect of
the scene, but rather focuses only on the text.

71. To take only two examples, in Acharnians 94-7 Dicaeopolis’ description of The King’s
Eye clearly demonstrates that the actor is costumed with a giant eye; and the daughters of the
Megarian who enters at line 729 are also clearly costumed as piglets, so that the visuals
mirror the obscene verbal joke. On comedy’s preference for mimetic, as opposed to purely
diegetic, representation, cf. Revermann 2006: 126, who argues that “Comedy, by contrast
with tragedy, indulges in mimetic space, and will normally give preference to mimetic over
diegetic space. In other words: comedy enjoys ‘acting it out’, thus creating visual comic
busyness”.

72. Cf. Corbel-Morana 2003: 119-124 on the symbolism of the dog in Aristophanes, in
particular the Knights and Wasps.

73. Indeed, note that MacDowell 1071: 327 argues that “[n]othing in the scene.... suggests
that Ar. intends any kind of parody or attack here; 1518-34 is complimentary”.
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the crabs are utilised purely for their visual impact, not only with regard to their costume, but
also the dancers’ movements which presumably in some way mimicked the sideways gait of
crabs (cf. Vesp. 1509: nmpocépmov). That the focus is primarily on the visual aspects of the
scene, rather on any particular symbolism associated with the dancers’ identity as crabs, is
further suggested by the fact that the identification of Carcinus’ sons shifts throughout the
scene, as they are designated variously as crabs (1507: xopxivovg), pea-crabs (1510:
nvotpng), shrimp (1522: kapidwv), and even wrens (1513: t@v opyilwv) and buzzards
(1532: 1oig tp1opyo1g).” In its complete move away from symbolic imagery, towards instead
visual busyness, the Wasps’ final extravaganza of animal costume and dance appears to have
left behind any last vestiges of the Aesopic fables with which the play’s animal imagery was

originally connected.

Conclusions

Throughout the Wasps, there is a sustained engagement with Aesopic animal fable, and an
equally sustained use of comic animal imagery. However, while at first the Wasps own animal
symbols appear to function at least in some ways like the animals of Aesop, as the play
continues, its use of animal imagery increasingly diverges from the Aesopic model, and
instead becomes the focal point for a variety of different comic modes. Each use of animal
imagery brings into focus different facets of the comic genre, including political symbolism,
satire, and onomasti komodein; self-conscious performativity; nonsense and word play; and
extravagant visual display. The inherent semiotic stability of Aesopic discourse, and its
function as a universal code easily understood by both speaker and listener, is recognised in
its use throughout the Wasps; and this functions as a point of contrast for the play’s own use
of animal imagery, which mirrors neither the semiotic stability, nor the emphasis on meaning

and interpretation, associated with fable as a mode of speech.

74. The ¥ suggests that t®v Opyilwv is a pun on Opynrtai or Opyec, however this is
discounted by MacDowell, who suggests instead that the final designation of buzzards uses
this same suggested pun on the verb, describing it as “a feeble pun; it is just as well that the
audience’s attention was probably distracted from it by the dancing.” (1971: 332).
MacDowell’s comment here suggests a recognition that from the point of view of the
audience, the primary focus of this scene is on its visuals, and not its language, which might
easily be lost among the spectacular theatrics.
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The play therefore shifts the emphasis of its animal imagery and symbolism away from
the relationship between signifier and signified which is so crucial to fable, and instead
focuses primarily on the comic potential of the signifiers themselves; and this shift is most
evident in those sections of the play which amplify not only the linguistic possibilities of
animal imagery, but also the absurd visual and dramaturgical potential of animal performance
on the comic stage. This privileging of the signifier over the signified has been argued by
Kidd (2014 ch. 2, “Nonsense as ‘no-reference’: riddles, allegories, metaphors”) to be
characteristic of Old Comedy. Kidd suggests that the genre’s frequent use of, for example,
riddles without solutions, and metaphors without tenors, suggests that Old Comedy has an
interest in the comic potential of disrupting the relationship between signifier and signified.
However, as this chapter has shown, this privileging of the comic potential of symbols over
and above their actual symbolic value is not limited to examples of ‘nonsense’ in Kidd’s
terms, but is a feature of even images and symbols which do not lack a clear symbolic

meaning, such as the Cleon-whale in the opening sequence of the play.

In contrast to the stability of the Aesopic imagery referenced throughout the Wasps, the
play’s own animal imagery is therefore considerably more flexible and polyvalent, with a
single image sometimes being exploited within different comic modes, as for example the
dog trial, which utilises animals not only for their value as political symbols, but also for their
possibility for word play and ridiculous costume. In its use of animal imagery to express a
multiplicity of comedy’s generic features, the Wasps therefore enacts a typical comic one-
upmanship over Aesop and fable; and the use of an animal chorus in particular ties animal
imagery firmly to comedy’s own history as a genre. Despite the strong association between
animals and Aesopic story-telling, the play appropriates this feature for itself, and for
comedy, by emphasising not only the historic link between comedy and animal storytelling,
but also the far greater possibilities of animal stories on the comic stage in comparison to
their relatively limited potential in fable. Indeed, since Aristophanes returned again and again
to animals throughout his career, from the choruses of Birds, Storks, and Frogs, to the pig-

girls of the Acharnians and the flying beetle of Peace, the Wasps’ claim to animal imagery as
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an inherent and definitive comic, and perhaps even Aristophanic, feature seems to be well

founded.
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Chapter Two: Mythic Storytelling in the Peace and Birds

Peace and Birds premiered seven years apart, in 421 and 414 B.C. respectively. Falling neatly
at the beginning and the end of the short-lived Peace of Nicias, the two plays are the only
extant examples of this middle period of Aristophanes’ career.! Given the incomplete state of
the evidence, it is difficult to deduce overall trends; however, both Peace and Birds
demonstrate a shift away from the polis-centred plays which appear to have characterised
Aristophanes’ earlier career, towards plots which draw more heavily on mythic material,> and
which quite literally take flight beyond the city. Both Peace and Birds similarly involve their
characters making an assault on Olympus, and feature gods as characters; and both conclude
in a hieros gamos, with their heroes taking goddesses as brides. Additionally, the structure of
the two plays rely on a notable degree of tragic underpinning, as they derive the initial
impetus for their plots from an interaction with Euripides’ Bellerophon (in the Peace) and

Sophocles’ Tereus (in the Birds).

The particular prominence of tragic models in the plays is accompanied by a wide-
ranging intertextuality, which even by the standards of Aristophanic comedy incorporates an

unusual variety of genres. Peace utilises not only the Bellerophon, but also epic hexameter,

1. Unfortunately, no plays can be securely dated to the period between Peace in 421 and
Birds in 414. However, Amphiaraus, of which a few fragments survive, premiered at the
Lenaia in 414 (cf. Hypothesis IV to Ar. Av.) , only a few months before Birds was performed
at the Dionysia. This play apparently took place at the temple of the hero Amphiaraus, in
which the characters undergo incubation similar to that which took place also at the temple of
Asclepius (cf. Ar. Pl. 627-748). Given the religious setting, it is likely that this play also
contained some kind of mythic material, albeit of a very different character from that found in
Peace and Birds.

2. Such mythic plots were not of course an innovation of Aristophanes’, but had been a
prominent sub-genre of comedy from its earliest days, with Cratinus notably writing a
number of plays with mythological themes. On mythic plots in non-Aristophanic comedy,
and for a list of plays which seem to have had such plots, cf. Bowie 2000. While following
the Peace and Birds Aristophanes appears to have moved away from these mythic plots, the
latter part of his career saw a resurgence, with the Frogs and Wealth both featuring mythic
subject matter. Both of these plays feature gods as characters, and rely heavily on mythic
tropes of katabasis (in the case of Frogs) and the golden age (in the case of Wealth, which in
this regard shares some similarities with the earlier Peace). On the continued prominence of
mythic plots in Middle Comedy, cf. Nesselrath 1995.
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choral lyric, and satyr drama; and Trygaeus’ employment of different forms of song and
metre has led Edith Hall, in a 2006 chapter entitled ‘Casting the Role of Trygaeus in Peace’,
to characterise the hero as a kind of rhapsode figure, whose encounters in the second half of
the play take the form of a series of singing contests. The Birds’ cross-genre interactions are
similarly broad, and the play draws on models from tragedy, epic, dithyramb, and even prose

genres such as historiography and ethnography.

The use of tragic models is a consistent feature of Aristophanic comedy of all periods; the
Acharnians makes extensive use of Euripides’ Telephus; and it is the later period of
Aristophanes’ career which features those plays, such as the Thesmophoriazusae and Frogs,
in which tragedy itself is most overtly a theme. In the Acharnians, the relationship between
tragedy and comedy is examined primarily through the lens of politics, as Dicaeopolis
famously asserts that comedy too has the right to advise the city (Ach. 496-500), and to take
its place at the centre of civic life. In this regard, Acharnians is notably different from all the
later manifestations of paratragedy in that it at least to some degree asserts comedy’s
similarity to, rather than difference from, tragedy: 10 yap Sikoiov oide kai Tpvy®dia,
“comedy too knows what is right” (Ach. 500). As in the later Thesmophoriazusae, Peace and
Birds foreground not the similarities between comedy and tragedy, but their differences.
However, the interaction with tragedy in the Peace and Birds is distinctive for its specific
focus on plot and narrative. By contrast, the later plays see a shift of emphasis on to the
actual practice of tragedy, critiquing costume, staging, and poetry,’ and examining not what

kinds of stories the two genres tell, but rather the means by which they tell them.

This chapter will argue that within the extant Aristophanic corpus, Peace and Birds most

explicitly focus on the relationship between storytelling and genre. The two plays each take a

3. In this regard these two later plays arguably bring out an aspect of Aristophanes’ interest in
tragedy already present in the Acharnians, which also shows an interest in tragic costume.
The play contains an extended scene in which Dicaeopolis borrows and then puts on the
costume of a Euripidean tragic hero, and in this way to a degree prefigures the more extended
use of this idea in Thesmophoriazusae, where In-Law and Euripides utilise costume (among
other things) to act out a series of Euripidean tragic scenes.
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tragic myth as the starting point for their plot. Peace, which of the two plays engages more
persistently with tragedy, begins with an extended parody of the end of Euripides’
Bellerophon,* as the tragic hero’s flight on the back of Pegasus is recast as a spectacularly
grotesque comic set-piece; and Birds takes the metamorphosis of Tereus and his wife into
birds, the point at which the existing mythic and tragic (in the form of Sophocles’ Tereus)
narratives conclude, as the beginning of its story, which finds two Athenians seeking out the
newly-transformed king to ask his advice. The use of mythic storylines, already the subject of
tragic plays, brings into focus how comic myth making differs from the use of myth in other
more ‘serious’ genres. This chapter will suggest that in these two plays, Old Comedy’s
apparent narrative freedom to re-write traditional storylines to create new myths which
diverge radically from their original source material is construed as a defining feature of the

genre, and one which differentiates it in particular from tragedy.

In the period directly following Aristophanes’ career, the idea that the nature of comic
stories is unique, and is in particular divergent from tragic plots, became the subject of
explicit discussion. The comic poet Antiphanes, in fr. 189 (attributed to his play Poiesis),’
complains that when it comes to both the composition of plots, and the task of setting them
out in such a way that the audience can follow them, the tragedian’s task is far easier than the
comedian’s. Since tragedians simply follow existing and well-known logoi, not only do they
not have to invent their plots from scratch, they can also expect their audience to know the

details in advance:

HOKGPLOV EGTIV 1] TPOY®OiN
moinuo Kot mévt’, €1 ye mpdTov ol Adyot

4. For a full discussion of the plot of the Bellerophon, which is unfortunately attested only
fragmentarily, see below. It is however almost certain that Bellerophon’s doomed flight on
Pegasus featured at the end of the play in some form.

5. An extended discussion of this fragment can be found in Lowe 2000. It is generally
assumed that, since this passage apparently complains about the difficulty of not only writing
comic plots, but of also having to explain them to the audience, this fragment belongs to a
prologue (i.e. the part of the play in which this initial explaining is done). However for the
suggestion that the fragment could also plausibly be from an agon, cf. Hunter 2008: 630.
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V7O TV Beatdv gloy Eyvopiopévot,

TPV Kol TV’ gineiv: Go0’ vouviicot povov
O€l Tov momtnv: Oidimovv yap dv pévov
O®, TdALa TavT’ icaow: 6 Tatnp Adog,
pnp Tokdotn, Buyatépec, maideg tiveg,

i neloed’ otoC, Ti TEMOINKEV.

Tragedy is a glorious kind
of poetry in every way. For one thing, the stories
are familiar to the audience,
before anyone’s opened their mouth. So all the poet has to do
1s remind them. If I say “Oedipus”,
they know all the rest: father Laius,
mother Jocasta, who his sons and daughters were,
what will happen to him, what he has done. (trans. Lowe)®

(fr. 189 PCG: 1-8)

The comic poet, unfortunately, has none of these advantages, since he must always find (18:
evpeiv) his own plots, and invent new characters (18: 6vopata kova). This idea that comic
plots are invented, while tragic plots are simply retold, is not unique to Antiphanes, but
appears also in Aristotle’s Poetics (9.1451b11-16), in which comic poets are described as
composing, or arranging, their stories (cvotiooavteg yap tov udbov), neither (like the lambic
poets) using the names of real individuals, nor (like the tragedians) keeping to existing names
(t@dv vyevopévov ovopdtov), but assigning names at random (td TLYOVTO OVOULOTO

vmoTiféacy).’

Nick Lowe (2000: 259-272) in his discussion of the nature of fictionality in comedy
uses these two passages from Antiphanes and Aristotle as a starting point from which to argue
that ancient commentators and poets were alert to the idea that comic udbor were somehow
different from other kinds of pdfot,* and in particular from tragic pd6ot; and that rather than

an idea of fiction based on the truth or falsity of the story, ancient discussions of fiction,

6. Cf. Lowe 2000: 168.

7. Note that in the following lines Aristotle does accept that some tragedies contain one or
two well-known (yvopipmv) names, with the rest invented; and that on occasion, some poets
even invent a whole tragedy from scratch (Aristotle mentions in particular Agathon’s
Antheus). However it is clear that Aristotle considers this kind of invention to be particularly
characteristic of, even if not entirely limited to, comedy.

8. On the term pdOog cf. Introduction n. 4.
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particularly in relation to comedy, were concerned primarily with the idea of autonomous
invention. Lowe argues that “comedy’s distinctive trademark was to deal in unretold stories:
events that not only never happened, but which made no claim to have even been recounted
before” (2000: 161-2). However Lowe notes that in practice autonomous invention in fiction
is surprisingly elusive, and it is in fact very difficult to base any definition of fiction in the
ancient world on a clear distinction between traditional myth on the one hand, and invented
fiction on the other. According to Lowe, the difficulty is due in part to the importance of
retelling, and of traditional mythic stories, to the literary and narrative culture of the ancient
world. This prominence of narrative reuse and retelling provides a useful context for
considering the more specific phenomenon of intertextuality and allusion; and the
relationship between narrative retelling and literary intertextuality is a particularly important
consideration for comedy, which (as a parodic genre, at least in part) is heavily reliant on
relationships with secondary texts for the creation of meaning. Old Comedy is, as Wright
(2012: 90) puts it, “an inherently secondary, parasitic... form”, whose jokes even when they
are not directly or specifically parodic often rely for their humour on the audience’s
awareness that generic tropes and traditions, both those of comedy and of other genres, are

being reworked and re-presented.

The impossibility of pure innovation seems to be recognised within Antiphanes fr. 189,
even as it simultaneously declares comedy to be uniquely inventive. After outlining tragedy’s
reliance on retelling well-known stories, the speaker goes on to explain that, due to the fact
that the audience is not familiar with a comic play’s plot in advance, certain formalities are
necessary in order to keep them in the loop. There must therefore be a prologue, spoken by a
Chremes or a Pheidon, who cannot leave out (mapaAiny) any important information, at the
risk of being booed off stage. Not only does this acknowledge the existence of stock
characters or character-types, as the comic Chremes and Pheidon are compared to the tragic
Peleus and Teucer; the speaker also alludes to the common practice in comedy of having a
character outline the plot, by explaining the back-story (td owwknpéva npdtepov), the present

situation (t& vOv mapdvta), and so on. Despite the claim of autonomous invention made here,

79



Antiphanes acknowledges the context of highly formalised generic convention within which

comic invention takes place.’

This concern with the importance and yet fundamental impossibility of originality is in
fact itself almost a trope within comedy, and one which Aristophanes himself repeatedly
utilises.'’ Aristophanes repeatedly describes his own plays as kawvog (e.g. Nub. 547: kovog
10éag, Vesp. 1044: kawvotdraig.... dwovoiong), whilst damning his rivals for bringing out the
same old jokes year after year (Pax. 739ft.); while they in turn accuse him of plagiarism, as in
Eupolis fr. 89 PCG where the poet boasts of having given Aristophanes his Knights as a gift."
Even within Aristophanes’ own declarations of newness and invention, these claims are often
undercut by a simultaneous re-use of comic tropes just as their use is being denied. The
prologue of the Wasps, for example, declares that there will be no more making fun of Cleon
or Euripides again, before parodying Euripidean motifs,"” and bringing on characters named
‘Love-Cleon’ and ‘Hate-Cleon’; and the very same passage of the Clouds which describes the
poet’s ‘new ideas’ also acknowledges that this is in fact the second version of the play, which

the poet has re-written in response to the apparent failure of the original.

The complex relationship between tradition and innovation in Old Comedy is even more
clearly foregrounded in the context of a pseudo-mythic plot such as those of Peace and Birds.
The mythic story-patterns of these two plays draw attention to the creativity and invention

possible in comedy, since stories with such components (gods, heroes, monsters) are usually,

9. For a discussion of this fragment with reference to differing comic and tragic conceptions
and practices of intertextuality, cf. Ruffell 2011: 373-5.

10. Aristophanes’ use of the trope of novelty is discussed in detail by Wright 2012 ch. 3.
Wright argues that the Aristophanic discourse of novelty is highly problematised, and even
suggests that Aristophanes can be read as rejecting novelty, with kawvog best understood not
as ‘new’ but ‘newfangled’. While this presentation of Aristophanes as an anti-novelty poet is
perhaps to push the argument too far, Wright does present a persuasive discussion of the
tension between innovation and tradition which is evident in all of Classical literature, but
which is a particularly pertinent to Comedy.

11. Cf. Sidwell 1993

12. On the parody of the Euripidean ‘sickness’ motif in the Wasps, cf. Harvey 1971. The
prologue also contains a direct quotation of Euripides’ Stheneboea at lines 111-2. Harvey’s
arguments are discussed further below, n. 20.

80



unlike these, traditional. The plays’ mythopoiesis is however grounded in the use of
traditional elements. Both Peace and Birds are structured around a central idea of theomachy,
which like for example katabasis or nostos stories is a common myth-type in the Greek as
well as in other traditions.” The use of traditional myth-patterns to write an entirely new
mythic storyline grounds the plays in a familiar underpinning and structure even in spite of
the radical inventiveness (most particularly in the case of the Birds) of the plot as a whole.
The plays’ reformulation of mythic material demonstrates that comedy’s relationship with the
“culture of retelling” described by Lowe (2000: 269) is relatively loose, even while it is
“ultimately unable to disengage” (ibid.) completely from the culture of traditional mythic

storytelling in which it is embedded.

In addition to foregrounding the idea of mythopoiesis, the mythic plots of Peace and
Birds also lend themselves to comparative relationships with the storytelling found in other

genres. Unlike the polis-plays of Aristophanes’ early career, whose basic storylines share

13. For an overview of the theme of theomachy in Greek myth and literature, cf. Chaudhuri
2014 ch. 1. Theomachy stories feature in a wide variety of mythological traditions, and an
overview can be found in Stookey 2004: 173-8. Examples in the near-Eastern tradition
include the Entima Eli$ (the Babylonian creation myth), in which the god Marduk eventually
wins supremacy after a series of divine power struggles; the struggle between the god El and
his father Shamem in the Canaanite tradition, which ended in the son’s castration of the
father; and the contest between the brothers Osiris and Seth in Egyptian mythology. Although
stories of theomachy have in the Hebrew tradition largely been suppressed (both in the
Hebrew texts, and even more so in later Christian translations), remnants of earlier
theomachic myth-patterns can be found in e.g. the book of Isaiah, in which Yahweh flies to
Egypt on a cloud to make war on the local gods. Isaiah 51.9-10 in particular describes
Yahweh fighting against Rahab, Tehom, and Yam, all primordial chaos deities in earlier
Levantine mythology (although note that in the King James Bible, ‘Yam’ in Isaiah 51.10 is
translated as ‘sea’, and ‘Tehom’ as ‘great deep’; while these translations are superficially
accurate, since the gods are indeed personified representations of these forces, the mention in
Isaiah 51.9 of the Yahweh’s defeat of a serpent strongly suggests the presence of the god
Yam, who was in Levantine mythology often associated with the seven-headed serpent Lotan.
We can therefore conclude with reasonable certainty that the Hebrew original alludes to
Yahweh’s conflict with these primordial gods). Furthermore, the later tradition of the fall of
Satan/Lucifer which is the subject of Milton’s Paradise Lost, which was well-established by
the time of the advent of Christianity and which is referenced in Luke 10.18 (ginev 8¢ avtoic
Efedpovv OV Zataviv o¢ actpomv €k Tod ovpavod mecdvia), is clearly theomachic in
theme.
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little by way of common material with other genres such as epic, tragedy, or lyric, the mythic
stories of Peace and Birds are similar in type, if not in actual detail, to the mythic stories
which are widespread throughout all genres of Greek literature. This therefore creates an
implicit comparison between the way this material is handled in comedy and in non-comic
genres; and in particular draws attention to comedy’s ability to reformulate and deviate from
its mythic source-material to a greater degree than other genres.'* As usual in Aristophanes,
however, the dividing line between comedy and other genres is not as stark as the rhetoric of

the plays would often suggest.

Despite both Peace and Birds singling out tragedy as a particular point of comparison,
Sommerstein in his overview of the use of mythic storylines in tragedy has observed that
“Im]yth was tragedy’s framework, but never its straitjacket ” (2005: 177). Sommerstein
argues that tragedy in practice had a long tradition of altering traditional myths, sometimes
quite radically, or even perhaps of inventing entirely new storylines, as Sommerstein suggests
was the case for Sophocles’ Antigone (c. 441 B.C.), whose plot is not attested in any form
prior to the play. In the period directly following the premier of Birds (414 B.C.), Euripides
in particular wrote a series of plays which told lesser known versions of myths which
diverged radically from the ‘usual’ stories. The Helen (412), Iphigenia in Tauris (414-12),
and Andromeda (412), all produced in very close succession, were based on counterfactual
tellings of the more usually accepted versions of famous stories, and were in this respect
highly novel within the tragic tradition.”” However, despite such clear examples of mythic

innovation in tragedy, Aristotle in the Poetics suggests that a good tragic poet should not

14. It is interesting to observe that, paradoxically, it is with mythic storylines (a kind of plot
shared with almost all other genres of Greek literature) that Aristophanes most overtly insists
on comedy’s unique ability to invent new stories, and not the polis-plays which are in fact
both the most obvious examples of true fictional invention in comedy, and the story-type in
reality most unique to Old Comedy as a genre.

15. For a full discussion of these three plays and their treatment of myth, cf. Wright 2005 ch.
2, ‘Myth, Fiction, Innovation’, who argues that these tragedies were highly novel and
innovatory, even when considered in the context of tragedy’s tradition of mythic innovation.
Such counterfactual versions of myths are however not unique to tragedy; Euripides’ Helen
for example draws on a well-established counterfactual tradition, attested in Stesichorus’
Helen.
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completely unravel the traditional stories handed down to him (Poet. 1453b22: tovG pév ovv
napenupévoug pobovg ey ook Eotiv). This sense that there are limits to tragedy’s ability
to alter traditional stories may be related to the fact that, while plays may diverge from
tradition in their plots considerably, they do so within a framework which tends to keep the
beginnings and endings of traditional narratives intact. In particular, plays almost always
conclude in such a way that their innovations do not disrupt further stories associated with the
characters, for example by altering genealogies (Sommerstein 2005: 165-73). The use of a
deus ex machina, derided by Antiphanes as providing tragedians with an easy way out (fr.
189: 13-16), in particular allowed tragedians to diverge significantly from their mythic
models, before ending the play in such a way that realigned it with tradition (Sommerstein
2005: 166)."° While comedy does have its own conventions regarding the endings of plays (as
will be discussed in the final chapter of this thesis), it is not subject to this limitation whereby
its conclusions must be such that they do not disrupt, overturn, or contradict any traditional

mythic narratives exploited by the play.

This chapter will argue that both Peace and Birds in different ways attempt to categorise
true mythic innovation as impossible in tragedy, and to claim mythopoiesis as a definitive
characteristic of comic storytelling. Both plays use tragic plots as a kind of structural

b

‘scaffolding’,”” taking their initial idea from the plots of Euripides’ Bellerophon and
Sophocles’ Tereus respectively, allowing for a clear contrast to be made between how tragedy
and comedy treat their mythic source material. However, despite sharing this device, and
despite their shared use of theomachy-plots, Peace and Birds in some respects differ
markedly in their stance towards tragedy. Peace is overtly parodic in its use of Euripides’

Bellerophon, a fact which is unmistakably signalled in the substitution of a giant dung beetle

for the majestic Pegasus. Throughout the play, tragedy is characterised as a genre defined by

16. However note that Dunn 1996: 26-44 argues that Euripides was in fact a great innovator
with regard to the endings of his tragedies, in particular in his use of the deus ex machina.
Sommerstein 2005: 166 similarly concludes that, on occasion, tragedies did overcome this
apparent limitation, and that the endings of some plays do not leave their characters in a
position consistent with their (traditional) future fates.

17. This term is taken from Dobrov (1997: 108, 2001: 160), who uses it to describe the
process of constructing a comic narrative and plot on the basis of existing stories and texts.
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failure, and in particular the failure of its heroes; and this is contrasted with the success of the
hero Trygaeus, and of the play, in achieving a happy ending for a story which usually
concludes with the hero plummeting to his death. In addition to this, this chapter will argue
that despite the integration of a tragic storyline into its plot, Peace’s celebration of good
things (dyabd) steadfastly rejects the tragic ethos of its model, Bellerophon, whose hero
insists in the prologue that the life of all men, whether rich or poor, fortunate or unfortunate,

is characterised by suffering.'®

In contrast to Peace (and indeed to Acharnians and Thesmophoriazusae, both of which
also structure scenes around events dramatised in Euripides’ plays), the Birds’ use of tragedy
is less sustained; its engagement with tragedy is confined largely to the opening section of the
play, and the remainder of the plot draws upon a far wider variety of genres than its
predecessor. Furthermore, the play does not parody events taken directly from Sophocles’
play, but imagines its characters after these events. The result is in some regards similar to
Odyssey 1ii-1v, in which Helen and Menelaus are seen playing happy families; with the events
of the Trojan war relegated to short secondary narratives, the couple’s considerably less
pleasant history hangs constantly over the proceedings, occasionally referenced but mostly
present through its glaring absence. While in the Birds certain elements are taken from the
specifically Sophoclean version of the myth," and the tragedian and his play are specifically
mentioned at the point of Tereus’ first entry (4v. 100-1), the play’s emphasis is primarily on
the mythic material, as opposed to Sophocles’ dramatisation of it, so that tragedy becomes at
times more the vehicle for talking about myth than a focal point in itself. The lack of the
parodic emphasis seen in Peace leads to a more incorporative use of the tragic material which
does not highlight the discontinuities between the two genres to the same degree as in the

earlier play. This chapter will argue that while Peace contrasts its celebration of dyafd and

18. Cf. Euripides Bell. fr. 285. This fragment, its attribution, and its placement are discussed
in greater depth below.

19. The most notable of these elements is the presentation of Tereus as a hoopoe, rather than a
hawk as seems to be the case in earlier versions of the myth. The relationship between
Sophocles’ Tereus and the mythic source material is discussed in further detail below.
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festal plenty with its tragic model’s bleak rejection of life’s pleasures, Birds instead

incorporates the darker aspects of its tragic and mythic models into its own fictional world.

While the two plays’ stances towards tragedy do differ, they share similar storytelling
strategies, in particular with regards to their construction of new myths. The plays’ plots are
to some degree patchworks which use a variety of intertextual borrowings, both inter- and
intra-generic, as well as mythic, and other traditional, material. The plots are therefore
examples of comic mythopoiesis, whilst also demonstrating their (albeit loose) ties to the
“culture of retelling” identified by Lowe as intrinsic to literature of the period. While the
overall effect is one of newness, invention, and imagination, the reformulation and
recombination of existing elements drawn from a wide variety of sources is central to the
construction of both plots. Despite the plays’ ambivalent relationship with newness however,
this freedom to distort and reinvent is an emphatic feature of comic storytelling, and one

which the plays attempt to claim for the genre of Old Comedy alone.

Peace

The year 421 marked something of a turning point in the political situation in Athens. With
the Peace of Nicias on the horizon, and an end to the war with Sparta seemingly within reach,
Aristophanes staged the Peace, his first (though of course, since the peace was short-lived,
not his last) ‘post-war’ play. The play is one of his most heavily paratragic; in addition to the
central parody of Euripides’ Bellerophon, two further Aristophanic favourites, the Stheneboea
(whose narrative is taken from the same group of myths as Bellerophon), and Aeolus, are also
used as part of the texture of the opening section of the play. All three of these plays make
multiple appearances in Aristophanes. Bellerophon is named explicitly in Acharnians
(426-9), and alluded to in Knights (1249; cf. E. fr. 311 TrGF) and Wasps (757, cf. E. fr. 308
TrGF); the incestuous plot of Aeolus is referenced in both Clouds (1369-72) and Frogs
(1079-81); and the similarly scandalous Stheneboea is attacked (alongside Euripides’
depictions of Phaedra) in Frogs 1043-56, and is later quoted as an example of Euripidean
prologues (1216-19). Alongside its engagement with tragedy, the play also engages with a

series of non-tragic texts and stories drawn from a variety of genres, with a particular
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emphasis in the opening scene on Aesopic fable and satyr play, two genres closer in tone to

comedy.

Even before the Bellerophon parody is introduced in earnest, Euripidean motifs of
sickness and madness, which appear to have been a feature of the Bellerophon but are not
specific to this play alone, are worked into the prologue.” The specific target of the play is
however revealed noticeably early, unlike for example in the Acharnians, which similarly
bases the structure of an extended piece of the narrative on a paratragic intertext,” but in
which the parody builds slowly from the implicit to the explicit.”> At line 57, Trygaeus is
described as raging at the sky against Zeus (001 keynvag Aowopeital T® Au), essentially a
summary of Bellerophon’s opening speech (Eur. fr. 285-6 7rGF) in which the hero rages

against the heavens and the gods.” Aristophanes’ parodic target is made unambiguous only a

20. Cf. Harvey 1971, who argues persuasively that the openings of Wasps and Peace interact
with the Euripidean ‘sickness motif” which opens plays such as Medea and Hippolytus, in
which the afflictions of the protagonist are described by their slave. Harvey notes that Wasps
in particular has a close intertextual relationship with this motif, since it repeatedly uses the
words vocog and voceilv, echoing the language used by both the nurse and Aphrodite to
describe Phaedra’s love-sickness in the Hippolytus. While the exact content of the
Bellerophon is contested (and this will be discussed further throughout this chapter), it seems
likely that the hero was presented as mad and raging in the opening scene, and Dobrov (2001:
95) in his suggested reconstruction proposes that the play may have begun “like Medeia”
with the same madness/sickness motif parodied here and in the Wasps.

21. On the broader similarities between Acharnians and Peace, cf. Whitman 1964: 104,
Moulton 1981: 82.

22. The structure of the Telephus parody in Acharnians is discussed in more detail in the
introduction. This delay in naming parodic intertexts is found also in the Thesmophoriazusae,
which repeats the parody of the Telephus.

23. This fragment is assigned to Bellerophon by Dobrov (2001: 92-4) and Collard, Cropp, &
Lee (1995: 105), all of whom also assign it to the play’s prologue, in which they suggest that
the hero Bellerophon wandering on the Aleian plain, raged against his misfortune and the
unfairness of the world and denied the existence of the gods. Only Dixon 2014 diverges from
the consensus, and suggests that this fragment should be assigned to Stheneboea, whom he
(again in contrast to all other reconstructions, which presume the action to take part after her
death) suggests was a character in the Bellerophon. Dixon’s suggestion is based on two
pieces of evidence. First, the name Stheneboea appears in the first, highly fragmentary,
hypothesis of the play. However, since hypotheses often begin by giving backstory before
setting out the actual events of a play, the appearance of Stheneboea’s name is does not
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few lines later, when Trygaeus is described as addressing the dung-beetle as “’® IInydcidv

pot” (76), and ordering it to fly him up to Zeus.

As with the opening sickness motif, which is recycled from the similar parody which
begins the Wasps, the explicit introduction of Euripides similarly interacts not only with the
Bellerophon itself, but also with the Bellerophon’s previous incarnations in Aristophanes’
own plays. As Trygaeus takes to the skies, his daughter warns him not to fall and become
lame, thereby providing Euripides with his next tragic plot:

EKETVO TNHPEL, 1) CQOAEIC KATAPPLTIS
gvtedfev, elta Yolog dv Evpuridn
AOyoV mapdoyng Kol Tpary@dio yévn

Watch out for one thing, that you don’t slip off and drop from up
there, and then be lamed and provide Euripides with a plot and get
turned into a tragedy.

(Pax. 146-8)
The lameness of Euripidean heroes is a running joke in the Acharnians (as well as appearing
in the later Thesmophoriazusae 22-24 and Frogs 846), and is specifically associated with the
hero Bellerophon in the Acharnians (426-7). By filtering the tragic material which forms the
basis of the opening plot structure through a previous comic reincarnation of that same
material in the Acharnians, Peace thereby draws attention to the idea of re-usage and the re-

purposing of existing stories which is so central to the play’s narrative.

necessarily point to her presence in the play itself; and indeed her name does not appear in
the (also fragmentary, but less so) second hypothesis. Second, Dixon suggests that since in fr.
310 7TrGF Bellerophon before his death seems to talk about his piety in life, this is
inconsistent with having him also speak fr. 286, in which the speaker denies the gods’
existence altogether. However, to begin with an expectation of consistency of characterisation
in tragedy is to begin from a false premise. To take only one of many possible examples,
Phaedra in the Hippolytus speaks of the importance of cw@pocvvn (e.g. in her speech
373-430), but her final act of accusing Hippolytus of rape in her suicide note is surely
inconsistent with this in Dixon’s terms. On the basis of this evidence therefore I see no reason
to diverge from the otherwise accepted reconstruction in which fr. 285-6 7rGF is assigned to
a prologue spoken by Bellerophon.
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Peace’s most overt re-formulation of the Bellerophon myth/tragedy is of course the
alteration to the hero’s choice of steed. When Trygaeus is asked to explain why he has chosen
to fly to heaven on a beetle, and not something more suitably tragic (136: tpaywkatepoc), he
replies that the replacement of Pegasus by a dung-beetle is key to his success, since in the
stories of Aesop (129: év toicv Aicdnov Adyoic) it is the only animal to have reached the
gods in heaven (130: uévog metmvdv €ig Beovg dprypévog), referring to the fable of the eagle
and the dung beetle (33-4).* The substitution of a dung beetle for the rather more majestic
Pegasus is a characteristically comic move, and offers an opportunity for a great deal of
scatological humour, as the play transforms its narrative model into a peculiarly comic myth.
The dung-beetle, with its obviously scatological associations, appears with relative frequency
not only in Aristophanic comedy (Vesp. 1446-9, Lys. 695), but also in lambographic poetry,
as well as in fable; and Steiner in her examination of the prevalence of the dung beetle in
these genres suggests that it is an emblem of generic lowness,” and is used “to subvert or
debase the symbols and conceits found in the ‘higher’ modes of discourse” (2008: 83). In
particular, Steiner argues that in Hipponax fr. 92 W, the beetle is deployed as part of an
interaction with, and debasement of, Iliadic insect imagery (cf. I/. 2.469-73). Peace’s
substitution of Pegasus for the dung beetle therefore similarly inserts this typical symbol of
low, scatological poetry into a previously more elevated narrative, both transforming
traditional mythic material, more obviously at home in a tragic context such as the
Bellerophon, into something unmistakably comic in tone; whilst also engaging with the

existing poetic tradition of the beetle as a figure of low, parodic humour.

The dung beetle in the Peace is of course, unlike in Iambos, not only a feature of the
poetry, but is also physically presented on stage in the play’s (presumably quite spectacular,
and quite grotesque) visual set-piece, involving an extremely comic deployment of the
usually tragic mechane. The use of the mechane in tragedy was primarily associated with the

deus ex machina; and it would therefore be unusual for a tragedy to utilise the crane for non-

24. Perry 3. Steiner 2008: 93-6 argues that Aristophanes in this passage amalgamates the
previously distinct Aesopic and lambographic traditions of beetle imagery.

25. A similar argument has been made by Hubbard 1991: 140-4, who suggests that the beetle
in Peace similarly operates as a symbol of comic lowness.

88



divine characters.”* However, the evidence suggests that in the Bellerophon Euripides in fact
showed the hero riding Pegasus towards the heavens by means of the mechane. Fragment
306-8 strongly suggests that Bellerophon’s ascent was staged, since the lines seem to be
spoken by the hero in flight:

&y’, @ eidov pot Inydoov nrepdv

Come, my dear swift-winged Pegasus... ! (trans. Collard, Cropp & Lee)”
(fr. 306 TrGF)

101 ypvooxdAy’ aipwv Ttépuyag
onedd’, & yoyh

Go, with your golden bit, lifting your wings....!
Hasten, my soul! (trans. Collard, Cropp & Lee)
(fr. 307-307a TrGF)

TAPES, ® GKIEPA PLAAGC, VTTEPPD
KpNvoio vamn - OV OTEP KEPAATC
ai0ép’ 10écban omevdw, Tiv’ Exel
oTaov €00d10C.

Let me pass, you shadowy foliage; let me cross the watery dells. I am in haste
to see the heaven above my head, what state it has for a good journey. (trans.
Collard, Cropp & Lee)

(fr. 308 7rGF)
While it is of course possible that these lines come from a messenger-speech, and that the
flight was therefore only reported and not staged, further evidence from Julius Pollux (4.128)

suggests that Bellerophon was (along with Perseus) one of only two examples of the mechane

26. Cf. Dunn 1996: 29-31; and Rehm 2002: 257-8, 270 on the mechane as a device which
reinforces the distance and hierarchical distinction between gods and men. While in the
Medea the mechane is utilised for a main character rather than in a true deus ex machina,
Medea unlike Bellerophon is a demi-god, and this is therefore not directly comparable. For a
detailed discussion of the mechane and its deployment in tragedy, cf. Mastronarde 1990, esp.
286-7.

27. For these and following translations of the Bellerophon, cf. Collard, Cropp & Lee 1995:
98- 120). Note that Collard, Cropp & Lee assign fr. 307a as the first line of fr. 308, while here
the numbering of 7+GF has been followed.
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being used to depict a mortal character in flight. Furthermore, given that both the flight of
Perseus in the Andromeda and the flight of Bellerophon are featured in Aristophanic
parodies,” both of which involve the mechane, it does seem highly likely that firstly the
mechane was used to depict these heroes’ flight; and that secondly, this usage was unusual or

distinctive enough to warrant specific parodic attention.”

The use of the mechane in the Bellerophon is not only unusual because of the depiction
of a mortal in flight; unlike the usage in the Andromeda, it also demonstrates another element
of experimentation, in that the character is depicted flying not downwards, as is usual for a
deus ex machina, but upwards. A downward flight would be considerably easier to execute,
since gravity would be on the side of the crane-operator, and it would therefore require less
precision, and produce a smoother line of flight.** Since in the Peace the parody gives
considerable emphasis to the unsteady nature of Trygaeus’ flight and the inability of the crane
operator to execute it without turbulence (174-5: @ pnyovomolé, TpOGEYE TOV Vodv, O Sue /
NN otpoPel T Tvedua mepl TOV OUPaAOV), it seems highly likely that the lack of grace of
Bellerophon’s flight in Euripides’ play is one of the main targets of the parody; and the fact

that such a take-off seems not to have been attempted again by the tragedian further suggests

28. Cf. Thesm. 1009ft, in which Euripides appears as Perseus, making an entrance via the
mechane to save the In-Law, who takes to role of Andromeda on the rock.

29. Taplin 1977: 443-6 in his discussion of the use of the mechane on stage similarly
concludes that the mechane was indeed used in the Bellerophon, and that along with Perseus,
Bellerophon was an rare example of the mechane being used to depict a mortal in flight.

30. How exactly an actor portraying a deus ex machine would have mounted the mechane,
and whether this process would have been visible to the audience, is unclear. If the mechane
was located at the side of the stage (as opposed to being at least partially concealed behind
the skene building); and if the actor assumed their high position by means of the rope (and
not, for example, by means of a ladder), then it is possible that an upward flight, preceding
the downward deus ex machina flight, was visible to the audience as a matter of course
whenever the mechane was used. If however Mastronarde (1990: 290-4) is correct in
suggesting that the crane was placed behind the stage building, then the actor’s upward flight
could have been concealed, with the actor emerging into view only once they were firmly in
the air. Even if the stage building was not used to conceal the actor’s upward movement
however,, this action would take place outside the fictional reality, and would therefore be
less intrusive (even if wobbly and inelegant) than a poorly executed upwards flight which
took place within the dramatic action, as I argue above for the Bellerophon.
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that the experimental use of the mechane may not have been fully successful. The unsteady
flight of Trygaeus in the Peace only adds to the comic effect, and the quite obviously
unconvincing nature of Trygaeus’ ascent is not concealed or even overlooked, but rather used
as an opportunity to draw attention to the fictional nature of the spectacle, and the obvious
visibility of the machinery involved in creating it, through the address to the crane operator in
line 174. By contrast, in the context of a tragedy such a lack of grace would be inappropriate,
and possibly even funny. Furthermore, if the illusion of flight was not executed successfully,
this would consequently highlight the artificiality of the spectacle in a conspicuous manner
more suited to comedy than tragedy.’’ Anything but a perfectly smooth ascent would quite
possibly have been a distraction from the dramatic action, and the tragic mood, of the play.
The flight of the beetle therefore appears to poke fun at tragedy not only through the
imposition of a dung beetle into a previously serious poetic context, but also by drawing
attention to an experimental failure. While the depiction of a flight to heaven was apparently
beyond what could be successfully executed on the tragic stage, comedy can get around the
technical limitations of stage technology by simply turning its limitations into a joke; and this
ability to turn technical failure or limitation into comic opportunity therefore allows for a

greater freedom in what can be depicted on the comic stage.

The mix of the traditionally mythic and the comically scatological which is associated
with the beetle in the opening scene of the Peace can also be found in the slaves’ description
of Zeus. As they discuss the provenance of the beetle, who they agree is not the work of
Aphrodite or the Graces, the slaves suggest instead that such a foul creature could only come

from Zeus:

<Oi> 10D Yap €01’

31. Note that this would not be the only example in Aristophanes of a parodic focus on the
artificiality of tragic stage-machinery. Both the Acharnians (408-9) and Thesmophoriazusae
(265) target the use of the éxxOxAnpa, and show tragedians being ‘wheeled out’ in such a way
which both draws attention to, and derives a degree of humour from, the high degree of
artificiality inherent to the use of this device.

91



<Oi*> oVk 60 OmwC
00K £0T1 TO Tépag T0D A0 oKatalatov.

Slave A: Then who’s it from?
Slave B: It can only be that this monstrosity comes from Zeus, the Lord of the
Thunder-crap.

(Pax 41-2)
The epithet katouBdrov (‘thundering down’), to which an initial sigma has been added in a
rather brilliant scatological pun, is in fact not attested in epic or tragedy, but rather relies on a
general characterisation of Zeus as being associated with thunderbolts in particular, and
weather phenomena in general.*> The use of a generalising epithet such as this shows that
while the narrative of Peace is primarily based around a close engagement with Euripides’
Bellerophon, the fictional world of the play is characterised by an engagement with mythic
material more broadly, and the components are not always filtered through a tragic or other
literary usage or intertext; while the addition of a scatological pun makes clear that although

the Peace situates itself in a mythic mode, the myth will be overtly comic in type.

The treatment of Zeus throughout the opening scene is key to the comic characterisation
of Peace’s mythic material. Although Trygaeus’ mad raging at the gods does appear to be
modelled closely on the opening of the Bellerophon (see n. 23 above), it differs from its
model in one important regard. Although Zeus does figure in the Bellerophon myth, since it
is he who sends the gadfly which is responsible for Pegasus throwing his rider, in Euripides’
play Bellerophon’s anger appears to be directed against the gods in general (286.1, 286.10:
Beovg, 286.12: Beoig); while Trygaeus’ hostility is specifically towards Zeus, a fact which is
repeatedly emphasised throughout the opening scene. The hero is described as raving
abusively at Zeus (57: howopeiton 1@ Atl); his first words, heard from backstage, challenge

the god’s actions against the Greeks (62: @ Zed, Ti dpaceicic 100’ Hudv 1OV Ae®v;); and when

32. On the association of Zeus with thunderbolts, cf. Cook 1925, Volume 2: ‘Zeus God of the
Dark Sky (Thunder and Lightning)’ passim. The epithet kataifdtov is itself attested in
Pausanias (5.14.10), as well as in some inscriptional evidence from Athens (in particular IG
II* 6964-5), dating to the period shortly after the Peace, however since all these sources
postdate Aristophanes, it cannot be stated with any certainty that the epithet was is usage in
this period, and the joke therefore may well be more to do with general characterisations of
the god than any specific cultic epithet.
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Trygaeus’ slaves ask where he is going (102-3) and why (104), he replies that he is going to
Zeus in heaven (104: 1ov AT’ €i¢ TOV ovpavdv), to ask him about his intentions for the Greeks.
The tone towards the god is however comically irreverent, undermining the seriousness of the
theomachy theme, and thereby emphasising the modulation of the tragic theomachy plot of
the Bellerophon into a more appropriately comic pbdOoc. Trygaeus’ words are initially grand
and paratragic, but the epic register of his opening line (e.g. 62: Aedyv) quickly descends into
bathos with the agricultural, and possibly even sexually euphemistic,” éxkokkicag (from
©O%®OG, pomegranate; meaning ‘to squeeze the seeds from a pomegranate’). The god is
further assimilated into the comic mode by the addition of elements from ordinary political
life which are at home in comedy but appear more incongruous in the mythic context into
which they are placed. When Trygaeus is asked by his slaves exactly how he plans to take on
the king of the gods, he suggests a legal approach, whereby if Zeus does not give him a
satisfactory explanation for his behaviour he will indict him (106: yp&yopot, a word with

technical, legalistic overtones) for treachery.

The assimilation of Zeus into a comic plot is not entirely unparalleled. Despite Zeus’
importance in tragedy, particularly but not exclusively in the plays of Aeschylus,* there
seems to have been some prohibition on presenting Zeus on the tragic stage, and he is not
attested as a dramatis persona in any play.” By contrast, while Zeus only ever features on the
peripheries of Aristophanes’ comedies,* the god appears to have been a character in at least a

small number of comic plays, and is depicted on a number of comic vases.”’” Cratinus’

33. Cf. Henderson 1991: 134

34. Cf. Lloyd-Jones 1956.

35. The possible exception to this rule is Aeschylus’ lost Psychstasia; however the evidence
for Zeus as a dramatis persona in this play is roundly dismissed by Taplin 1977: 431-3.
Easterling 1993, in her discussion of staging gods in tragedy similarly concludes (pp. 78-9)
that there was a prohibition on the presentation of Zeus on the tragic stage, despite his
appearance as a character in comedy.

36. As for example in the Birds in which it is implied that Peisetairos triumphs over, and
displaces, Zeus, but the god does not himself appear on stage.

37. Cf. Taplin 1993: 60 n. 11 for a list of comic vase paintings of Zeus.
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Nemesis seems to have portrayed Zeus in pursuit of Nemesis;™ and several plays of Middle
Comedy are likely to have featured Zeus as a character.” Nevertheless, it is important to note
that all of these comedies feature a cast of exclusively immortal characters, and do not feature
any interaction, let alone confrontation, between Zeus and a mortal hero. The relentless and
specific focus on Zeus by Trygaeus in the opening scene of the Peace however seems at first
to be setting up just such a confrontation between our hero and the king of the gods; and the
assimilation of the god into the comic mode of the play appears to place his appearance at
least within the bounds of possibility. The actual dramatisation of such a staged confrontation
between a mortal hero and the king of the gods himself would be unprecedented, and a clear
demonstration of comedy’s total freedom from the constraints and prohibitions which,

apparently, governed tragedy.*

However, as Trygaeus sets off on his beetle-mount declaring that he will go to Zeus in
heaven, despite the play clearly signalling that a confrontation with the king of the gods is
imminent, at the last moment this confrontation is neatly, and knowingly, avoided, suggesting
that, despite the play’s apparent intimations to the contrary, even comic storytelling does in
fact have its limits. When Trygaeus arrives in Olympus he quickly demands an audience with
Zeus himself (195: 10t vov kdhesov pot tov At'); but he is informed by Hermes (suitably
guarding the door, herm-like), that this will not be possible, since the gods have moved house
(196-7: 81 008& péhrelg &yyvg eivan tdv Oedv: / epoddor yap- &xbéc eiov EEmkiopévor.).

The fact that Zeus has only just yesterday (£y0éc) gone away, so that Trygaeus has literally

38. Cf. Bakola 2010: 168-73 for a discussion of this play. Bakola suggests that, in common
with the Peace, Nemesis was heavily paratragic.

39. Zeus must certainly have been a character in Philiscus’ A10g yovai; and is likely to have
featured in the AOnvag yovai by Hermippus, as well as the three attested Atovocov yovai
plays (by Polyzelus, Demetrius I, and Anaxandrides), since the god features fairly
prominently in the stories associated with these births. For a full discussion of 0e®v yovai
plays, cf. Nesselrath 1995.

40. The Birds similarly almost dramatises a confrontation between its hero and Zeus, before
ultimately evading it. Peisetairos is clearly depicted as triumphing over Zeus, but the play
avoids any actual dramatisation of this, and the victory of the hero over Zeus is instead
enacted symbolically through the figure of Basilea, who represents Zeus’ power and
dominion, and who is claimed by Peisetairos at the end of the play.
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just missed him at home, cleverly side-steps the theomachic confrontation which the play
appeared to be preparing, whilst also drawing attention to the evasion. This clever plot twist
again has its roots in the comic modulation of the play’s tragic model. In the opening of the
Bellerophon, the hero declares that there are no gods in heaven (fr. 286.1-2; for its attribution
see n. 23 above); and here in the Peace this statement of theological bleakness and despair
becomes instead an irreverent joke: there really are no gods in heaven, but only because they
got fed up with the Greeks and decided to move away and leave them to their own devices,
leaving behind only their pots and pans (202: yvtpidia kai cavidwn kdpeopeidr), and Hermes

to keep watch.

The last-minute substitution of Zeus, Trygaeus’ intended target when he took flight, for
Hermes is also an appropriately comic touch; and this adds further humour to the comic
frustration of the initial expectation of Zeus’ appearance on stage. Of the four of
Aristophanes’ extant plays in which divine figures are represented on stage (Peace, Birds,
Frogs, and Wealth), Hermes makes an appearance in all but Frogs.* Given the nature of the
god Hermes, and particularly his representation in literature, it is perhaps unsurprising that he
seems to be disproportionately represented in comparison with other divine figures.* As the
god of tricksters and trickery, Hermes often appears in poetry which is comic in tone,

including lambos.® The Homeric Hymn to Hermes is in particular notable for its light and

41. It seems that Hermes also appeared in a play by the middle comic playwright Philiscus,
which dealt with the god’s birth. However, in the period in which Philiscus was active 6e®v
yovai plays appear to have been common (Philscus himself producing seven or eight), and
mythological/theological themes seem generally to have been more common than in Old
Comedy (in which as Given 2009 has noted gods appear with relative infrequency). For the
depiction of gods in middle/4th century comedy, cf. Nesselrath 1995, Sidwell 2014: 64-5.

42. The only other god to appear more than once in our extant Aristophanic texts is Heracles
(Birds, Frogs), who seems indeed to have been something of a stock comic figure (cf. Vesp.
60 on the ‘hungry Heracles’ motif).

43. Vergados 2011: 87-98 gives an detailed overview of the depiction of Hermes as comic,
both in literature and inscriptions. To his otherwise comprehensive list of comic depictions of
Hermes in poetry, I would also add Sophocles’ satyr play Ichneutae (for which cf. Sutton
1980a: 47-54), which seems to have dramatised some of the events also told in the Homeric
Hymn.

95



comic style, in contrast to the grander tone of the hymns to other gods,* and even in epic his
appearances are often at moments of light relief.” The frequent appearance of Hermes in
Aristophanes therefore appears to interact with the persona given to the god in wider
literature, and even to cement his status as a god particularly associated with comic poetry.*
The replacement of Zeus by Hermes in the divine confrontation of the Peace therefore injects
a self-consciously comic element into the play’s theomachy myth-pattern, as Bellerophon’s
appropriately grand tragic nemesis is exchanged for an opponent more in keeping with

Trygaeus’ nature and his status as a comic hero’

Trygaeus’ second heavenly opponent is the god Polemos (‘War’) who, along with his
hapless attendant Kudoimos (‘Din of Battle’), has taken up residence on Olympus in the
absence of the other gods. The presentation of these two figures is reminiscent of epic tellings
of myth, in particular Hesiod’s Theogony, in which a series of cosmic forces are personified
as gods (e.g. Ovpavog, I'oia, Xdog, Aibnp, Qxeavdg, etc.); and the two characters’ epic
affiliations are emphasised through their overblown mock-epic language (236: i® Ppotoi
Bpotoi Bpotoi moAvtAnpoveg, 242-3: io [paciai tpig dO ot Kol Tevtdxig / kol ToAAodeKdKIC,
¢ dmoleloBe muepov, 280: ofpot TdAag, oipot ye kdt’ oipot pdia). However, Polemos is in
epic rarely personified (unlike for example Nike, who is often presented as a goddess);*

while a comic personification of Polemos (albeit not staged) has appeared already in the

44. Janko 1982: 148-9: “Its lighthearted tone, unepic vocabulary and penchant for unusual
compounds are reminiscent of the comic and satyric genres that were beginning their literary
development in this period”.

45. Vergados 2011 87-8.

46. Dobrov 2001: 3-4 even suggests that Hermes is almost as much a quintessential god of
comedy as Dionysus.

47. Vergados 2011: 93 has suggested that the depiction of Hermes in the Peace contains a
more specific allusion to the Homeric Hymn, and that Hermes’ susceptibility to Trygaeus’
bribe of a piece of meat (192: ta kpéa) plays on the depiction of Hermes in the Hymn as
especially desirous of meat (64, 287: kpew®dv épatilwv). However, it seems more likely that
the interaction is with the general association of Hermes with lighthearted, comic poetry,
rather than any more specific intertext or allusion.

48. For a discussion of the lack of personification of Polemos as a god in epic, cf. Kostuch
2011, who argues that polemos in the Iliad in particular is a power at the disposal of various
gods, and cannot therefore be presented as a god himself.

96



Acharnians (979-86), in which he is described as a problem drunk (Ach. 979: mapovikodcg)
crashing a symposium and destroying his host’s home. Here in the Peace, the comicness of
the personification of Polemos is emphasised through the scene’s slapstick (e.g. 255-6); and
by the similarly comic accompanying reification of the pestle metaphor (which appeared first
in Knights 984, again applied to Cleon), in which Polemos is literally making pottwtoc
(cheese hash) of the Greek cities, with each city represented by an ingredient associated with
it (Sicilian cheese, Attic honey, etc.). Through this combination of comic-style
personification/reification of abstraction and metaphor, with the epic-style presentation of
personified entities as gods, the play is able to insert a new god into both the pantheon, and
its mythic storyline, and in this regard to surpass its epic-mythic models. This creation of new
gods in a comic style is continued with the introduction of Peace’s attendants Opora and
Theoria. These two characters are in fact an even more typical example of comic
personification that Polemos, since they fall into the common category of mute, nude, female
representations of abstractions,” and again demonstrate the ability of comedy to invent new
gods through a combination of established mythic (personifications as gods) and comic

(female reified abstractions) norms.

After the episode with Polemos, as the scene on Olympus continues the initial

theomachic plot line is largely discarded,” along with the intertextual interactions with epic

49. The phrase ‘to make pvttwtdg of someone’ has much the same force in Greek as the
English ‘to make mincemeat of someone’; pottmtog was a dish of cheese, garlic, and honey,
made into a paste in a pestle and mortar.

50. Cf. Hall 2000 on the phenomenon of female representations of abstractions in Old
Comedy. Zweig 1992 discusses the specific use of silent, nude female characters in
Aristophanes. For further discussion of the staging of the female body in Aristophanes, cf.
Compton-Engle 2015: 28-37.

51. Ideas of theomachy arguably linger in the remaining plot of the play, since Trygaeus,
firstly in rescuing Peace and rearranging the pantheon more to his, and mankind’s, benefit;
and secondly in his disobedience to the ruling of Zeus which is entailed in this rescue, does
continue the theomachic plot to some degree. Furthermore, the hieros gamos which ends the
play arguably places Trygaeus himself among the gods in a manner similar to the marriage of
Peisetairos to Basilea in the Birds. However, following the scene with Polemos, the theme of
theomachy unarguably fades into the background; and indeed it was never foregrounded to
the same degree as in the later Birds.
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and tragedy (save a final quotation of the Bellerophon in line 722), in favour of references to
texts more similar in genre and tone to the Peace itself, in particular Aeschylus’ satyr drama
Diktyoulkoi>* Unlike the play’s previous interaction with tragedy, which is overtly
competitive and parodic, the Peace’s use of satyr drama is more incorporative, demonstrating
comedy’s ability to absorb and integrate the conventions of other genres by modulating them
according to comedy’s own norms and practices.” As a genre which specialised in the comic
retelling of traditional mythic stories, satyr drama is an apposite model for the Peace’s own
mythic narrative. However, in comparison to comedy, the narrative possibilities of satyr
drama are relatively limited; the plays take traditional mythic characters and stories, insert
satyrs into the action, and thereby derive both their plot and their humour from the collision
of the comic satyrs with the serious mythic context in which they are placed.** Furthermore,
even within this already limited framework, satyr plays appear to have featured a small
number of recurrent plot-types, which usually saw the satyrs escaping from bondage or

servitude, or otherwise from a monster or ogre.*

52. The other prominent intertext in this scene is Aristophanes’ own Acharnians, with which
Peace shares a great deal of thematic material. In this particular scene, material from
Dicaeopolis’ speech to the chorus (496-556) is reworked, beginning with Trygaeus’ own
name (revealed in line 190), which hints at Dicaeopolis’ coinage ‘trygoidia’ in the Acharnians
(500: 1o yap Sikouov 0ide Kol tpvy®dia). The scene then proceeds to rework Dicaeopolis’
explanation of the origins of the war (which here in Peace is put instead in the mouth of
Hermes), beginning with the Pericles’ hand in the war’s origins (Ach. 530, Pax. 605-7); the
Megarian decree (Ach. 532-4, Pax. 608-9) leading to the destruction of the Attic countryside;
and a particular emphasis on the cutting down of vines (4Ach. 512, Pax. 612).

53. For a discussion of Cratinus’ integration of satyr drama, cf. Bakola 2010 ch. 2. The
relatively seamless incorporation of satyr drama in Cratinus’ plays suggests that the clear
tendency in Aristophanic comedy to take a less competitive, more assimilative stance when
dealing with genres closer in status/register to comedy is not in fact a specific feature of
Aristophanic comedy, but is perhaps characteristic of Old Comedy as a whole.

54. Cf. Krumeich, Pechstein & Seidensticker 1999: 19, who suggest that “Die Satyrn sind nur
selten urspriinglicher Bestandteil der Geschichte, die das Stiick erzdhlt. Dionysische Stoffe
scheinen eher rar gewesen zu sein.” Rather, the satyrs are inserted, often as slaves or servants
of the protagonist, into mythic contexts in which they do not belong. This aspect is also
discussed by Sutton 1980a: 135.

55. Cf. Krumeich, Pechstein & Seidensticker 1999: 25-32 on the formulaic plots of satyr
drama, and their common themes and plot-motifs (such as bondage/servitude; escape from
ogres and monsters; and the rescue of maidens).
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It is to these stereotypical satyric plot motifs that Peace turns in its reworking of satyr
drama in this scene. The rescue of the goddess Peace from the cave combines two common
tropes characteristic of satyr drama, namely anodos scenes, and the rescue of a ‘damsel in
distress’.” In particular, the Peace appears to interact closely with Aeschylus’ Diktyoulkoi, in
which the chorus of satyrs rescue Danaé from the sea. As Trygaeus calls to the chorus to
come and rescue the goddess Peace from the cave in which she has been imprisoned (Pax
296-300), his words are strikingly similar to fr. 46a. 16-20 from the Diktyoulkoi, in which the
fisherman Dictys calls to ‘all you farmers and vine-workers’ (17: mavteg yempyor debte
kapumelookdeot) for help in raising his rather larger than usual catch. This close intertextual
parallel, in combination with the Peace’s replication of the stage-action of the Diktyoulkoi’s
central, and visually distinctive, ‘hauling’ scene makes the interaction with the satyric
‘rescue’ trope clear.”” In framing an anodos, already itself a trope of satyric plots, as
simultaneously a stock rescue-scene from satyr drama, the play therefore combines two
typical satyric motifs; and by focusing its interaction with the genre on such recurrent
elements, the Peace thereby draws attention to the extent to which the narratives of satyr play
are formulaic. This in turn forms a point of contrast with the Peace’s own plot, in which the
use of these motifs is considerably more innovative, firstly in the way the play combines the
usually separate motifs of anodos and rescue; and secondly in its presentation of an anodos of
the goddess Peace, which unlike the anodoi dramatised in satyr play which are always taken

from traditional mythic stories, is otherwise unattested and seems to be an invention of the

play.*®

56. Cf. 1bid 29 on ‘rescue’ plots, in which the satyrs come to the aid of a young maiden; and
56-7 on anodos scenes, which seem to be common in satyr plays at least in the first half of
the S5th century, and which are common in visual depictions of satyr drama. The specific
staging of anodos scenes is further discussed by Sutton 1975.

57. The Peace’s interaction with the Diktyoulkoi is discussed also by Ruffell 2011: 333-4.
The chorus of satyrs in Sophocles’ Ichneutai is summoned by a similar appeal to any
shepherd or farmer or charcoal-burner nearby (fr. 314 39-40), suggesting that such a call to
nearby rustics, followed by the initial entry of the satyr chorus, may have been a common
feature of satyr drama. In this case, the Peace’s interaction with the genre would be clearer
still.

58. Despite the anodos of Peace being apparently an invention of the play, the goddess’ return
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Additionally, by placing this interaction at the point of the chorus’ entry, the Peace
emphasises the difference between its own chorus and that of satyr play. The chorus of satyr
drama is of course the most heavily conventionalised aspect of the genre, and in this respect
the genre offers no scope to its poets for innovation.” The chorus in comedy, on the other
hand, appears to be subject to very few formal, or even practical (staging/costume)
limitations; the surviving evidence points to choruses of birds, beasts, centaurs, sirens,

griffins, frogs, insects,” satyrs,*

and even personifications of inanimate objects or concepts
such as demes and cities,*” as well as men and women. Although Peace’s chorus of farmers is
in fact one of the least inventive and outlandish of the Old Comic choruses, it is fitted well to

the context of the play’s narrative and ethos,”

and in this respect shows the contrast with
satyr play, in which the chorus are not able to be varied according to the demands of the
play’s narrative. Therefore, despite the lack of any overtly competitive dynamic between the
Peace and its satyric model, the play’s incorporation of formulaic elements of satyr drama

does highlight the relative lack of formal restrictions on the comic plot, and the genre’s

greater mythopoetic freedom.

does have recognisable characteristics, and in particular seems to be framed in similar terms
to the anodos of Persephone, in that the goddess and her two companions are expressly
characterised as goddesses associated with fertility, both agrarian and otherwise; and Peace’s
return ushers in the utopian plentitude celebrated in the play’s second half. Peace herself is
first addressed by Trygaeus as ‘grape-producing’ (520: & nétvia Botpuddmpe), and described
as smelling of sweet late-summer fruits (530: dndpag) and young sheep (535: npoPaticwv).
This Persephone-like characterisation of Peace would be particularly striking if Sutton 1975
is correct in suggesting that Sophocles wrote a satyr drama entitled /lambe, which may have
featured an anodos of Persephone; however both the existence of such a play, and its
supposed contents and plot, are highly uncertain.

59. On the composition and characteristics of the chorus in satyr drama, cf. Krumeich,
Pechstein & Seidensticker 1999: 17-23.

60. For a full discussion of animal choruses in Old Comedy, cf. Rothwell 2007 passim; and
for a table showing all the animal and mythological creatures known to have been depicted in
O1d Comic choruses, cf. Sifakis 1971: 76-7.

61. Cf. Bakola 2010 ch. 2 on the satyr chorus in Cratinus’ Dionysalexandros; and for a list of
play containing mythological choruses, including satyrs, cf. Rothwell 2007: 91-2.

62. Cf. Storey 2003: 124-9 on the chorus of Eupolis’ Demes; and 217-21 on the chorus in
Poleis.

63. On the Panhellenism of the Peace, to which the chorus is key, cf. Moulton 1981: 100
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The Peace’s mythic narrative is therefore a grand act of reformulation. Elements from a
variety of sources, both literary and mythic, are recombined and adapted to the comic
context, in order to create a new mythic storyline on the basis of existing narrative elements.
Comedy’s freedom to innovate within a mythic framework, and to invent new stories, is
throughout the opening of the play contrasted with the more limited kinds of narrative
innovation practised by other genres, and particularly comedy’s two rival dramatic genres,
tragedy and satyr play. The play’s relationship with tragedy is more overtly competitive than
its use of other genes, and particularly of genres closer in register to Comedy itself, such as
satyr play; and the metamorphosis of Euripides’ elegant Pegasus into a stinking dung beetle,
as well as the replacement of Bellerophon’s grand destroyer, Zeus, with the comically
appropriate  Hermes serves to emphasise the parodic stance taken towards ‘serious’
storytelling in the play. The use of satyr play is in comparison more incorporative, and never
veers into outright parody. However, the incorporation is not entirely un-contrastive, and the
use of stereotypical and formulaic elements of satyr drama serves to emphasise comedy’s
relative formal and narrative freedom. Comedy’s freedom is, however, not absolute. Not only
is its mythic narrative bound in its re-use of other elements by the “culture of re-telling”
identified by Lowe (2000: 269); but the ‘will-they-won’t-they’ game played with the
audience with regard to the dramatisation of Trygaeus’ conflict with Zeus (which despite
being set up throughout the opening of the play is eventually sidestepped) shows that Old

Comedy does appear, like tragedy, have some restrictions on what it can and cannot show.

Tragedy vs. Comedy; Failure vs. Success

The competitive relationship with tragedy in the Peace is not limited to the contrast between
tragedy as a genre which retells existing myths, and comedy as a genre free to invent new
ones. The play is also interested in the differences between the kinds of stories the two genres
tell. In its engagement with the Bellerophon, Peace repeatedly represents tragic pudfog as
being characterised by failure and misery; while comedy is in comparison presented as a

genre of success and celebration.

While Most (2000) has argued that the application of the term ‘tragic’ to sad, desperate,

101



or pitiable events is a purely modern phenomenon, Aristotle Poetics 1453a would appear to
contradict the argument that contemporary Greeks had no idea of ‘tragicness’ pertaining to
unhappy events. Aristotle’s discussion of tragedy is not of course fully or straightforwardly
representative of either the genre itself, or the ancient idea of what constituted tragedy and
tragicness; however, it is likely to reflect elements of contemporary discourse. Furthermore,
although Aristotle deals largely in generalisations to which exceptions can inevitably be
found, the level of generalisation in Aristotle is similar to that found in comedy’s own inter-
generic discourse, which likewise operates on the basis of plausible generalities when dealing
with the distinctions between genres. Aristotle suggests that the best tragedies are those
which arouse pity or fear in their audience (1453a5-6: &keoc pev mepi tov ava&lov, eoPog o
nepl TOv dpotov); and argues that in the plot of a good tragedy, events must not progress from
misfortune to fortune, but rather the opposite (1453a13-15: petafdirev ovk &ig edtvyiov €k
dvotuyilog GAAd tovvavtiov € edtuyiog €ig dvotuyiav). Aristotle further insists that it is
preferable that the turn of events from fortune to misfortune should be driven not by the
inherent villainy of the character, but rather by some mistake (1453a15-16: un 610 poyOnpiav
GaALO O apaptiov peydAny), since this is more pitiable; and he lists the stories of Oedipus,
Orestes, and Thyestes as good examples of typically tragic progression from good to bad
fortune, since these characters either did or suffered terrible things (1453a22: mwabeiv deva iy
noujoat). On these grounds, Aristotle suggests that Euripides, despite his flaws, is the “most
tragic” of the poets (1453a28-30: 6 Edpwnidng, &i xai to dAAo pr €0 oikovopel, dAld
TPOYIK®OTOTOS YE OV moutdv @oiveton). Furthermore, Aristotle suggests that for a
traditionally unhappy story to be given instead a happy ending is characteristic not of tragedy,
but of comedy:*

g€otv 8¢ ovy adtn and Tpaymdiag 1oovn AAAL LaALOV THG Koumdiag oikela: kel yap ol
v &yOiotol ooty &v 1@ Wb, otov ‘Opéotng kol Alyishog, pilot yevopevol &mi tedevTiig
€EEpyovtat, Kol dmobviokel ovdeic KT’ OVOEVOG.

64. Aristotle here gives the Odyssey as such an example of a happy ending, since the good
characters, he suggests, are given good endings, and the bad characters bad ones (1453a32-3:
tehevT®doa £ Evavtioctoig Pedtioot kal yeipoowv); and he states that such an ending as this is
inappropriate in tragedy.
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Yet this is not the pleasure to expect from tragedy, but is more appropriate to comedy,
where those who are the deadliest of enemies in the plot, such as Orestes and

Aegisthus, exit at the end as new friends, and no one dies at anyone’s hands. (trans.
Halliwell)

(Aristotle Poetics 1453a35-9)
Aristotle further suggests that, while a tragedian should make skilful and inventive use of the
tradition (1453b25-6: avtov 8¢ gbpiokev O€l Kol Toig Tapadedopévolg ypiodat kaAdg), he is
not at liberty to disrupt it to the extent that, for example, Clytemnestra is not killed by
Orestes.” The worst alterations of traditional stories are those that contain no terrible event or
suffering, since according to Aristotle such a story is no longer tragic (1435b38-9: 16 t€ yap

Hopov €yet, Kol 00 Tpaykov: Amabeg yap).

Peace’s fundamental alteration of its narrative model is precisely that which Aristotle
suggests is unsuitable for tragedy, in that instead of being thrown to his death like
Bellerophon, Trygaeus succeeds in scaling Olympus and challenging the gods; and a
traditional ending of suffering and misfortune is thereby replaced with success and happiness.
Such an ability to write a theomachy-style myth in which the mortal hero, instead of being
punished for his hybris, actually manages not only to reach the gods, but even to rearrange
affairs on Olympus more to his (and mankind’s) advantage, is definitively comic. While it is
clear that tragedy might (and Euripides certainly did) alter myths from their traditional forms,
a tragedian does not have the same freedom to change the ending of a myth from total failure
to total success for the hero. Throughout the opening of Peace, Euripides’ Bellerophon is

characterised as primarily a story of failure; and Trygaeus’ status as a specifically comic hero

65. This passage is discussed by Sommerstein 2005: 167-8. Sommerstein notes that such an
innovation as abolishing the death of Clytemnestra at the hands of her son is in fact a
possibility in tragedy; but suggests that despite this there is still some fundamental truth in
Aristotle’s statement that tragic innovation was bound by at least the framework of traditional
stories. While Aristotle’s observations about tragedy are of course not always strictly true,
they do suggest that contemporary thinkers perceived there to be a fundamental difference
between tragic and comic stories, particularly with regards to happy vs. sad endings; and that
therefore the contrast between tragic failure and comic success in Peace is built on
contemporary ideas about what was generally true of the two genres, even if in practice there
are inevitably examples which contradict such generalisations.
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in a specifically comic myth is presented as the key to his ability to succeed where his tragic

model failed.

Trygaeus’ initial appearance on the back of the beetle provokes great alarm among his
household and in particular his daughter, whose warning to her father that he may fall and
become lame, thereby providing Euripides with a new idea for a tragedy, relies on the stock
characterisation (discussed above) of Euripides in Aristophanes as a creator of lame
characters. The particular emphasis of the joke however differs here from its incarnation in
the Acharnians (426-7), in which the accusation is that Euripides has a preference for
presenting the stories of traditionally wretched characters such as Bellerophon and Telephus
in his plays; here instead, the joke is that Trygaeus, should he fail to achieve his goal and fall

to earth, would himself become a tragedy fit for Euripides:

EKETVO TNPEL, ) COOAEIS KATAPPLTIS
gvtedev, sita yoAdg dv Evpuridn
Adyov mapaoyng Kol Tpary@dio yév.

Watch out for one thing, that you don’t slip off and drop from up
there, and then be lamed and provide Euripides with a plot and get
turned into a tragedy.

(Pax. 146-8)
In this way, narratives of failure and misfortune (such as a hero attempting a great deed, but
failing and becoming crippled in the process) are characterised as inherently tragic; and
tragedy itself is presented as a hobbled (ywAo0g) genre. This is particularly emphasised by the
fact that, unlike in the previous lines where the adjectival form tpaywdtepog is used (Pax
36), here the suggestion is not that Trygaeus would become tragic-like, but would actually
turn into a tragedy itself (tpaywdia yévn) were he to fail in his mission.

This characterisation of tragedy as a genre of failure is accompanied by the suggestion
that it is Trygaeus’ specifically comic attributes which allow him to transform a narrative of
failure into one of success. In response to his daughter’s fears that he might, like Bellerophon,
fall from the skies as he attempts to fly to heaven, Trygaeus responds in typically comic

fashion:
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gnitndeg elyov TG0V, ® ypYcouaL-
10 0¢ mhotov ot Na&tovpyng kdvOapoc.

I brought for that very purpose an oar, which I will use; and my vessel will be
a beetle-boat, made in Naxos.

(Pax 142-3)
The word mnddiov (‘oar’) is described by Henderson (1991: 123) as having “a phallic
meaning as early as Theognis”, and indeed an oar appears in a similar, if more direct,
euphemism in Plato Comicus,* and rowing as a sexual euphemism in the Ecclesiazusae.” We
can therefore assume with reasonable certainty that in this context the mmddiiov which
Trygaeus indicates is his comic phallus; and that it is therefore precisely this generic marker
of comedy which will enable Trygaeus to avoid the fate of a tragic hero. Similarly, when
further pressed by his daughter about how he might avoid death by drowning, Trygaeus
replies that his beetle (kévBapoc) can become a Naxian light-boat (kévBapoc; the pun is
clarified by the description Na&iovpyrg), therefore providing him with a boat (mioiov) from
which to use his oar. Comedy’s ability to use wordplay, through which one object can be
instantly transformed into another by a pun, thereby provides the hero with an additional

escape-route should he need it.

Although the characterisation of tragedy as a genre of failure and wretchedness in
comparison to comedy’s celebration of success and happiness is most overt in the
reformulation of Bellerophon’s flight, an antagonistic attitude towards tragedy and tragicness
is also more broadly embedded in the play. Given the climate of optimism which must have
prevailed in 421, Aristophanes’ choice of parodic targets is significant. In addition to the
extensive parody of the Bellerophon, Peace quotes directly from the Stheneboea and Aeolus.

The Bellerophon and Stheneboea in particular (which appear to be of a piece not only in their

66. fr. 3.4 PCG: 1 pev éhavvopévn Aabpioig Epetpoic, 6 &’ Elatvov

67. 6 yap aviyp ® @IATaT, / Todopiviog Yap €6ty @ Edvel’ &yd, / Ty viyd' dAnv fravvé p
&V 101¢ oTpdpacLY, / GoT’ Aptt TovTti Boipdtiov avtod "Aafov. (Ec. 37-40) The verb éradvo is
often used in a nautical context, most commonly with the meaning ‘sailing’. However given
the Salaminian reputation for oarsmanship, ‘rowing’ can be preferred as the translation here
(as in the fragment of Plato n. 64 above), which also seems a more appropriately vigorous
image in the context.
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mythic material, which is drawn from the same cycle of stories, but also in their philosophical
stance) are notably (albeit not uniquely) bleak in their outlook. The prologues (in each case
spoken by Bellerophon)® both reject the idea that any man, whether rich or poor, can be truly
fortunate, but argue that all are wretched in their own way:

00K 0TIV 60TIG TAVT’ AVI)P EDSAUUOVET:
1| Yap Te@LKOS 600G 0Ok Exel Biov,
1 dvayevig WV TAovGiav dpol TAGKA.

There is no man who is completely fortunate: either he is well-born but lacks a
living, or he is of low birth but ploughs rich acres. (trans. Collard, Cropp & Lee)

(E. Sth. fr. 661 TrGF: 1-4)®

€Y® TO pev dn mavtayod OpvAovduevov
KpdTioTov eivan enui pum edvar Bpotd-
TPLGGMV 0& POIPGV EYKPIVA VIKAV pioy,
TAOUTOV TE YOT® GTEPO YEVVOIOV TPOOT)
meviag T’ aplOuov yap T066voE TpovdEuny.
0 pév LamAovtog, €ig Yévog &’ 00K €DTVYNG,
AAYET HEV AAYET, ToyKAA®S 6 AAydveTaL
OAPov dotywv BdAapov fidiotov yepi.

EEm 0¢ Paivav ToddE TOV TAPOg YPOVOV
TAovTdV VI’ dtng Ledylav AoyOAAEL TEGHOV.
00T1g 0€ YaDpOV GIEPUA YEVVOIOV T YV
Biov omavilel, T@ yével P&V eVTLYET,

nevig &’ EMdoowv €otiv, &v &’ dAyvveTal
QpovaV, DT 0idodg O’ Epy’ dmmBeTTo xep@dV.

I myself say —in fact it’s a common refrain everywhere— that it’s best for a man
not to have been born. He has three estates, of which I shall be judging one
superior; and they are wealth, noble blood, and poverty: that’s the complete count
I put forward. The very wealthy man, but without the fortune of birth, is
miserable, yes, miserable — but it is a splendid misery when his hand opens up
his treasure-house for his delight; yet when he goes outside it, despite his wealth
during the time before, he falls under folly’s yoke and suffers hard. Then, the man

68. Although the attribution of fr. 661 is less secure; cf. Collard, Cropp, & Lee 1995: 86 for a
brief discussion of the evidence. Fr. 661 is however attributed to Bellerophon by Kannicht in
TrGF. Fr. 268 is universally attributed to Bellerophon, with the exception of Dixon (whose
reconstruction diverges from the scholarly consensus in almost every respect. See n. 23 for a
full discussion of Dixon’s suggestions).

69. cf. Ran. 1216-19. The prologue was presumably well known, and is quoted without being
named.
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with proud and noble blood who lacks a living, has the fortune of his birth but
poverty makes him inferior, his thoughts inside are misery, and shame makes him
reject manual work. (trans. Collard, Cropp & Lee)

(E. Bell. fr. 285 TrGF: 1-14)

The prologue of the Bellerophon goes even further, as the hero suggests that not only are the
lives of both rich and poor men blighted with misery, but that it is in fact better never to have
experienced good things at all (18: obtwg dpiotov un menepdcbor KaAdv), since this only

makes inevitable suffering and misery more difficult to bear.

Bellerophon’s striking rejection of good things (kaAd) stands in stark contrast to the ethos
of comedy, whose celebration and pursuit of the good things in life is a defining aspect of the
genre, and one which dominates the second half of Peace. Plays celebrating agricultural and
festive abundance were common, with the characters returning to a state of utopian, golden
age plenty in which food, wine, and sex are available automatically and without limit.”” While
the element of automatism often found in utopian comedies does not feature strongly in
Peace,”" the play celebrates the advent of the good things/blessings (dya6d) which are
enjoyed by the hero and his community as a result of the peace. Throughout the play,
Trygaeus and the chorus declare the arrival and enjoyment of dya0d. They pray for dya6d
before they rescue the goddess Peace (453: fuiv 8’ dyaBa yévorr’. i moumv, in); the
community is offered a share in the benefits of dyafd (888: oxéyacO’ 66’ VUiV dyabd
napad®cm eépmv); the chorus praise god for changing things in favour of dyafd (945-6: vov
yop Saipmv eavepdgc / g dyada petaPifaler); other characters praise Trygaeus for bringing

the dyaOd of peace (1198-9: & ¢iltar’, @ Tpuyoi’, 8c” Mudg téyadd / dédpaxag eipyvnv

70. On utopian abundance and the pursuit of dayafd in comedy, cf. Wilkins 2000 ch. 3; The
political aspects of comic utopianism are additionally discussed by Ruffell 2014.

71. Cf. Ruffell 2000 for a discussion of automatism as an important category of Old Comic
utopias. Wilkins 2000: 129 argues that the theme of automation does feature in Peace to some
degree, since in lines 1313-14 flat cakes are described as wandering about (mAavopévoig);
however, this is significantly less emphatic than the suggestion of automation found in
Acharnians (976: avtopoto wavt' ayabd T®oE ye mopiletar), in which the theme is still less
prominent than in other utopia plays such as Cratinus’ Ploutoi, Telekleides’ Amphictuones,
and Crates’ Theria. However, the hieros gamos between Opora (‘Harvest Time’) and
Trygaeus (‘“Wine-lees”) which concludes the Peace strongly suggests the beginning of a new
agrarian Golden Age.
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nomooag); the play ends with a final celebration of dyafd& as Trygaeus prays that the
community may get back the good things they had previously lost (1326-7: tdyafd mév0’ 66’
anoréoapev /cvAléEacOot Taay €€ apyig); and the play closes with a final hymn to the

dya0d now enjoyed by the hero (1334-5: @ tpic pékap ¢ dikoi- /og Téyadd viv Exeic).

The Peace’s celebration of the good life is not (unlike in Acharnians) confined to the
hero, but is also the theme of the chorus, who state that Trygaeus’ actions are good not only
for him, but for everyone (911: dmoowv),” and the second parabasis contains an extended
hymn to the pleasures of the countryside and of rural life (1127-1171). Attica 1s described as
verdant and flourishing; rain falls gently on the recently sown fields (1140-1); grapes and
wild figs ripen on the vine (1161-5); the farmers enjoy all the abundant offerings of the
countryside: roast chickpeas (1136: kdavOpakilwv tovpefiviov), beans (1144: poacnimv)
thrushes and finches (1149: v kiyAnv kai t@ omivw), beestings (1150: wvdg), hare (1150:
Aay®da), myrtle-berries (1154: poppivag), and thyme (1169: Bopov), and they grow fat on the
offerings of the summer (1170-1: xdta yiyvopor moyde / Tnvikedto o 0épovg). As Moulton
(1981: 95-8) has observed, the chorus’ description of country life appears to take in all the
seasons, from the autumnal pleasures of roasting acorns over the fire, through to springtime
with rain and the first milk of birthing animals, and the chirruping cicadas of the summer,

thereby building a picture of year-round, limitless plenty.

72. This communality is not exclusive to Peace; in Lysistrata and Ecclesiazusae (and to a
lesser extent also in Wealth), for example, the protagonists achieve benefits not only for
themselves, but for the city as a whole. However, this aspect of communality is at its most
emphatic in Peace, whose hero is considerably more altruistic than the vast majority of
Aristophanes’ protagonists, who are often highly individualistic and very little concerned
with their community as a whole (Cf. Whitman 1964: ch. 3, Sutton 1980b: ch. 2). In
particular, the Acharnians, with like Peace celebrates the advent of dyafd (as discussed
below), is considerably less communal in its outlook, since the dya6d of the play are granted
to the hero Dicaeopolis alone (976: avtopata névt dyadd t@)d€ ye mopiletar), and he refuses
throughout the play to share his good fortune with members of the wider community. The
characterisation of comedy as a genre of communal celebration and shared plenty is therefore
to a degree specious, since this aspect is in fact unusually emphatic in Peace, which in this
regard is not characteristic of the genre as a whole.
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The description in the Peace of the landscape outside of the city as a place of joyful
abundance stands in stark contrast to the non-urban space hinted at in the Bellerophon myth.
In the Iliad Bellerophon is described wandering (6.201: dAdto) in the wilderness of the
Aelian plain, shunning the path of other men (6.202: ndtov avOpodnwv drecivov), and this
episode appears to directly precede the flight to heaven which is the climax of Euripides’
play. Unless Euripides departed significantly from the established myth,” the Bellerophon
must therefore have depicted the hero in the Aelian plain either before or after (or possibly
even both before and after) his fall from Pegasus.” The depiction of non-urban space as wild,
eremetic or hostile is a common theme in tragedy, and of extant plays features most
prominently in (pseudo) Aeschylus’ Prometheus Bound, Sophocles’ Philoctetes, and Ajax (as
well as to some extent Antigone), and Euripides’ Trojan Women and Bacchae. Rush Rehm’s
2002 book The Play of Space discusses in detail the importance of eremetic space in tragedy,
in particular four plays (Antigone, Philoctetes, Ajax, and Prometheus Bound) which use
eremetic space as their dramatic setting either in part or in whole, and argues that spaces
described as &pfjpog are characterised as wild, desolate, and frightening; and D. M. Carter has
argued in a 2006 chapter entitled ‘At Home, Round Here, Out There: The City and Tragic
Space’ that space outside the city is frequently in tragedy a place of trouble, and that the
presentation of city space as a place of safety in contrast to a wild and frightening ‘out there’
space is “a characteristic structure” (161) of Greek tragedy.

Given firstly the tendency of tragedy to characterise non-urban space in this way; and
secondly the centrality of eremetic, wild space to the portion of the Bellerophon myth told in
Euripides’ play, it seems highly probable that the Bellerophon was at least in part set in an

eremetic space akin to those found in other plays with non-urban settings. Indeed, when

73. This has been suggested by Dixon 2014, in opposition to the majority of scholarship
which is largely in agreement that the play depicted Bellerophon’s wandering, flight, and fall.
Dixon suggests instead that the play featured Stheneboea, and took place in Lycia at the
palace of king lobates.

74. Di Gregorio (1983) argues that the play began with Bellerophon wandering on the Aelian
plain; and Dobrov (2001: 95) similarly suggests that the entirety of the play was set on the
Aelian plain, and that it opened with Bellerophon’s wanderings; Collard, Cropp, & Lee
(1995: 99-100) however suggest that the wandering could have taken place either before or
after the fall from Pegasus. However all three are in agreement that Bellerophon’s wandering
in the wilderness was featured in the play.
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Trygaeus first sets out on his beetle, the slave warns that such desertion may be the result of
his venture, when he tells the children that in flying to heaven their father will leave them
gpruovg (112-3: @ mondi’, 6 matip dmoAmav dmépyetol / VUGS EPYHOVS EiG TOV OVPAVOV
MaBpq). However, as we have seen, far from leaving his children épnpovg, quite the opposite
state of affairs results from Trygaeus’ flight, which ushers in a state of verdant plenty for his
family and community. If the Bellerophon was indeed, as seems likely, a play whose setting
emphasised eremetic space, Peace’s depiction of non-urban space as idyllic, verdant, and a
refuge from the troubles of the city is potentially another way in which the play sets up a
contrast between the ethos of tragedy, characterised by failure, and that of comedy,
characterised by success and celebration. Not only the heroes Bellerophon and Trygaeus, one
a success and the other a failure, one who spurns life’s pleasures and the other who celebrates
the advent of dya6d; but even the landscape in which their stories are enacted, one bleak and
the other joyful, one empty and the other bursting with life, become part of the distinction

between the tragic and comic worlds.

The celebration of dyaBd and of pastoral plenty found in the Peace replicates the earlier,
albeit less extended, use of this comic theme in the Acharnians, in which the re-opening of
trade allows Dicaeopolis to access the good things available in peacetime (873: 6c’ éotiv
ayaBd Bowwtoig amAdg), and the chorus describe good things coming of their own accord to
the hero (976: avtopata wavt' ayadd o€ ye mopileton). The fact that the theme in Peace
recalls its appearance Acharnians serves to reinforce the idea that good things and the good
life are the stuff of comedy, and that comedy’s ethos stands in stark contrast to that of Peace’s
most prominent tragic models, Bellerophon and Stheneboea, which both emphasise the idea
that good things are at best fleeting, and that life is fundamentally bleak and full of suffering.
The repetition of the theme of dya0d from the Acharnians however also highlights the very
different stances towards tragedy in the two plays. The climax of the earlier play’s paratragic
sequence, in which Dicaeopolis addresses the chorus disguised as Euripides’ Telephus, begins
as follows:

un pot Bovnont’, Gvopeg ol Bedpevor,
el Yo OV &nert’ v ABnvaiolg Adysv
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HEAL® TTepl THS TOAEMG, TPLYMOIOY TOLDV.
70 yap Sikatov 0ide kai puydia.

Do not be indignant with me, members of the audience, if, though a beggar, [
speak before the Athenians about public affairs in a comedy. Even comedy is
acquainted with justice.

(Ach. 496-500)
In this passage (which directly proceeds the passage reworked in Hermes’ explanation of the
war, for which see n. 51 above; this specific passage of the Acharnians is therefore a
prominently foregrounded intertext in the play), Dicaeopolis attempts to elide the differences
between tragedy and comedy, and to suggest that comedy should take its place alongside
tragedy as a genre central to the political life of the city. In Peace however, it is not the
similarities but the differences between tragedy and comedy which are emphasised, as
tragedy is presented as a genre characterised by the failure of its characters to achieve their
aims; and this is in turn linked to tragedy’s more limited ability to innovate in its use of
mythic material, in contrast to comedy’s freedom, as in Peace, to turn tragic/mythic models

of failure and suffering into stories of success and the advent of dya0d.

It is not only Bellerophon’s rejection of good things in the prologue which is in turn
rejected in Peace’s celebration of dya0d; the bleak, atheistic sentiments of the Bellerophon’s
opening are also given a comic twist in Peace. The so-called atheistic fragment is attributed
by almost all commentators to Bellerophon, and appears to come from an early part of the
play, most probably the prologue;” and it contains a strong denial of the existence of the
gods:

onotv Tig etvon 3fjT’ &v ovpavd Beovg;
oVK &ictv, ovk €l0’, €1 TIg AvBpdTTOV BENEL
U1 T moAod udpog v ypficdot Adyw.

Does someone say there are indeed gods in heaven? There are not, there are

not, if a man is willing not to rely foolishly on the antiquated reasoning. (trans.
Collard, Cropp & Lee)

(E. Bell. 286 TrGF: 1-3)

75. Again, only Dixon differs from other commentators here; see n. 23 above for a discussion
of Dixon’s unusual reconstruction of the play.
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In a typically literalistic comic move (i.e. the transformation of the idea “there are no gods in
heaven” from meaning that there are no gods in existence, to meaning that they have simply
gone on holiday), the Peace turns Bellerophon’s atheistic melancholy into a joke; and instead
of being thwarted by an angry Zeus, Trygaeus finds heaven is unoccupied. While of course in
Euripides, Bellerophon’s belief that the gods, and therefore any form of divine justice, are
absent from the universe is a cause of despair, for a comic hero the gods’ absence is nothing
but an opportunity. That this theme of divine absence in Peace, taken from its tragic model, is
so central to the comic hero’s success, again shows the importance of rewriting myth both to
comedy, and to the success of Peace’s hero. Indeed it is the absence of (most of) the gods
which creates the power vacuum which allows Trygaeus to rescue Peace and thereby
rearrange the world more to his advantage behind the Olympians’ backs; and therefore what
was in tragedy a cause of misery and failure for the hero becomes in comedy, through a

reformulation of the mythic model, the very cause of Trygaeus’ success.

Conclusions

Peace’s anti-tragic stance is not limited to its overtly parodic reformulation of Pegasus-as-
beetle; but rather the refutation of tragedy and the tragic is built deep into the structure of the
plot. The play’s relationship with tragedy is primarily characterised through the
transformation of a model of tragic failure into a story of comic success; and the ability of
comedy, and its heroes, to succeed is thereby linked to its very ability to transform and
reformulate its mythic models, and to its relative narrative freedom in comparison with
tragedy. That Euripides was of all the tragedians arguably the most innovative in his use of
myth makes the use of specifically Euripidean tragedy in the Peace’s contrast of tragic and
comic myth significant, since it is precisely in the period when tragedy most appears to be
taking on the narrative freedom of comedy that it becomes necessary to reclaim mythic
innovation as the property of comedy alone. By choosing tragic models whose heroes are so
strikingly bleak in their outlook, the transformation of these models into a comic story of
celebration becomes not only a transformation of tragic narrative, but also a refutation of the
tragic ethos. As emphatically as Trygaeus’ model, Bellerophon, rejected life’s pleasures,

Trygaeus and the Peace celebrates them. In the immediate aftermath of the peace in 421,
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Peace therefore presents comedy as a fitting genre in which to celebrate the dyafé which

must now come to Athens, as surely as they come to Trygaeus.

Birds
The Birds’ interest in myth-making and the invention of new narratives is, if anything, even
more overt than that of the Peace. Like the earlier play, Birds uses the end of an existing

276

tragic/mythic story as the launch-pad for a new flight of fancy. The hero Peisetairos’™ ability
to erect new mythic narratives on the scaffolding of old is key to his success as he re-writes
the origins of the universe to place the birds at its centre; and the plot as a whole
encompasses a series of mythic traditions, as ideas of theogony, theomachy, and city-
founding are combined with the more specific (though by no means fixed) narrative of the
Tereus-myth, in order to create a new story which is at once entirely new, and strangely
familiar. Moreover, Peisetairos’ modulation of myth is even more successful than his
predecessor’s in the Peace. While Trygaeus succeeds in ascending the heavens where his
tragic model failed, and is able to rearrange affairs on Olympus more to his, and mankind’s,
benefit, any real conflict with Zeus himself is deftly avoided. Peisetairos by contrast embarks
on a holy war in which he finally displaces the (still un-staged) king of the gods at the head of
the Olympian hierarchy. This chapter will investigate how the play’s new myths are first
invented; before examining how, in contrast to the Peace, which steadfastly rejects the
negative elements of its tragic model, Birds incorporates the more disturbing aspects of the
myths it draws on into its own fictional world, which is resultantly considerably darker and
less celebratory than the Peace. The final section will consider the Birds’ creation of the

fictional bird-city on stage, and suggest that the play interrogates the gap between what can

be imagined, and what can feasibly be represented, in comedy.

Myth-Making in the Birds

76. 1 follow Dunbar’s spelling ‘Peisetairos’ throughout. There is some confusion in the
manuscript tradition about the exact form of the hero’s name (for which cf. Dunbar 1995:
128-9). However, it is clear that it is some combination of the verb meifw and the noun
£T00poG.
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The plot of the Birds is in some ways the most ambitious (and indeed, at over 1700 lines, it is
certainly the longest) of all of Aristophanes’ plays. The hero Peisetairos escapes upwards
from Athens towards the heavens, and his transformation from disaffected citizen to tyrant,
and finally to god is a feat of hybris unsurpassed by any other Aristophanic hero.
Additionally, the play is the most eclectically intertextual of all of Aristophanes’ extant
works, drawing on a variety of literary and non-literary sources to create a mythic patchwork
which is at once new, when taken in its entirety, but also completely derivative, since no
individual element in the patchwork is fully without precedent or source. Like the Peace, the
plot is formed through the modulation and transformation of traditional myth, which is in turn
combined with comedy’s own generic conventions. The first of these conventions of comic
plotting occurs at the very start of the play, as the play takes its initial impetus from a grand
act of literalisation (similar to the Peace’s literalisation of ‘there are no gods in heaven’,
discussed above). The phase ‘going to the crows’ (éc wkopaxag) appears frequently in
Aristophanes,’”” and is roughly equivalent to the English ‘going to hell’ which can similarly be
used either as an exhortation to others, or as a description of a less-than-ideal state of affairs;
and the opening of Birds finds the hero and his companion going literally é¢ kopaxac,
following a raven and a crow who seem to be leading them into the wilderness and towards

the birds.

Once this literalistic comic turn has set the plot in motion, Peisetairos’ grand plan begins
to take shape, structured on the basis of two overlapping mythic models, firstly the Tereus-
myth, which provides Peisetairos with his initial idea (46-8), and to which this chapter will
return in its second section; and secondly a pseudo-Hesiodic cosmology in which traditional
narrative patterns of theogony and theomachy are used as the basis of Peisetairos’ re-

invention of the traditional mythic history of the world, as well as his grand plan to take on

77.477, 601 PCG, Ach. 864, 892, Eq. 1314, Nub. 123, 133, 646, 789, 871, Vesp. 51, 458,
835, 852, 982, Pax 19, 117, 500, 1221, Av. 28, 889, 990, Ran. 187, 189, 607, Plut. 394, 604,
782. 1t is interesting to note such a high concentration of the phase in Clouds and Peace, both
plays which explore the theme of flight in one way or another. The similarly high frequency
of use in Wasps is probably explained by the prevalence of animal-imagery in that play, as
discussed in ch. 1.
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the gods with the birds as his allies. This strategy of plot creation, whereby new myths are
created on the scaffolding of existing ones, both engages with the comic discourse of novelty
and the genre’s unique power to compose new mythic structures (what Lowe 2000: 161-2 has
called ‘unretold stories’, and Dobrov 1997: 99 a hapax dromenon), whilst simultaneously
failing to fully disengage from the ‘culture of retelling’ identified by Lowe (2000: 269) as

fundamental to storytelling both comic and otherwise in this period.

The primary intertextual model for the Birds is, perhaps inevitably in a play which takes
the creation of creation-myths as a central theme, Hesiod’s Theogony. The primarily Hesiodic
foundation of Peisetairos’ new creation-myth is introduced early in the hero’s interaction with
the chorus, when the hero inserts the birds at the head of the accepted Hesiodic genealogy in
which Earth and Heaven bear the Titans and Chronos, father of Zeus (Theog. 116-175):

<Ile> oVT®MG VUDV VTLEPALYD,

oitwveg dvteg TpoOTEPOV PUGIATIG—
<Xo> NUETS PactAfig; Tivog;
<Ile> VUETS

Thvtev 0ndc’ EoTly, LoD TPATOV, TOLOL, Kol ToD A10g adTOD,
apyardtepot Tpotepoi 1 Kpodvov kai Titdvov €yévecbe,
kai ['fc.

Pei: So grieved am I for your sake, who once upon a time were kings —

Ch: Us kings? What of?

Pei: Yes, you, kings over everything that exists, over me here to begin with,
and over Zeus himself; you who are senior in birth and antiquity to
Chronos and the Titans and to Earth!

(Av. 466-70)
Despite the clear basis of this genealogy in the Theogony, Peisetairos’ myth-telling is
innovative in two ways. Firstly, and most obviously, the hero has inserted the birds at the very
beginning (apyoodtepor) of this genealogy, before Zeus and Chronos and even the Earth came
into being, so that they become the first inhabitants of the void which preceded creation. This
is a complete act of fiction, unprecedented in the Hesiodic source material, or indeed any
other existing Greek cosmology; however, other than this insertion, the content of the
Hesiodic material is left largely intact, and is therefore easily recognisable. In addition to this

newly fictional addition, the perspective from which this pseudo-Hesiodic genealogy is told
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is altered: while the Theogony progresses chronologically from Chaos, forwards through
Earth and the Titans, to the ‘present day’ Olympian gods, Peisetairos works backwards from
the current king of heaven to the beginnings of the world with Earth, mentioning first Zeus
(tod A1), then Chronos and the Titans, and Ge only last (te Kpovov kai Titdvov €yévecbe, /
kai I'fg). By inverting the Hesiodic narrative order, but maintaining (with the exception of
the addition of the birds) the order of succession found in the Theogony, Peisetairos is able to
put his own spin on existing material, which is accordingly viewed from the perspective of
his own present, rather than beginning in the distant past. This use of Hesiod, through which
innovation interacts with intertextuality, allows the play to create new myths which still
preserve their source material intact enough to be recognisable to the audience, and thereby

places the play’s fictional inventions within an existing mythic framework.

No sooner has Peisetairos located his myth-making in the Hesiodic tradition, he begins to
introduce Aesopic elements into the story. When the birds express surprise at their newfound
place at the head of the traditional Hesiodic genealogy, Peisetairos says that they would have
known this if only they had studied their Aesop (471: apadng yap €pug KOO TOALVTPAYU®V,
o000’ Ailcwmov mematnkag). As Chapter One discussed, the use of Aesopic material is a
recurrent feature in Aristophanes’ plays (e.g. Wasps, Peace); and as in Peace it is here
juxtaposed with more ostensibly ‘serious’ epic/mythic material, thereby inserting an
explicitly ‘low’ element into the play’s mythic structure. However, unlike previous usages of
Aesop in Aristophanes, which have always utilised fables attested in other sources and which
were therefore presumably traditional and widely known, the Aesopic story here appears to
be entirely the invention of the increasingly unscrupulous hero:

0¢ Epaoke ALYV KOPLOOV TAVT®V TPMOTNV dpvida yevéchal,
TpoTEPAV TG VNS, KATELTA VOG® TOV TATEP” ODTHG AmoBviiokev:
Yiiv 8’ odk givo, TOV 8¢ TpoksicOar mepntaiov: v 8’ dmopodoay
VT aunyoviog TOV Tatép’ avTic €V T KEQUAT KaTtopvEaL.

He said in his tale that the Lark was born first of all the birds, before the Earth
came to be. Then her father fell sick and died; there was no earth, he’d been
lying unburied for four days, she had no idea what to do, and finally in
desperation she buried her father in her own head.
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(Av. 472-5)
This story of the lark is not attested elsewhere, either as Aesopic or otherwise, nor is it
identified in the scholia as Aesopic in origin. Rather, the element of animal fable seems to be
at best Aesopic in type, in that it mimics the conventional features of the genre’s animal
stories,” with the name of Aesop itself added to give the story a sense of authority, and of
traditionally accepted wisdom, despite being a complete act of invention. The specific content
of the story seems to owe something to Hesiod, and particularly to Theogony 924-6, which
relates the story of the birth of Athena in which she is born from the head of her father Zeus.
Here however, the narrative pattern is inverted, and instead of being born from the head of
her father, the lark buries her father in her own head. To these pseudo-Hesiodic and pseudo-
Aesopic elements a typically comic, and Aristophanic, pun is added, since the story seems to
play on the similarity between the Greek word for the crested lark (kopvddg) and head or top
(xopug or kopven), which is indeed used by Hesiod to describe the head of Zeus from which
Athena is born (fr. 343 MW 11-12: mv p&v &tikte matnp avopdv te Bedv t& / TAP KOPLENV).
This combination of Hesiodic myth with an animal fable in the style of Aesop via the
medium of a comic pun to create a new story which suits the purposes of the storyteller

shows in microcosm the mythopoetic strategy of the Birds as a whole.

Along with this use of the traditionally didactic Aesopic tradition, Peisetairos also taps
into the language of the newly emerging genre of historiography, in order to lend his
ludicrous re-writing of history greater authority. Elements of ethnographic discourse have
been detected by Rusten (2013) in the bird chorus’ later songs (4v. 1470-81, 1482-93,
1553-64, 1694-1705) in which Athens is described as if it were a strange and distant land.
Rusten argues that the bird chorus’ description of their flight engages with the poetic tradition
of “fabulous ethnography” (307), and in particular stories about the Hyperboreans, who could
supposedly be reached only by means of flight. Half-mythic stories surrounding the
Hyperboreans are well established in the poetic tradition (appearing in, for example, Hesiod’s

Catalogue of Women fr. 150 MW, Pindar Pythian 10.29-30, and later in Horace Carm.

78. The connection between Aesop and animal stories was discussed at length in chapter 1,
which argues that while not all Aesopic material contains animals, there was a strong
association between fable and animals.
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2.20.16); but they are conversely rejected by Herodotus (4.36), who relates how when he
looked into (0péwv) all the many things written (ypdwavtag) on the subject, he discovered

them to be nonsense (00d£va voov €xovtag).

While the later choral songs therefore appear to engage primarily with a poetic tradition
of fabulous, semi-mythic ethnography, Peisetairos’ argument here, in both its language and
content, is more suggestive of the more historiographical strand of ethnography which (along
with other new modes of intellectual inquiry, such as medicine and natural history) was
emergent in the fifth century, and which crystallised in Herodotus’ ethnographic work.
Building on Lloyd’s earlier work on the development of intellectual and scientific inquiry in
the fifth century,” Rosalind Thomas (2000) has convincingly argued that, far for being
primarily a ‘storyteller’, Herodotus was closely engaged with contemporary intellectual
language and methods more often associated with Sophists such as Protagoras and Gorgias.
Thomas in particular argues that Herodotus’ use of the language of proof (texunpwa) and
demonstration (dmodeikvop, &midellc and cognates) mirrors contemporary sophistic
discourse in both rhetorical and scientific writing. In lines 481-506, Peisetairos insists that the
cock was the first king of the Persians, before Darius and Megabazus, the cuckoo king over
Egypt and Phoenicia (504-6), and even the kite over the Greeks themselves (499-500); and
this particular emphasis on non-Greek, eastern peoples is strongly reminiscent of the type of
historiographic ethnography practised by Herodotus (in particular in books one and two of
the Histories, which deal with Persia and Egypt). Furthermore, Peisetairos’ engagement with
ethnographic ideas is, as in Herodotus,* accompanied by a rationalising, scientific tone, in
which his examples are presented as ‘proof’ (482: texunpio) which can be
‘demonstrated’ (483: émdciw, 500: atédeléév). However, the sheer bizarreness of the stories
related by Peisetairos in this authoritative, pseudo-historiographical tone only draws attention

79. Cf. Lloyd 1966.

80. Note that he word tekpnpia is in fact used with greatest frequency by Herodotus in book
2, which is strongly ethnographic in character (Cf. 2.13.1, 2.22.6, 2.43.7, 2.58.3, 2.104.2).
Thomas 2000: 199-200 suggests that Herodotus employs this word when his arguments are in
fact at their most obscure, difficult, or tenuous, and that Herodotus’ tone in such passages has
“a distinctly ostentatious, argumentative edge” (200). Such an argumentative tone is similarly
characteristic of Peisetairos, in this passage and elsewhere.
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to the gap between his act of invention, and the historical authority which he is claiming for
it, so that the effect is only to reinforce the total newness and fictionality of the stories, rather

than to root them in a sense of intellectually cutting-edge historicism.

Peisetairos’ cosmological origins-myth is set within the context of theomachy, a theme
which appears in the lines both preceding and following the hero’s invention of a new
creation myth for the birds. By locating his bird-myths within the Hesiodic mythic tradition,
Peisetairos further suggests that the successions which characterise the Theogony, in which
one ruler is violently displaced by the next, will also shape the plot of the Birds; and
Peisetairos’ insistence that the birds must declare a ‘holy war’ (556: iepdv moAepov) against
the gods confirms that his plan is broadly theomachic in character. Again, mythic elements
are combined with typical comic features, in this case the reference to contemporary political
ideas and events which are out of place within this mythic context,* to create a new,
peculiarly comic, myth. Peisetairos’ initial suggestion of placing the gods under an embargo
would appear to be inspired by the Athenian siege of Melos a year and a half previously,* in
which the Melians had been starved into submission and the city razed:

dot’ ap&et’ avOpomov PEV Homep TOPVOTOV,

100G & ad Bgovg dmodeite Apud Mnhio.

The result will be that you’ll rule over men as if they were locusts, and as for
the gods, you’ll crush them by starvation like the Melians.

(Av. 185-6)
To this, a further reference to the recent events of the Peloponnesian War is added, as

Peisetairos likens his heavenly embargo on kvica (193) to the transit limitations put in place

81. Sutton 1980a: 10 suggests that unlike in Old Comedy, satyr drama did not insert
contemporary political and cultural elements into their mythic storylines. On the interplay of
mythic and political narrative elements in Cratinus’ Dionysalexandros, cf. Bakola 2010:
208-220; and in Old Comedy in general, Bowie 2000: 324-7. The juxtaposition of these
anachronistically contemporary elements with otherwise mythic narratives appears therefore
to be a typically Old Comic way of handling such mythic storylines, and one which is not
shared with other genres, even those such as satyr play which also tell comic versions of
myths.

82. For the siege of Melos, cf. Thuc. 5.114-6.
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by the Boiotians, under which the Athenians wishing to pass through to Delphi had to obtain

a pass (61060¢) from the authorities.*

To this combination of Hesiodic theomachy and contemporary siege techniques and
economic blockades, Peisetairos adds stories taken from myth more generally, concerning the
affairs of Zeus with mortal women, which are not drawn from any particular text, but rather
reference the broader mythic tradition surrounding Zeus:

Kol Toiot Beoiowy Amemelv
L TG Ydpag THS VUETEPAG EGTVKOGL T JLALPOLTAY,
domep TPOTEPOV HOLYEHGOVTEG TAG AAKUNVOC KaTERatvov
Kol T0g AANOTOG Kol TOG ZEUEAAG:

And [you] prohibit the gods from passing to and fro through your territory
with their cocks up, in the way they used to come down previously and
debauch their Alcmenas and their Alopes and their Semeles.

(Av. 556-9)
The use of these names in the plural (Akkunvag, Alomoc, Xepélag) is at once rather
dismissive in tone, whilst also giving the impression of a generalised mythic pattern, more
extensive than the examples of these three women alone, in which the gods swoop down to
earth and commit adultery with mortal women; and the use of the verb poyyevw for these
illicit sexual relations, a technical term taken from the Athenian legal system whose prosaic
register seems out of place in this mythic context, but which, in keeping with Peisetairos’
general tone in this passage, serves to bring the gods down towards the level of humans by

suggesting that they too are not above being made subject To mortal laws and justice.*

As Peisetairos re-writes the history of the universe to better suit his ends, the play places
its emphasis on how exactly comic myths can be invented (almost) from scratch, as elements
from myth are rewritten and recombined with the elements contemporary political and

cultural discourse which are so strongly characteristic of comedy, thereby showing the

83. A full discussion of the arrangements between Athens and Boiotia regarding Athenian
access to Delphi can be found in Dunbar 1995: 196-7.

84. Cf. Pax 106: ypawyopa, discussed above, where legalistic language is similarly used in
relation to Zeus.
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process of comic plot invention in action. This patchwork approach to mythopoiesis in the
Birds continues into the parabasis, in which the bird chorus expand on Peisetairos’ earlier
bird-theogony narrative (4v. 466ftf.). The most overt model for the parabasis continues to be
Hesiod, but a variety of additional sources both mythic and contemporary are drawn upon as

part of the bird’s myth of their own creation.

Following a brief sung strophe, the parabasis begins with an invocation to the audience to
listen to the chorus so that they might learn everything correctly about the universe (690: 1v’
axovoavteg mhvto wop’ HUdV OpHdS Tepl TV pneted@pnv), with the word 6pOdg immediately
indicating their intention of overwriting and correcting previous versions of mythic history
which were, it is implied, incorrect. In this way the passage plays into the poetic tradition of
mythic correction and revision (in which poets present innovations not as invention, but as a
refinement or amendment of existing stories) which Griffiths (1990: 193) has argued is a
particular characteristic of archaic poetry, and one which is driven by the highly agonistic
context of poetic performance. As with Peisetairos’ earlier invented ethnography, the chorus’
invention is couched in the terms of contemporary intellectual discourse. The term 6p0dc
seems to have been something of a buzzword amongst the Sophists, particularly Protogoras;*
and, as Thomas argues, “‘correctness’ is part of the language of certainty, of philosophical
proof, of theories of language, in the milieu which seems to have included the Hippocratic
essays, the later prose writers of the fifth century (all from East Greece), certain sophists for
rhetorical or display purposes (Gorgias), as well as for more obviously philosophical
discussions (Prodicus, Protagoras)” (2000: 234-5).% The sophistic, intellectualising tone
(confirmed through a mention of Prodicus himself in line 692) therefore adds a contemporary
slant to the established tradition of presenting contradictory or ‘corrected’ versions of mythic
stories. However, even the combination of this tradition of mythic correction with a
contemporary sophistic tone is not unprecedented, but is anticipated by for example Pindar’s

Olympian 1, which similarly uses the contemporary language of ‘correction’ (OI. 7.20:

85. Cf. PL. Phdr. 267c; Protagoras’ particular use of the term is also discussed by Schiappa
1991: 162-4.

86. Note that the term also appears in the Clouds (Nub. 250-1), where it is used by Socrates.
On the comic tradition of lampooning the Sophists, cf. Carey 2000.
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dopbdcat Adyov) in its revision of the myth of Pelops.*” Despite the radical departure from
traditional cosmology, the bird chorus’ revisions are therefore simultaneously well grounded
in not only the in the contemporary discourse of intellectual inquiry, but in existing poetic

treatments of mythic innovation.

The chorus’ modish, sophistic language is juxtaposed with material taken from more
traditional sources for myth. The chorus begins with an address to the audience as ‘dwelling
in darkness’ (685: auavpdpror), ‘like to the race of leaves’ (685: pUAAwWV Yeved mpocdLoloL),
and ‘formed from the mud’ (686: mAdopata mAod). The register is distinctly epic, with the
highly conventional @OAA®v yeved recalling amongst others Homer (/liad 6.146: oin mep
QOM®V yeven 1oin 0¢ kol avopdv, 21.463-4: Bpotdv... ot @OALOGY £€o1kdTeg); and
mAdopato mAod reminiscent of both the Theogony and Works and Days, in which the first
woman is made from clay (Theog. 571, WD: 61).* Both formulations traditionally emphasise
the insignificance of mortal men in comparison to the gods, and their employment here
suggests a similar level of distance between the bird chorus and their human audience as they
begin their own claim to godlike status and knowledge. This stance of privileged immortal
status and knowledge is signalled again through a close intertextual parallel with the final
section of the invocation to the Muses in Theogony 104-115, and the programmatic passage
which directly follows it. The request to the Muses in the Theogony to tell how the first gods
and the rivers and the ocean came to be (7heog. 108-9: einate 6°, ®¢ 10 TpdTO B0l KO Yoin
vévovto / kol motapol kol tovtoc) is echoed in Birds 691-2 (pOowv olwvdv yévesiv te Oedv
notap®dv T 'Epéfovg te Xdovg te / €106teg), with the rather grand term oiwvdv (specifically a

bird of religious omen) prefixing the more typically Hesiodic gods and rivers. By evoking

87. Pindar’s engagement with the tradition of mythic correction in this poem is discussed by
Howie 1983, who argues that the poet adopts a tone of “historical enquiry” (277) in order to
lend authority to his reinvention of the myth, as well as Griffiths 1990 (above). Mythic
innovation in Pindar is also discussed by Rutherford 2011.

88. This story of mankind being made from earth cannot be unique to Hesiod (and indeed a
similar story occurs in Plato Protagoras 320d, in which men are made by the gods from earth
and fire); however it is not conventional in the way of the description of mankind as leaves
(characterised by Kirk 1990: 176 as “a poetical commonplace”), and would therefore despite
any broader associations with the mythic tradition in general most probably be associated
primarily with these two Hesiodic texts.
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this Hesiodic passage, not only do these lines emphasise the displacement of the gods and
other natural phenomena by the birds; the allusion to the invocation of the Muses to share
their divine knowledge also draws attention to the fact that here no such divine intercession is
needed, with the birds themselves instead assuming this position of poetic authority
ordinarily occupied by the Muses. By usurping the Muses, the comic chorus assert their
freedom from poetic and mythic tradition, and their ability to invent new stories where other

poets, including Hesiod, must rely on those already handed down to them by the goddesses.

This apparent imaginative freedom to write the story of creation entirely anew is however
undermined by the fact that very little of the parabatic material that follows is in fact new, but
is instead cobbled together from a variety of religious and literary sources, albeit in an
inventive way. The birds’ cosmology at first continues in familiar Hesiodic terrain, and line
963 (Xdog fiv kai NOE "EpeBog te pnéhav mpdtov kai Taptapog evpg) is in fact almost
directly lifted from the beginning of this passage (Theog. 123: éx Xdeog & "Epefog te
uédava te NOg éyévovro). However, after this point the chorus’ new cosmology begins to
diverge from its initial intertext, and instead to incorporate elements of Orphic cosmology.
The most notable of these is the inclusion of the Cosmic Egg laid by Night and from which
Eros springs, which appears in line 695 and is a key element of the Orphic theogony-myth.¥
The inclusion of the Egg in a creation-myth which places the birds at the top of the divine
hierarchy is a light comic touch typical of Aristophanes. As with the use of Hesiodic

genealogy both here and in lines 466-70, the basic shape of the source myth is maintained,

89. This appearance of the Egg in Birds is in fact the earliest extant example of the Cosmic
Egg in relation to Orphic cosmology. It has however been argued that the Egg is one of the
many elements of Orphic cosmology drawn from the Vedic tradition (for which cf. Lujan
2011), and that it must therefore have existed in the Orphic tradition from an early stage (as
has been argued by Bernabé 2008). For a fuller discussion of the Orphic aspects of this
passage, cf. Bernabé 1995. For an overview of the Orphic Theogony, cf. Guthrie 1952: 78ff.
The identification of Eros with the Orphic Phanes in these lines was made by Guthrie 1952:
95-6. Another aspect of the Orphic creation myths potentially appears earlier in the Birds, in
the form of the oxfimtpov which first appears in line 480 (and again at 510, 635), which
comes to represent in the play the rulership of the world and which Peisetairos demands be
handed over by Zeus (1535, 1600). The image of a Cosmic Sceptre is prominent in Orphic
cosmologies, for which cf. West 1983: 71ft.
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with the birds simply interposed into the existing narrative order, thereby creating a new

myth out of old.

However even this apparent innovation of combining Hesiodic and Orphic material to
create a new comic cosmology is not as innovative as it might first appear. Cratinus fr. 258
PCG, from his play Cheirones (which most likely dates to the 430s, and must certainly have
been performed before Pericles’ death at the end of that decade), deploys this exact same
technique of combining Hesiodic and Orphic elements to create a new satirical cosmology.
The fragment parodies Pericles, who here becomes a Zeus-figure, with the god’s usual epithet
vepelnyepéta changed instead to kepaAnyepétav, a pun which probably recalls the
(apparently notorious) strange shape of Pericles’ head:*

Ytdo1g 08 kal mpesPuyevig
Xpovog aAAAo1otl pyévie
HEYIOTOV TIKTETOV TUPOUVVOV,
OV o1 KepainyepETay

Beol karéovov.

Political Strife and ancient-born Time came together and produced the greatest
ruler, whom the gods in fact call “the Head-Gatherer.”

(Cratinus fr. 258 PCG, trans. Storey)
As well as the general tone and content, the reference to the epithet vepeAnyepéta clearly
locates this fragment within an epic cosmological tradition (it is used three time in the
Theogony, at lines 558, 730, and 944). However the substitution of Xpdvog for Kpovog, who
would in the Hesiodic cosmological tradition be the father of Zeus, recalls the Orphic
tradition, in which Chronos is named as the first primordial god.” If indeed this Cratinus
fragment does encompass elements of Orphism, then the Birds’ great mythic innovation lies
to some degree in the expansion of an already extant idea, rather than in originality in the

truest sense.

90. For a discussion of Pericles’ ‘onion-head’ in the comic tradition, and particularly
Cratinus, cf. Revermann 1997.

91. For a discussion of Chronos in the Orphic cosmological tradition, cf. West 1983: 103-5,
Betegh 2004: 140-3. According to this tradition it is Chronos who places the Cosmic Egg,
from which Phanes/Eros is born and which features at Av. 695-9, in Aither. The Orphic
overtones of Cratinus fr. 258 are discussed briefly by Bowie 2000: 326.
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Aristophanes’ cosmology in the Birds is of course on one level ‘new’ exactly as it claims,
overwriting previous traditions with one which is dp06g and which places the birds at the
centre of the creation-myth in a remarkable act of fiction which displays the boundless
imaginative possibilities of comedy. However for all its apparent fictional innovation, the
parabasis is firmly rooted in not only the epic tradition, through its use of material from both
Hesiod and Homer, and the broader religious, and particularly Orphic, cosmological tradition.
Despite this, through the sheer expansiveness and ambition of its intertextuality, the Birds re-

casts comedy’s inherent ‘secondariness’®

as not a constriction, but a freedom, as the play
draws on a seemingly limitless variety of genres and modes (including stories taken from
everything from epic poetry and tragedy to historiography, ethnography, and religious
traditions) to create its own mythopoetic texture. Furthermore, this re-use is additionally an
act of self-reinvention, as the definition of the comic expands apparently without limit

through the play’s embrace of such a wide variety of literary genres and cultural modes.

Tragedy, Myth, and the Darker Side of the Birds’ Fictional World

While the myth-making strategy of the Birds is in many ways similar to that of the Peace, in
that both plays combine material drawn from a variety of mythic, tragic, and epic sources,
and remodulate it according to the conventions of comic storytelling, in its stance towards
tragedy and tragic myth the Birds diverges significantly from its predecessor. The Peace is
overtly parodic in its use of tragedy, and interacts closely with the particular telling and
staging of Euripides’ Bellerophon. In contrast, Birds’ relationship with its tragic model,
Sophocles’ Tereus, is considerably looser. Unlike Peace, the play does not revisit the events
dramatised in Sophocles’ play, but rather picks up the story after this point; and other than
one brief mention of the tragedian in a joke at lines 100-1 which appears to lampoon the

ridiculousness of Tereus’ appearance in Sophocles’ play as a hoopoe,” the Birds’ interest

92. Cf. Leigh 2012: 90 (discussed above, in the introduction to this chapter).

93. The particular way in which Tereus’ appearance is introduced in the Birds seems to
suggest that the transformation into a hoopoe is at least particularly associated with
Sophocles, if not completely unique to his version (as discussed below). When Tereus
emerges from his thicket (92), Peisetairos and Euelpides burst out laughing, commenting in
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seems to be primarily in the content of the myth utilised by the Zereus, and not in the
particular dramatic or narrative qualities of Sophocles’ specific telling of it. Furthermore,
while Peace actively set itself against tragedy, characterising the genre as one of failure and
misery, and therefore one which starkly contrasts with the play’s own celebratory
atmosphere, the Birds’ use of tragedy is considerably more incorporative, not only in its
relative lack of overt parody, but also in the way that the darker elements of its tragic and
mythic models are subsumed into the fictional world of the play, which is subsequently of a
very different character to that found in the Peace. This section will examine how the Birds’
engagement with Sophocles’ 7ereus, and the Tereus-myth more broadly, is combined with its
interaction with Hesiodic material, and particularly the theme of violent succession which is
prominent throughout the Theogony, in a way which integrates rather than refutes (as per the
Peace) the darker, and in many ways decidedly un-comic, aspects of these mythic narratives

into the play’s own structure.

The use of Sophocles’ Tereus in the Birds is distinctive not only because it lacks the
overly parodic stance which usually accompanies interactions with tragedy in Aristophanes,
but also because it is highly unusual for Aristophanic interactions with tragedy to focus on
Sophocles at all. While a number of plays use Euripidean paratragedy as scaffolding for the
comic plot (e.g. Acharnians, Peace), or even ridicule Euripides more directly as a character
on stage (e.g. Acharnians, Thesmophoriazusae), Sophocles rarely features more than in

passing in Aristophanes, for example in Peace 694-9 where he is personally made a target of

particular on his plumage (94: ntépwoig) and crest (94: ptlogiog), and Tereus replies that
these are the indignities which Sophocles inflicts on him in his tragedies (100-1: towdta
pévtor Zoeokiénc Avpaivetat / &v Toic tpaymdiaioty €ue tov Tnpéa.) Since the hoopoe, with
its large patterned crest, is a considerably more outlandish-looking bird than the hawk it
would seem that the ridiculous appearance of the hoopoe, and its association with the
Sophoclean version of the story, is the object of the joke here. For an overview of the hoopoe
in ancient Greek sources, cf. Thompson 1936: 95-100. However, the emphasis here on
Sophocles’ staging does not return after these lines. It is worth noting that it is unclear
whether or not the hoopoe-Tereus was actually seen on stage in Sophocles’ play; fr. 581
suggests that the metamorphosis was reported in some kind of messenger speech. However,
for the view that the Tereus-metamorphosis may have been depicted, with Tereus shown at
the end of the play in his hoopoe-guise cf. Slater 2002: 134-5, Dobrov 2001: 115-6.
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ridicule, with his poetry itself escaping largely unscathed. Even in the Frogs, Sophocles’
poetry somehow seems beyond the reach of parody, and he appears only at the end once the
contest between Euripides and Aeschylus has been concluded. The absence of an established
comic/Aristophanic caricature of either the tragedian or his tragedy therefore perhaps makes
it easier for Birds to use the narrative and mythic structure of a Sophoclean play as the
starting point for comedy, without the individual characteristics of the poet and his works
obscuring a broader interaction with myth and tragedy as categories more generally, thereby
allowing for a relationship between Birds and its tragic model which is contrastive without

being so overtly competitive as that found in Peace and other plays.

Unfortunately, the exact content of the Tereus myth, and of Sophocles’ play on the same
subject, is contentious; and this is in part due to the impact of the version of the myth related
by Ovid in the Metamorphoses (6.4121f.), which as the only fully extant telling of the story
must necessarily form part of the basis for reconstructing earlier mythic and literary versions,
despite the obvious pitfalls involved in using a source which dates to a period so far removed,
both temporally and otherwise, from Sophocles’ own. With regard to the myth itself, it would
seem that there were originally two parallel traditions, possibly but not definitely originating
from the same source.” A version in which the nightingale sings in lament because she killed
her son (here named Itylus, rather than Itys as in other sources) is attested at Od. 19.518-23,

and a scholion on this passage suggests that this allusion is to a version in which the murder

94. The argument for there being two alternative traditions s made in full by Fitzpatrick 2001,
who suggests that the existence of two alternative names for the nightingale’s son (Itys, as in
Sophocles (cf. also Av. 212); and Itylus, as in Hom. Od. 19.518-23) may be evidence for two
parallel traditions. This article contains an extended and persuasive discussion of both the
pre-Sophoclean myth, and the content of Sophocles’ play. Cf. also Sommerstein, Fitzpatrick,
and Talboy 2006: 141-95; and a good overview of the evidence for the myth and its
presentation in Sophocles 7ereus; and Coo 2013, which also provides a good discussion of
exactly how the plot of 7ereus might be reconstructed. Much of the uncertainty about the
play’s plot surrounds whether Philomela was brought into her sister’s household as a
concubine, either in disguise or not, or whether, as in Ovid’s version, she was abandoned by
Tereus on the journey home, as well as whether Procne prior to discovering the truth believed
her sister to be dead. However, whichever of these versions is correct, this aspect of the story
makes no appearance in Birds.
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was a mistake committed when she was attempting to kill not her own son, but her brother-
in-law’s son.” In Hesiod fr. 312 MW, the nightingale is associated with the swallow, who it
seems in another version of the myth (the one seemingly used by Sophocles) aided the
nightingale in murdering Itys/Itylus; and a temple painting dated to the seventh century BC
on the metope of the Temple of Apollo at Thermon also seems to refer to a version in which
the swallow participated in the murder.”® The inclusion of Tereus as a hawk is attested in
Aeschylus’ Supplices 62, and it would seem that in earlier versions of the myth Tereus was
turned into a hawk and not a hoopoe as in Sophocles (fr. 581); and Hesiod WD.202-12 would
also appear to associate the nightingale with the hawk in a way which may suggest some

versions of the myth in which Tereus became a hawk.

While intrafamilial violence of some description is clearly present in even the earliest
versions of the myth, the element of cannibalism is less well attested in pre-Sophoclean
sources; however, it is probably alluded to in the Agamemnon (Aesch. Ag. 1140-5), where it
is included in a passage which references a number of myths known to contain elements of
cannibalism (including the story of Thyestes, 1090-7, in which similarly children are eaten by
their own father).” There is no evidence for either the rape or the tongue removal prior to
Sophocles; and indeed the evidence for these aspects in Sophocles play is also not entirely
conclusive, although fr. 595 (kepkidog ewvn) strongly suggests that Philomela, as in Ovid,
used weaving to reveal Tereus’ crimes against her; and both the rape and mutilation, as well
as the delivery of the message from Philomela to her sister Procne through weaving, are
securely attested in a hypothesis of the play; and therefore (albeit that hypotheses are not
always entirely accurate), it can be stated with reasonable certainty that these elements of

rape and mutilation also featured in Sophocles’ version of the myth.”®

95. Cf. Sommerstein, Fitzpatrick & Talboy 2006: 143 n. 5.

96. Fitzpatrick 2001: 90.

97. The argument for the reference to Itys in Ag. 1140 being evidence for the myth at this
point already ending in cannibalism is made more convincing if one accepts Denniston and
Page’s emendation of the final word of line 1145 from Biov to pépov.

98. Fitzpatrick 2001: 91 n. 9 suggests also that there is ‘implicit evidence’ for the tongue-
removal being a feature of the pre-Sophoclean myth, since “[t]he twittering of swallows was
a traditional metaphor for people, particularly non-Greeks, who spoke inarticulately or
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Given these features, both the Tereus-myth itself, and Sophocles’ play, seem unusual
choices for integration into a comic narrative of any kind. Although rape and other forms of
sexual violence are common enough in Greek myth, the almost certain presence of both
mutilation and intra-familial cannibalism in at least Sophocles’ dramatisation (if not also
earlier versions) of the Tereus story would seem to make it ill-suited to comic treatment, and
the sheer unpleasantness of the myth seems at odds with the comic genre. However, unlike in
the Peace in which the tragic ethos of the Bellerophon is actively refuted, the Birds does not
attempt such an overt neutralisation of its model; and as the Tereus narrative is integrated into
the comic drama, these darker elements lurk in the background of Aristophanes’ play. When
Tereus the Hoopoe is first introduced, Peisetairos quickly begins to over-write the Thracian
king’s tragic backstory of rape and mutilation with a narrative more appropriate to an
appearance in comic drama. Asked why they have come in search of the Hoopoe, Peisetairos
replies:

dtLmpdta pév Rod’ vopwmog Gomep Vo moTe,
KApyvplov meeiinocag donep vo TOTe,

KOVK GT0d1000G EYapec OOMEP VO TOTE:

elr’ av0ic Opvibov petarrééog vty

Kol yRv énémtov kol OdAattay &v KOKA®,

Kol TévO’ doamep vOpmmog dca T’ dpvig Ppoveis:

It’s because you were originally a man, once upon a time, like us; and you
owed people money, once upon a time, like us; and you liked to avoid paying
them, once upon a time, like us. Then later you changed to the shape of a bird,
and you’ve flown over land and sea in every direction; and you have all the
knowledge that a man and a bird has.

(Av. 114-9)
The repetition of ®domep v moté (and particularly the repeated use of the dual pronoun: ‘just

like us two’) clearly attempts to elide the differences between the comic characters and the

unintelligibly: ... As Philomela is transformed into a swallow in the myth, it is possible that
the removal of her tongue explains the twittering song of the swallow.” The absence of this
aspect of the story in any of the pre-Sophoclean evidence does raise at least the possibility
that these were innovations made by the tragedian; however given the gaps in the earlier
evidence this is not a secure speculation by any means, and Fitzpatrick may well be correct in
suggesting that the tongue removal was integral to the story even prior to Sophocles’ play.
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tragic interloper, and to integrate Tereus into a characteristically comic narrative of the
financially-pressed hero seeking an escape from debt and poverty.” Tereus’ metamorphosis
into a bird is ascribed to vague money troubles (KapyOplov dQEIANGOC... KOOK Am0od1000C
&yaipec), with the eit’ at the beginning of line 117, a word which may denote not only
temporal sequence but also consequence, suggesting that his transformation was spurred on
by a desire to escape debt, rather than coming at the end of Tereus’ traditional mythic
narrative of familial strife, murder, and cannibalism. However the insertion of this stock
comic scenario in fact only serves to highlight the gap between this version of Tereus’ history
and what the audience in fact knows about his gruesome past, and the ‘real’ mythic history is

therefore made to overshadow the new comic narrative through its rather startling absence.

While the Birds presents an apparently perfect comic happy ending to the Tereus myth in
which, as Aristotle (Poet. 1453a35-9, discussed above) suggests is appropriate for the genre,
sworn enemies have been reconciled, and murder swept under the carpet, the myth’s
traditional, tragic ending at points intrudes. Tereus’ post-tragic ‘happy families’ act, which in
Birds sees him living contentedly with his wife the nightingale, is briefly interrupted in lines
209-14, when the traditional mythic history of the characters is referenced in Tereus’ song, as
he calls on his wife to deploy her bird-song lament, which in even the earliest versions of the
myth is associated with her grief at her son’s death,'” to summon the other birds to assemble:

aye, chvvouE Hot, TadGoL eV DTVOUL,
ADoOV 0€ VOLOLG lepdV DUVOV,

oV¢ 010 Beiov otdOpHOTOG BpNVETS

TOV €U0V Kol 6OV ToAvdakpuv “Ituv,
géreMlopévn diepoic uérecty

vévvog Eovonc.

Come, my consort, leave your sleep
and let forth the melodies of sacred song

99. For the theme of comic characters escaping their debts, see for example the opening
monologue of Clouds. Old Comedy’s clear interest in matters of money can be seen from the
proliferation of titles which reference this theme, for example Cratinus’ Ploutoi, Pherekrates’
Metalles, and of course Aristophanes’ own Ploutos.

100. Cf. Hom. Od. 19.518-23, where the nightingale is described singing in lament of her
son.
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with which from your divine lips you lament
your child and mine, the much-bewailed Itys,
quavering with the liquid notes

of your vibrant throat.

(Av. 209-14)
Given the mythic narrative of sexual violence and the silencing of female voices which is
recalled, albeit fleetingly, here in the mention of the traditional story associated with Tereus
and Procne, the presentation of Procne when she finally appears on stage in lines 659ft. as
one of the mute, nude female figures who often appear in comic dramas as silent recipients of
aggressive male sexual desire seems significant.'” The nightingale in Birds is not quite silent
in the manner of for example Opora and Theoria in Peace, or Diallage in Lysistrata, since
although like these characters she is not given speech as such, her song is represented through

102

the aulos, which she is shown playing.'” Since flute-girls were (almost) indistinguishable

from prostitutes,'”

however, the representation of Procne’s voice in this way only serves to
further disempower her; in common with other such figures in Aristophanes, the speaking
male characters direct sexual comments at Procne (e.g. (669: éyd dwunpilo’ dv ovtnv
Noéwg, 673-4: aAL” Homep @OV Vi) Al” amoréyavta xp1y / amod T KeaAg TO Aéupa),'™ and in
the context of this treatment, and the associations of her presentation as an auletris, her flute-
song, despite breaking her silence, only further reinforces her speechlessness and
disempowerment, as the play replicates the treatment of female characters in Procne’s

original mythic tradition.'®

101. For a discussion of these figures in Aristophanes, and how they may have been staged,
cf. Zweig 1992, Compton-Engle 2015 28-37.

102. On the staging of Procne, cf. Dunbar 1995: 421-2, who suggests that while it is unlikely
that the pipe player himself was costumed as Procne, since a bird-mask (indicated in lines
672-4) would make it difficult for him to play, line 672 suggests that Procne did have a pipe
at her lips, and therefore it seems that the actor must have mimed pipe-playing while the
music was played off-stage.

103. On the auletris and other female entertainment at symposia, cf. McClure 2014: 21-2.
Such flute-girls also appear in Aristophanes’ Wasps (1368) and Thesmophoriazusae (1186),
and both also fall into Zweig’s category (n. 98 above) of mute, nude female figures.

104. It is also possible that xpvcov in line 670 is an obscene innuendo, as is suggested by
Henderson 1991: 131 and Dunbar 1995: 422-3.

105. For a discussion of the way in which the rape and tongue cutting are collapsed into one
another in the Ovidian version of the story, cf. Klindienst 1984, and Marder 1992. Whether or
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However, the presentation of Procne, although it recalls her more unpleasant mythic
associations with sexual violence, murder, and the violent silencing of women, also contains
elements which are considerably more comic in tone. While Peisetairos and Euelpides are
clear about their sexual attraction to Procne, her non-human features are also emphasised
(672: poyyog dPeiiokowv &xel), and attention is drawn to her hybrid form as a naked woman
(669: dSropunpiloyt’, 670: domep mapBévog) with a bird’s head. Since Peisetairos and Euelpides
are at this point in the play still untransformed, this passage raises the rather peculiar idea of
inter-species sexual intercourse, and the presentation of the half-human-half-bird Procne
appears in this context comically grotesque, an aspect of the scene which is only intensified
when Euelpides threatens to peel her like a boiled egg (673-4) in one of the more bizarre
examples of metaphorical language in an already bizarre play. In addition to the stock
element of the nude, silent, female figure, the grotesquery of this scene allows this otherwise
disturbing mythic material to be reformulated into something which is at least recognisably

comic.

However, despite these comic elements, the connection between the rape and silencing of
women lurks in the background of the Birds’ presentation of the Tereus myth, and this theme
is then further foregrounded later in the play in Peisetairos’ interaction with Iris. The goddess
is the last of the intruders over whom the hero asserts his increasing power. Her exit is
directly followed by the crowning of Peisetairos (1274-5), and the interaction between the
two shows Peisetairos for the first time exerting his dominance directly over a divine figure,
thereby beginning his ascent from tyrant and ruler of Nephelokokkugia to the god-like figure
who finally displaces Zeus at the close of the play. Growing tired with Iris’ protestations that
he has no claim to the territory of the sky, nor to any kind of divinity to rival hers, Peisetairos

orders the goddess to be silent (1243-4: dxovcov, abtn: made @V maeAacudtov: / &y’

not Sophocles emphasised this aspect of the myth, it must certainly have been present in the
tragedy, in which the mutilation of Philomela was almost definitely included as part of
Tereus’ attack on her. It is even possible that the tongue removal was in fact a Sophoclean
innovation, but this can only ever be speculative given the lack of evidence, for which see n.
93 above.
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atpéua). By first ordering the goddess to listen to him (dovcov), and then to stop spluttering
(TrapAiacpdtov), an onomatopoeic word which mimics the sound of a pot boiling over and
therefore reduces her speech to meaningless noise, Peisetairos clearly asserts that the power
of speech is his alone. The hero then enforces this silence upon Iris by threatening her with
rape:

oL & €l pe Amnoelg T, ThHe dtakdvou
TPAOTNS Avateivag T oKELEL SN P
v Ipv ey, dote Bavpdley dmmg
oUTm® YEpmV OV oTVOU TPLEUPOAOV.

And if you annoy me at all, then I’1l take on the servant first — raise up her legs
and screw her, yes Iris herself, so as to amaze her how at my age I'm still hard
enough to stand three rammings!

(Av. 1253-6)
This threat, with which Peisetairos finally succeeds in expelling the goddess from the stage,
mimics almost exactly the language the hero directed against Procne earlier in the play (669:
Swunpiloy’, 1253: dwaunpid). Through this dual threat of silencing and rape, Peisetairos’
dominance is therefore enacted in the Iris scene in terms which directly mirror the patterns of
male dominance present in both the pre-existing Tereus narrative, and its use in the Birds
with regards to the figure of Procne, who is presented as both speechless and subject to the

sexual desires of the male figures around her.

This disempowerment of female figures by male characters in the Birds mimics not only
the gendered power structures found in the Tereus myth, but also, as Romer (1997 passim)
has argued, the play’s other major intertext, Hesiod’s Theogony, whose implicit gender
structures and hierarchies are shaped by the narratives of male patriarchal and patrilineal
violence which are such a strong thematic thread in the Hesiodic narrative of divine
succession. As Romer states: ‘The behaviours of [Ouranos, Kronos, and Zeus in the
Theogony] bespeak a pattern of male violence typified not only by violence against fathers
but by violence from fathers against females and children as well.” (1997: 56). By inserting
Peisetairos into a pseudo-Hesiodic line of succession, Romer argues that the hero is also

placed into this tradition of patriarchal violence through which successions and usurpations
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are enacted. The essentially patriarchal nature of Peisetairos’ ascent to power is confirmed by
the presence in the play of a second mute, nude figure, the princess Basileia. Prometheus in
lines 1534-45 tells Peisetairos that gaining possession and control of Basilea is the key to
ruling over the universe. In this exchange Basilea is treated as a symbolic object along with,
and analogous to, the sceptre of Zeus (1534-6: €av un mopadidd / O okfinTpov 0 ZeLS ToioY
Opviov Tahy, / koi TV Baciieldv oot yovaik™ €yev 610¢)). As Basilea is simply the key to
the absolute power which Peisetairos desires, (1543: fjv y* fiv o0 map’ €xeivov mapardapng,
mwhvt €yelg), possession of her is made to stand synecdochically for Peisetairos’ acquisition of
power, which is therefore in turn denoted in gendered terms as power over a mute female
figure, albeit that the hieros gamos which ends the play tempers the preceding suggestions of

violence with celebration.

Peisetairos’ rise to power is further construed in Hesiodic terms of patrilineal violence
through the pseudo-cannibalistic meal at which he is found in lines 1579-85. Since following
line 801 Peisetairos seems to have acquired wings and have become a sort of bird-man hybrid
(and would presumably retain his wings throughout the rest of the play, as a visual reminder
to the audience of his new status), the image of this winged figure at a banquet of roast birds
must have had a rather gruesome symbolism about it. Furthermore, since the feast is
construed by Peisetairos in political terms as a way of punishing political dissenters from
among the bird-populace (1583-5: dpviBéc Tives / mavicTapevol TolG ONUOTIKOIGLY OpVEOLS /
£00&av adkelv), his pseudo-cannibalism becomes an assertion of his power as godlike tyrant
over the birds. As well as looking back to the cannibalism of the Tereus myth (as Romer
1997: 60 has also suggested), by presenting it as an instrument used by Peisetairos to
preserve his power and prevent any rivals from overthrowing him, the feast seems also to
mirror the cannibalism of Kronos in the Theogony (4531f.) which the god uses to stave off his

dethronement.

The Birds’ simultaneous use of both the Tereus myth, and Hesiodic succession narratives
as scaffolding throughout the play serves to emphasise the considerable thematic

correspondence of these two mythic models, each of which is characterised by cannibalism,
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and murderous intrafamilial strife; and this in turn affects the characterisation of the Birds’
own mythic world, and in particular Peisetairos rise to power from man, to tyrant, to god.
Unlike the earlier Peace, which despite its use of a prominent tragic/mythic model
characterised by despair and failure does not integrate these elements into its own fictional
world, but rather emphasises celebration and festivity as definitive characteristics of the
comic universe, the Birds’ use of its models is considerably more incorporative. Not only
does the Birds not take a particularly antagonistic stance towards its tragic model Tereus, but
throughout the play elements of the plot’s tragic and mythic models which sit uneasily within
the comic genre, such as cannibalism, mutilation, and internecine murder, are in fact
emphasised, and even, in the case of cannibalism, almost replicated by the hero. In this
regard, the play pushes at the boundaries of what can be successfully, and perhaps acceptably,

incorporated from non-comic stories and genres within a comic plot.

However, despite the darker possibilities opened up by the use of these mythic intertexts
in the Birds, such possibilities are never allowed to intrude fully on the comic action, but are
contained clearly within the boundaries of the genre. Although the play hints at the more
unpleasant aspects of the Tereus myth, these elements are overwritten in the Birds by a more
suitably comic narrative about the reasons for the Hoopoe’s transformation; Procne’s
presentation, despite hinting at some of the darker elements of her mythic backstory, is
comically grotesque, and in other ways in keeping with the use of mute, nude figures in
Aristophanic comedy; and the violence committed against the goddess Isis never strays
beyond comic slapstick. Even Peisetairos’ pseudo-cannibalism never becomes actual
cannibalism, since despite his acquisition of wings he is throughout the play presented as
primarily human and not avian; and the celebratory mood of the hieros gamos which ends the
play appears to suggest that none of these darker elements should be allowed to trump the
festal aspects integral to the genre. Although Peisetairos’ success far exceeds any other of
Aristophanes’ comic heroes, there is nothing to suggest that we are not encouraged to
celebrate his rise to power as we do the success of other comic ‘everymen’ who triumph over
the powerful. The Birds’ act of mythic incorporation therefore at once allows the darker

aspects of its mythic models to be integrated into its own fictional world, whilst also
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modulating the myths themselves into more suitably comic stories, thereby making the comic
tragic, but also the tragic comic. In targeting such conspicuously un-comic material as the
Tereus myth, the Birds demonstrates the ability of comedy to expand fully into tragedy’s
territory, and therefore to encompass within its generic boundaries all that the dramatic stage
has to offer from horror and pathos to slapstick and crude jokes. The play’s relationship with
tragedy is accordingly more ambivalent than its predecessor Peace, as it blurs rather than
reinforces generic distinctions. In integrating the very aspects of the tragic world which
Peace so comprehensively rejected, the Birds’ more ambitious project insists that comedy’s
relationship with tragedy is not limited to the bringing low of its rival’s bombast and
grandeur, but that even those elements of tragedy which least lend themselves to parody and

mockery can still be be co-opted into the comic world, and the comic genre.

Staging the City: Space, Dramaturgy, and the Limits of Representation in the Birds

The Birds’ mythic stories are, of course, not only told, but staged. The play’s central act of
mythic creation, the foundation of Nephelokokkugia, is performed in front of the audience, as
the hero marks out the city’s boundaries in the stage-space; and the second part of the play
takes place within the new borders of Peisetairos’ city-in-the-sky. However, despite the play’s
fictional act of creation, the city-space is never actually represented on stage. Comedy’s
possibilities for physical dramatic representation were comparatively limited; while comedy
made use of a wide variety of props and costume effects,'* beyond the skene building, there

was little by way of set or scenery,'”’

and there was certainly no possibility of operating any
large-scale change of scenery mid-action, as in a modern theatre. Therefore, while it is

possible that at the opening of the Birds the setting was represented visually on stage (and the

106. On the importance of props on the Greek stage, cf. Revermann 2013.

107. The evidence for any painted scenery in this period is limited. Pickard-Cambridge 1946:
65 suggests that some rudimentary skenographia may have been used in combination with
the skene to depict the rocky landscape and thicket (Aoyun), or that “possibly the greater part
of the background may have been provided by screens or canvas so painted as to represent
wild country”. For a more up to date discussion of skenographia, Cf. Small 2013. Craik 1990
offers a discussion of the possible ways in which the opening of Birds may have been staged;
however, Revermann 2006: 113 suggests that, whatever the nature of scenery used on the
Greek stage the “fundamentally environmental nature” of the Greek theatre would lessen the
visual impact of any scenography used as part of a play.
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nature of this representation will be discussed below), it is impossible that the creation of the
walled city of Nephelokokkugia was reflected in any change in the stage-scenery; as with for
example the depiction of Mount Olympus in the Peace, or the underworld lake in the later
Frogs, Nephelokokkugia had to be summoned up on stage through a combination of costume,
and language, and the imaginative use of space.'”™ This section will argue that the Birds
repeatedly draws attention to the extent to which its fictional creation takes place within
imaginative, as opposed to representational, space; and that in this way, the play implicitly
recognises the relative limitation of what can be staged, as opposed to imagined, in the comic

theatre.

The fictional space of the Birds progresses from an indefinite location, in which the two
characters are found wandering at the play’s opening, to the fixed location of the bird city in
which Peisetairos has settled the birds, who previously, like the heroes in the opening scene
of the play, seem to have existed in a peripatetic state of continual migration (4v. 164-70).
The play’s opening therefore takes place in a somewhat unusual space.'” Neither set in the
fictionalised Athens of plays such as Knights and Wasps, nor concerned particularly with the
idealised Attic countryside which is celebrated in the Acharnians and Peace,'’ the play’s
initial setting is characterised by spacial indeterminacy. The landscape is mostly bare, with a

few landmarks, clearly indicated in the text, including a lone tree (1: 10 dévdpov @aivetar)

108. On the importance of props, costume, and language for scene-setting in Aristophanic
comedy, cf. Ley 2007: 273-4. The relationship between space and place on the Aristophanic
stage is discussed at greater length by Lowe 2006. Note that while the examples in Peace and
Frogs concern a change to a location which is newly introduced to the play’s landscape and
plot as part of the hero’s journey (as opposed to newly created, as in the Birds), the method of
staging is much the same.

109. Of extant plays, the closest parallel is perhaps Sophocles’ Philoctetes, which similarly
opens in a wild, non-urban landscape. The similarities between the staging of the Birds and
Philoctetes are discussed by Craik 1990; the relative prominence of eremetic space in tragedy
as opposed to comedy was discussed above in relation to Peace. Arguably, the Birds opening
location is another way in which the play incorporates tragic norms.

110. On the relationship between the city and the countryside, and the importance of rural
landscapes, in Aristophanes, cf. Rosen 2006; and for this aspect of Athenian drama in
general, cf. Roy 1996. The celebration of country life in Peace is also discussed in Moulton
1981: 82ff.
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and some rocks (20: t@®v metpdv). The characters have travelled a long way into the
wilderness (6: otddia... yiha), far from any roads (20-1: 00 yap éot’ EvtadOd T1g / 086¢)."!
The two men appear to be wandering aimlessly (3: ti... mhavidtropev;), and have no idea
where they are (9: GAL 008" &mov yic dopév o0id’ &ywoy &t). The confusion and
indeterminacy is increased by the profusion of spatial terms which point in different
directions (1: dpOnv, 2: mdAv, 3: dveo katw) and seem to lead nowhere in particular. This
location characterised by an absence of any identifying features has been described by Slater
(2002: 132, following the discussion of Konstan 1997) as an outopia, an absence of place;
and in this regard the setting is reminiscent of the eremetic tragic spaces with which the
opening of Peace appeared to engage, as discussed in the earlier part of this chapter.
Although it is common for the space in the opening scenes of Aristophanes’ plays to be
fluid,"? the placeless nowhere in which the Birds opens takes this fluidity of space to a
greater degree than is usual, and the play’s grand act of mythopoiesis is to a degree dependent
on this initial absence and emptiness, since this void allows Peisetairos the freedom to create

something entirely new from nothing.

However, despite the imaginative openness implied by the outopic space in this first
scene, the use of the stage space is surprisingly static, and is not characterised by the
continual re-purposing of space often seen in the opening of Aristophanes’ plays. For
example the later Frogs, often used as an example of fluid space in Aristophanes, the stage
space is used to represent first the house of Heracles, then the river Styx complete with
boatman, then the muddy entrance to underworld, and then an underworld tavern all in close
succession; and indeed Peace similarly repurposes the skene building repeatedly in the
opening scenes, as it is used to represent first the beetle’s stable, then Trygaeus’ house, and

then the house of the gods on Olympus within the space of the first two hundred lines. By

111. For a discussion of how exactly this opening might have been staged, Cf. Craik 1990,
who suggests that the roof of the skene may have been used to create a craggy landscape on
stage.

112. Lowe 2006 argues that although space in Aristophanes is less anarchic than has been
previously suggested, the scenes prior to the parabasis have a tendency towards spatial
fluidity, after which point space becomes more settled. This pattern is certainly applicable to
Birds to some degree.
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contrast, the prologue of the Birds remains fixed in one location, and in all likelihood clearly
tied to the scene represented on stage through scenery: a rocky outland, with a few shrubs,
behind which can be found the door to the Hoopoe’s nest/house.'” The freedom of
movement, fluidity of the placeless location, and openness of imaginative possibility which
characterise the fictional space which predates Peisetairos’ designation and binding down of
space, through which he settles the free-flying birds in a single location, therefore stands in
opposition to the actual use of dramatic space, which is static, and bound to the visual

identifiers of scenery which most probably exist for the audience to see on stage.

As Peisetairos begins to shape the formless, outopic fictional space into a single and
defined bird-city, he relies on the interaction between space and language, through which
dramatic space can be altered and reimagined. When the Hoopoe asks where on earth the
birds should found a city, Peisetairos suggests that the clouds and the sky, which might be
called the moAoc (celestial sphere), could become a bird-city, a mohg:'™*

domep v glmot Tig TOMOGE.
011 0¢ ToAETTON TODTO Kol OLEPYETONL
dmovto 51 ToVToV, KUAETTOL VOV TOAOG,.
fiv 0’ oikionte 10070 KO PAPENO’ Amas,
€Kk 70D TOAOV TOVTOV KEKANGETOL TOAIG.

A place for them, as one might say; but because it’s the scene of activity, and
everything passes through it, it is at present called a stage. But if at once you
settle and fortify it, then instead of being called your stage it will be called
your State.

(4v. 180-4)

113. Reconstructions of the opening staging in the Birds are offered by Pickard-Cambridge
1946: 65, Russo 1962 (1994): 153-4, and Craik 1990, who are all in agreement that the skene
building was used to represent the hoopoe’s nest, and that at least some rudimentary
representation of the rocky, wooded landscape described in the text must have been present
on stage. Craik additionally suggests that the roof of the skene may have formed part of the
rocky landscape, and could have been utilised in particular for the appearance of the hoopoe
or other birds. On the possible use of skenographia in this scene cf. n. 104 above.

114. Note that the pun between the Greek m6Aog and moAig is replaced by Sommerstein with
‘stage’ and ‘state’ in his translation below.
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Through a simple pun or trick of language the similarity between the two words méAog and
noMg is exploited, so that by changing just a single letter sound, the one is re-designated as
the other. This act of re-designation is of course exactly how the relationship between
fictional and dramatic space functions on stage. The scenery of rocks and shrubbery is not
altered, nor does the stage building change its appearance. Space on stage is simply re-
defined and re-purposed, so that without any change in its physical properties, the skene can
be said to represent first the Hoopoe’s house, and then Peisetairos’ headquarters, and the
stage-space to represent first an outopic/celestial space (mdroc), and then a defined and

enclosed bird-city (moA1g).'"

The intruder scenes in the second half of the play serve to further reinforce the
boundaries of the city, and to mark out these boundaries in the physical reality of the stage.
Russo (1962 (1994): 154-5) in his analysis of the entrances and exits of the play suggests that
the use of the word mpocépyectar (Av. 1341, 1414) to describe the entries of the parricide and
sycophant suggests that characters from Athens arrived via the corridor, while the gods
entered from above, via either the mechane'® or the top of the stage building."” By placing
the bird city both on a vertical and a horizontal axis, through these entrances and exits the
city-space is marked out in three dimensions on stage, and established within the physical
reality of the performance venue, with not only the theatre itself but even the sky above it co-
opted into the spatial and performative world of the play. The city space is therefore situated
along two axes, with boundaries both horizontal and vertical, and the actors inhabiting the

space in-between accordingly act out the city’s presence on stage.

115. For a discussion of the importance of these acts of re-designation or re-purposing to the
relationship between fictional and dramatic space in Greek theatre, cf. Ley 2007.

116. On the use of the mechane for the entrance of Iris, cf. Dunbar 1995: 612, who argues
that the repeated us of words related to flying suggests that Iris must have entered on the
mechane.

117. If Slater 2002: 134 is correct in his suggestion that the dvo and kdtw referred to
throughout the opening scene correspond to ‘upstage’ and ‘downstage’, as well as denoting
‘up in the air’ and ‘down on the ground’, then this use of the skene, located upstage, for
entrances from Olympus, and the downstage corridors for entrances from earth, would also fit
within the scheme.

140



However, despite the play’s movement from outopic space to the more concrete and
defined imaginative space of the bird city, whose existence is marked out within the space of
the stage and the theatre, the actual stage space remains unchanged. The physical markers of
the city, and in particular the bird-wall which encircles it, are rather referred to as existing in
off-stage space, and are not present within the stage space. The city’s physical presence
therefore exists in the audience’s collective imagination, rather than in the representational
space of the stage. This act of collective imagination is termed by Revermann (2013: 87) the
‘theatre of mind’. In his discussion of those props of the Greek theatre which, like for
example the rope with which Jocasta hangs herself in the Oedipus Rex, are not present on
stage, but which are critical within the imaginative and fictional world of the play,
Revermann suggests that such un-represented props “are not imaginary in the sense that they
do not exist, or exist as something ephemeral, perfunctory or evanescent. Quite the contrary:
by appealing to the audience’s imagination — by forcing, even, the spectator to re-create
them, individually, in their own ‘theatre of mind’ — these imaginary stage objects have a

presence that arguably engages the spectator even more than a prop that is visible on stage.”

The extent to which the Birds’ grand act of fictional creation is imaginative, rather than
representative or mimetic, is repeatedly emphasised in the play, in particular in relation to the
bird-wall, as first Peisetairos and then Iris draw the audience’s attention to the play’s failure
to actually stage the imaginative world which it brings into being. The idea of the bird-wall as
the boundary demarcating the city limits, and accordingly summoning Nephelokokkugia into
existence, appears early on in the play. According to Peisetairos it is the act of encircling the
new city which will transform the birds’ celestial space into a city (183-4: fjv 6" oikionte
Peisetairos instructs the bird-chorus as to his plan, this act of fencing in the space is integral
to the location of the birds in a single city:

Kxai 81 Toivuv Tpdta Siddokm piav dpvidmv Toly glvar,
Kamerta TOV dépa TAVTO KOKA® Kol Tav TouTi T0 HETAED
neprreryilew peydiong mAivhorg omtaig domep Bafvidva.
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Very well then, I instruct you first of all that there should be a single City of
the Birds; and then you should completely encircle the whole of the air, and all
this space between heaven and earth, with a wall of great baked bricks, like
Babylon.

(Av. 550-2)
According to Peisetairos’ instructions, this wall in the air is to be made from solid bricks
(mhivBoig), giving the structure a simultaneous feeling of substance and of impossibility, since
the practicalities of locating a brick wall on thin air are, at the very least, somewhat

challenging.

The construction of the bird-wall is not acted out on stage, but is rather reported in one of
the few extant messenger speeches in Aristophanes.'® Although the wall appears at first to
take on a more concrete existence, as it is given measurements (1131: ékxatovtopdyviov), and
features such as gates (1158: memOAwtor moloig) and towers (1162: mOpyoic), as the
messenger’s account continues it becomes increasingly impossible. The messenger gives the
length as one hundred fathoms (1130-1: 0 0¢ pfjxdg éott... €katoviopdyviov), which is
either, if it refers to the actual length, impossibly short for a city wall, or, if it refers to the
height, impossibly tall. Faced with the sheer impossibility of the bird-wall, Peisetairos replies
that it might almost seem to be a lie (1167: ioa yap dAnO®G eaivetai pot yevdeowv). Both the
impossibility of the wall’s dimensions, and Peisetairos’ response, draw explicit metatheatrical

attention to the fact that the bird-wall, and indeed the whole bird-city is, in Slater’s

118. The messenger speech is a device more usually associated with tragedy, for which cf. de
Jong 1991, and Barrett 2002, and particularly ch. 2 which discusses the relationship between
the tragic messenger speech and messengers in other genres. Conversely, this device is rarely
used in Aristophanes, appearing only here in the Birds, and in Ploutos 627-770, where the
uninterrupted length of the narrative increases the similarity to tragic messenger speeches. A
shorter messenger-type speech can also be found at Vesp. 1292ff. However whereas in Birds
and Wealth the events of the messenger speech are told only through this speech and are not
acted out on stage at all, Philocleon’s drunkenness is both related in a speech by Xanthias,
before the character himself enters, with his actions on stage picking up the story where
Xanthias left off. This use of narrative speech therefore diverges from the model of the tragic
messenger speech considerably, and should probably therefore not be included as a tragic-
style messenger speech alongside those in Birds and Wealth.
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formulation (2002: 143), “built of words”, and is not represented in physical space, but rather

exists only within the collective imagination of the audience and actors.

This metatheatrical focus on the wall’s imaginative qualities is also a feature of the scene
with Iris. No sooner has the completion of the bird-wall been announced, a second messenger
enters to warn Peisetairos that one of the gods has managed to fly through the gates (1173:
owr t®v muA®dv) and has breached the fortifications of Nephelokokkugia, immediately
bringing into question its effectiveness as a physical barrier. When Iris is herself interrogated
about why the wall did not prevent her from entering the city, she appears not to know what
Peisetairos is talking about, replying that she has no idea which gate she entered by (1210:
ovK o1da pi Al” Eyoye kot moiac morag), nor did she seem to notice any of the sentries or
guards which Peisetairos thinks should have held her up (1213-5). When Peisetairos threatens
to have the goddess arrested, she replies that “this business seems very out of place” (1208:
dromov ye tovti mpdyua). The use of the adjective drtomog to describe something
extraordinary or unusual is not uncommon, and is attested elsewhere in Aristophanes (Cf. ft.
565 PCG, Av. 276, Eccl. 956); however, in the context it seems to be particularly pointed, and

to add to the sense that the bird-city is not located in space, but rather in the imagination.

Throughout the Birds, the movement towards rootedness and stability, as the birds
abandon nomadic flight to occupy a single location which exists within set boundaries, pulls
against the more fluid relationship between fictional and dramatic space which is necessitated
as the grand scale of the imaginary world grows beyond that which can easily be represented
within the limits of the comic stage. Despite repeatedly rooting the boundaries of the city in
the physical dramatic space in which it is enacted, in the end Nephelokokkugia turns out to be
built no less on thin air dramatically as it is conceptually. Although within a theatrical
context, the imaginative is not necessarily any less ‘real’ than the directly staged or
represented, the play’s metatheatrical focus on Nephelokokkugia’s non-representation
(similar to the pointed non-representation of Zeus in the Peace), and its characterisation of
the city’s off-stage landmarks as ‘almost a lie’ (1167: ica yap dAn0dc gaivetal pot yevdeov)

seems to create a opposition between its unlimited powers of imaginative creation, and the
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limits of theatrical representation. The pointedness of the non-staging of the bird-wall and the
other physical markers of the bird-city, and the repeated recognition of the fact that these
markers exist only in the collective imagination of actors and audience, demonstrate that
while at times the plots of comedy seem to be limited only by what the poet can imagine,
there are ultimately practical restrictions on what comedy can actually present on stage.
Again however, this limitation is presented not as a constraint, but an act of ambition in
storytelling. In recognising the gap between the imagined and the staged world, which
although it always exists in drama is present to an unusual degree in Birds due to the scale of
its imagined world, and is explicitly foregrounded by the play, the Birds also foregrounds the
sheer ambition of its fictional creation, which like the bird-city itself breaks free of the

physical limits of representation, and exists primarily as an extraordinary act of imagination.

Conclusions

Peace and Birds are certainly the most fantastical of Aristophanes extant plays. In each,
ostensibly ordinary Athenian men take flight from their city to challenge Olympus and the
gods, in plots which while being on one level reliant on existing narrative models also create
new mythic archetypes which are as rooted in the conventions of comic storytelling as they
are in traditional myth. The two plays differ markedly in their tone, with the Peace at once
more celebratory and more combative than its successor. Taken together, the plays
demonstrate that comedy’s intergeneric relationships, even in the case of tragedy, vary
considerably along a spectrum which runs from the overtly parodic to the contrastive and
even incorporative. Both plays push at the boundaries of comic possibility, firstly with regard
to the extent of their narrative and fictional invention; and secondly in the way they play with
the limits of what can and cannot be represented on the comic stage. While the plays’
characterisation of tragedy as fundamentally limited, both dramatically and narratively, in a
way that comedy is not is ultimately specious, Peace and Birds do establish comedy’s relative

mythopoetic freedom as a defining, and definitive, aspect of the genre.
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Chapter Three: ‘Women On Top’ in the Thesmophoriazusae and

Ecclesiazusae

Aristophanes’ interest in tragedy is evident from his earliest plays onwards, with even his first
fully extant comedy, the Acharnians, featuring tragedy, and the poet Euripides, prominently.
However, plays which make tragedy their primary subject only seem to emerge in the latter
part of the poet’s career, most famously with the Frogs, but also in the Thesmophoriazusae,
which similarly brings two tragedians on stage as characters. While the central interest of the
Frogs is tragic poetry, with the tragedians’ prologues, word usage, and meter all coming
under scrutiny, the Thesmophoriazusae exploits the fuller potential of tragedy as a means of
exploring not only different kinds of poetics, but alternative theatrical modes. Staging and
costume have of course been present as a concern in Aristophanes’ plays for as long as
tragedy, and previous chapters have touched upon the ways in which Wasps, Peace, and Birds
reflect upon comic theatrical practice; however, the Thesmophoriazusae’s engagement with
the topic of tragic and comic illusion, costume, and staging is more sustained than anything

seen in the earlier plays.

The establishment of the tragic competition in Athens pre-dated the comic by some two
decades, and the genre’s relative seniority and longer period of civic institutionalisation
therefore afforded it a greater degree of embeddedness in the public and political life of the
city.! Further to this, tragedy’s overt seriousness in itself affords the genre a prestige which
the baser comedy finds more elusive. While in the Acharnians, Dicaeopolis famously claims
that ‘comedy too knows what is right’ (Ach. 500: 10 yap Sikatov o0ide kai Tpuy®dia), and has
an equal ability to advise the city in its political affairs, later plays distance themselves from,
rather than assimilate themselves to, tragedy. While Peace and Birds, as the previous chapter

has argued, carve out a distinct space for comic storytelling, and bring into focus the genre’s

1. The origins of comedy and its institution at the festival of Dionysus are discussed in more
detail in the introduction to ch. 1. For an overview of the origins of the tragic competition, cf.
Scullion 2005. A more detailed discussion of the origins of tragedy and its early history can
be found in Lesky 1983 ch. 1-3, and a collection of sources regarding the early Greek theatre
in Csapo & Slater 1994 ch. 2-3.

146



powers of mythic invention, this chapter will suggest that in both the Thesmophoriazusae and
Ecclesiazusae, Aristophanes makes a case for a distinct comic theatrical practice, entirely
different from the precedent set by tragedy. The chapter will argue that in the
Thesmophoriazusae, this marginalisation of tragic theatrics is achieved by associating the
genre and its theatrical practices with femininity, as tragedy’s lack of overt metatheatricality,
and its (perceived, if not actual) tendency towards illusionism is construed as a kind of
feminine deception, akin to the use of cosmetics and the veil; and that this is contrasted with
comedy’s overt masculinity, most evident in the use of the comic phallus. The second part of
this chapter will go on to consider the consequences of this conception of comedy as
inherently masculine for a play such as Ecclesiazusae, in which the comic hero is replaced by

a heroine, and women take centre stage.

In her 2015 monograph, Costume in the Comedies of Aristophanes, Gwendolyn
Compton-Engle has examined in detail the central place of the grotesque comic body in
defining the genre of Old Comedy. As Compton-Engle argues (ch. 1), comedy does not only
revel in bodily functions and corporeality, but its image of bodily excess is reified through the
padded somation, whose importance to the overall aesthetic of comedy is confirmed by its
representation on numerous vases which depict scenes from the comic theatre. Comedy’s
revelation of grotesque nakedness is most obvious in the comic phallus, attached to the
somation, and which dangled below the tunic worn by the actors,” and it is the phallus which
most clearly represents comedy’s theatrical practice and its difference from tragedy.
However, it is important to note that, as Compton-Engle persuasively argues, the somation is
as much an act of concealment as revelation, covering as is does the actor’s real body almost
completely, so that only the hands and feet are left exposed. While on the one hand, the comic
body is an act of grotesque and obscene exposure, whereby the body is presented to the
audience’s view, the somation is also obviously artificial, and therefore mediates the

obscenity and outrages against the body which are a feature of the comic theatre, so that the

2. The visual evidence for the comic phallus is discussed in detail by Compton-Engle 2015:
24-5, who suggests that it was usually presented flaccid, and that it was visible at all times,
even when the actor was fully dressed.
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result is ridiculous rather than actually pornographic. Therefore while comedy is certainly
defined by its theatrics of revelation, and by the exposure of the comic phallus in particular,
its exposure is, ultimately, false, since it is the artificial somation, and not the actor’s real

body, which is presented for the audience’s view.

Given the importance of the comic phallus for defining the genre’s theatrical practice
against that of tragedy, it is therefore not entirely surprising that the Thesmophoriazusae,
arguably the most relentlessly metatheatrical of all Aristophanes’ extant plays, is also
concerned with gender, which itself seems to have been a particular interest of Aristophanes’
at this time (as the premiere of both Lysistrata and Thesmophoriazusae in close succession in
411 B.C. suggests). Up until this point, the feminine, domestic world showcased, albeit in
very different ways, in these two plays has been noticeably absent from Aristophanes’ plots.
Even those plays such as Knights and Wasps which have taken the oixog as their setting do
not feature the women of the household, and indeed their concern is primarily with the oikoc
as a metaphor for the moAc, rather than as an end in itself. Indeed, until 411 B.C., almost all
of the female characters in Aristophanes’ plays have been mute, nude figures, often
representing an abstract concept (e.g. the Peace-Treaties in Knights; Opora and Theoria in the
Peace; Basilea in the Birds), or playing the role of a hetaira (as with the flute girl abducted by
Philocleon towards the end of the Wasps).” Goddesses (Peace in the Peace, and Iris in the
Birds) and daughters (as in Acharnians and Peace) have sometimes featured briefly, but

never wives.*

3.Cf. Hall 2000 on female abstractions in Old Comedy, and Zweig 1992 on mute, nude
female figures in Aristophanes’ plays.

4. It is important to note that the rarity of female characters in Aristophanes’ plays before 411
is not necessarily representative of Old Comedy as a whole. A comprehensive survey of
attested female characters in the other comic poets is given in Henderson 2000. Henderson
states that while no wives are securely attested on the comic stage before 411 (with the
exception of Comoidia in Cratinus’ Pytine, who is an example of a female personification
rather than a wife-proper), there was a subset of ‘domestic’ (as opposed to ‘political’, as
Henderson describes Aristophanes) comedies, most notably by Pherekrates, who Henderson
suggests may have been a pioneer of this style. However, the majority of female characters as
catalogued by Henderson still fall under the category of mythical figures (as is familiar from
Aristophanes), with a significant minority also in the category of hetairai. Therefore, while it
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Female characters, including wives, were however a prominent feature of tragedy from
early on in the genre’s history; several titles which imply a female chorus are attributed to
Phrynichus, and the first fully extant tragedy, Aeschylus’ Persians, has the Persian queen
Atossa as a central character.’” Furthermore, since many of these early plays were overtly
political or historical in their content, it seems relatively secure that the combination of the
domestic, female world with the political was characteristic of tragedy from its beginnings.
Of the later tragedians, Euripides in particular is, in Aristophanes at least, associated with
female themes and characters, and in both the Thesmophoriazusae, and in the Frogs
(1043-56) he is characterised as a playwright particularly associated with writing (often
shamelessly lurid) female characters. Given the importance of female characters for tragedy,
and in particular within the plays of Aristophanes’ favourite target Euripides, it therefore
seems remarkable that female characters were so little used by Aristophanes prior to 411; and
to a degree, the poet’s sudden foregrounding of female characters, and of the domestic
sphere, can itself be seen as a move into territory more usually associated with tragedy,
particularly when, as in all three of Aristophanes’ ‘women’ plays, the domestic is aligned with

the political, as is (broadly) characteristic of tragedy.

is clear that Aristophanes may well not have been exactly a pioneer of female characters on
the comic stage, his presentation of Athenian wives in a domestic setting is still likely to have
been an innovation. Further, as Henderson notes, previous plays which feature (non-
mythological, non-personified-abstraction) female characters were of a domestic rather than
political character, and therefore in writing political ‘women’ plays, Aristophanes again is
likely to have been innovating to some degree. The potentially new use of women within
‘political’ plays is perhaps significant firstly given the degree to which gender, and
particularly femininity, is itself politicised in the Thesmophoriazusae and Ecclesiazusae, as
this chapter will argue; and secondly because, since the combination of female and political
themes is arguably a hallmark of tragedy, it would be highly significant if Aristophanes, given
his interest in tragedy, was indeed the first of the Old Comedians to use women in ‘political’
plays.

5. The relative prominence of women on the Attic stage, in comparison to their apparent
marginalisation from public life, has been much commented upon by scholars. Foley 1981
sets out a detailed comparison between women’s financial, legal, legislative, and political
situation, and particularly their status as permanent minors, and the frequency of their
appearance in both dramatic and non-dramatic genres of Greek literature. This comparison
between women’s political and literary status is also made by Zeitlin 1985. Cohen 1991
similarly emphasises the gap between the legal and ideological status of women and the
reality of their day-to-day place in society.
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As Lauren Taaffe has argued, throughout Aristophanes’ three ‘women’ plays the
presentation of women as deceptive is a central theme, and women are presented in particular
as masters of costume and mimetic trickery.® There is little to add to Taaffe’s otherwise
comprehensive study of female mimesis and trickery in Aristophanes, except that, in addition
to being a component of the presentation of women with regard to costume and staging, this
conception of comic women as deceptive is also essential to the overall plot structure of the
three ‘women’ plays: The Thesmophoriazusae, Lysistrata, and Ecclesiazusae are notable for
their inclusion of scenes in which women meet secretly to scheme en masse against their
menfolk, in contrast to the male paradigm of the comic hero who, in Aristophanes, operates
both openly and alone without any hint of this clandestine underhandedness. Unlike for
example in the Acharnians, in which the assembly scene makes clear that mass action is no
way for a hero to accomplish anything useful, Aristophanes’ heroines always set their plots in

motion with a secret all-female gathering.

6. Taaffe 1993: 24 states that in Aristophanes, “[f]emales tend to manipulate language and
costume”. The Aristophanic presentation of female deception is a central theme of Taaffe’s
passim. The straightforward correlation between manipulation of costume and femininity
suggested by Taaffe has been somewhat problematised by Compton-Engle, who suggests that
“[a]n examination of comic vase paintings forces us to dispense (at least for comedy) with
any simple equation in which nudity is male and heroic, while concealment and artificiality
are female and suspect” (2015: 27). Compton-Engle ch.4 in particular argues that in the
Acharnians, Dicaeopolis’ successful manipulation of disguise is presented as a masculine
characteristic; and that it is not always disguise per se, but rather the failure to successfully
manipulate costume, and especially forcible control of a character’s costume and body by
another, which marks emasculation in Aristophanes. However, while Compton-Engle is
surely correct in arguing that it is not universally true that disguise and artificiality are
construed as feminine in Aristophanes, particularly in plays such as Acharnians in which
there is no thematic focus on gender, I would suggest that Taaffe is correct in arguing that
artificiality is associated with the feminine in the Lysistrata and Thesmophoriazusae. It is
important to recognise that the relationship between gender and costume is not uniform, and
may differ between plays. That is to say, while Compton-Engle is correct in identifying
control of costume as a masculine feature in the Acharnians, this does not preclude its
presentation as effeminate in the later ‘women’ plays.
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The concept of women as deceptive and masters of mimetic trickery is of course not
exclusive to Aristophanic comedy, but features in tragedy,” as well as other genres such as
epic, rhetoric, and philosophy; and in both Aristophanes, and in other authors, it is often the
paraphernalia of femininity, such as cosmetics and the veil, which attract suspicion. However,
in this next section, I hope to show that Aristophanes subtly alters the common model of the
bad and deceptive women, whose vanity and trickery is contrasted with the modest and
virtuous woman, to suggest instead that it is not bad women, but femininity itself, which is

defined by mimesis and deception.

The model of feminine deception, in which female sexuality, and beauty practices such as
the use of cosmetics, depilation, and other forms of adornment, are construed as acts of
trickery, appears at least as early as the 7th century B.C.. Semonides’ notorious diatribe
against womankind, whom he claims the gods made fundamentally different from men (fr. 7
W 1: yopig yovaikog 0e0g €moincev voov), contains an attack on the ‘mare-woman’ who takes
excessive care of her appearance, and, while she delights other men, is a bane to her own

husband:

Aodtat 6& whong NUEPNS dmo pumov
dic, GAhote Tpic, Kai popotg dAreipeTat,
aiel 0 yaitnv ékteviouévny opel
Babeiav, avOépoioy éokiacuévny.
KOAOV P&V @V Oénpa Tota T Yo
dAlolot, TG & Exovtt yiveTol KoKoV,
AV uf Tig §) TOpavvog 1 oknmrodyog 1,
6ot To10vTo1S BLNoV dyAaileTar.

Twice every day, sometimes three times, she washes the dirt off her and
anoints herself with scents, and she always wears her hair combed out and
long, shaded with flowers. Such a woman is a beautiful sight to others, but for
the man who has her as a wife she is a plague, unless he is some tyrant or
sceptre bearer whose heart delights in such things. (trans. Gerber)

(fr. 7 W 63-70)

7. The representation of women in tragedy is an enormous topic, and one which is largely
beyond the scope of the present thesis; even a comprehensive bibliography would run to
some length, but cf. e.g. Foley 1981, Zeitlin 1985, McClure 1999, Foley 2009.
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This idea of cosmetics as inappropriate for a good and modest wife appears also in
Xenophon’s Oeconomicus, in which the speaker Ischomachus scolds his young bride for
wearing heavy make-up and high heels, which he considers to be a form of deceit akin to
forging money:

‘Eyo toivov, &en, idOv mote adtiv, O TOKPOTES, EVIETPIUUEVNV TOMG HEV yiuvbip,
dmog Aevkotépa ETt dokoin eivar §j v, TOAM & &yyovon, dmwg épueporépa @aivolto
g aAnOeiag, UnOSnuaw &> Eyovosav dVymAd, dmwg peilov dokoin eivon fi émepiket,
Einé pot, Epnv, ® yovor, motépag Gv pe kpivolg dEopiintov udilov givar xpnudtmy
KOwvov, €l 6ot a0t Ta dvTa ATodekvHOoLuL, Kol UiTe KOUTALolt ®g TAEI® TOV dvimv
£€0TL oL, UNTE ATOKPLATOIUNV TL TAV SVTOV UNOEV, T} €1 TEWPOUNV € EEATOTAV AEY®V TE
O¢ TAEI® £0TL POt TAV OvImV, EMOEKVOC T€ Apydplov kifdniov dnioinv g Kai dprovg
VmoEvAog Kol Topeupidag EErtnAovg painy dAndwag siva;

“Well, one day, Socrates, I noticed that her face was made up: she had rubbed in a lot of
white lead in order to look whiter than she is, and alkanet juice to make her cheeks
rosier than they truly were; and she was wearing boots with thick soles to appear taller
than she naturally was. So I said to her, “Tell me, wife, how should I appear more
worthy of your love as a partner in our goods, by disclosing to you our belongings just
as they are, without boasting of imaginary possessions or concealing any part of what
we have, or by trying to trick you with an exaggerated account, showing you
counterfeit money and wooden necklaces painted gold and describing clothes dyed
purple that would fade? (trans. Marchant)

(Xen. Oec. 10.2-3)
Likewise in Euripides’ Electra 1069-75, Electra berates her mother for admiring herself in the
mirror, saying that any woman who works on her beauty (1073: €g xéArog dokel) in such a
way can only be up to no good; and Socrates in his conversation with Theodote in
Xenophon’s Memorabilia 3.11.7-10 compares the courtesan’s ensnarement of ‘friends’ to a
hunter contriving to trap hares with nets. This connection between deception and femininity
seems to have been surprisingly tenacious, and appears even as late as Quintillian, who

compares excessive oratorical devices to the use of depilation, curling-irons, and make-up:

nam sermo rectus et secundum naturam enuntiatus nihil habere ex ingenio videtur; illa
vero, quaeutcunque deflexa sunt, tanquam exquisitiora miramur; non aliter quam
distortis etquocunque modo prodigiosis corporibus apud quosdam maius est pretium
quam iis, quae nihil ex communi habitu boni perdiderunt. atque etiam qui specie
capiuntur, vulsis levatisque et inustas comas acu comentibus et non suo colore nitidis
plus esse formae putant, quam possit tribuere incorrupta natura, ut pulchritudo corporis
venire videatur ex malismorum.
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For straightforward, natural speech is judged to owe nothing to talent; we admire things
which are in some way distorted as being more sophisticated— just as some people set
a higher value on human bodies which are crippled or somehow deformed than on
those which have lost none of the blessings of normality, while others again, who are
captivated by appearances, fancy that there is more beauty in those who have their hair
plucked and skin smoothed, who singe their hair and keep it in order with pins, and
whose complexion is anything but their own, than in anything uncorrupted nature can
confer, thus beauty of the body seems to come from depravity of character. (trans.
Russell)

(Quin. nst. Or. 2.5.11-12)

This anxiety surrounding the nature of feminine deception was not limited to cosmetic
procedures, but also included female clothing. Recent scholarship on the topic of Greek
women’s dress has emphasised the connection between concealment and sexual allure. The
peplos, a garment which can be considered to represent traditional female virtue, is also
designed so that it “envelops and conceals” the true immoderate sexuality of the female body
and removes it from the male gaze;® and Llewellyn-Jones, in his study of the veil, which he
describes as the “female garment par excellence” (2003:17), argues that Greek veiling
practices were designed as much to entice as to modestly conceal. Far from being
desexualising, the veil was an erotic object whose power lay in its ability to make the veiled
object mysterious, as well as to deceptively hide flaws (much like cosmetics): “The veil can
have the effect of making the facial features alluringly vague; sometimes it enhances the
impression of attractiveness. Veils can draw attention away from physical defects, like
wrinkles and lines... Most sociologists and dress historians now accept the idea that the
deliberate concealing of certain parts of the body does not necessarily discourage sexual
interest but often activates sexual stimulation.” (2003:284). It is worth noting that, despite the
negativity with which male authors discuss the use of cosmetics and other forms of
adornment, visual and archaeological evidence suggests that their use was widespread, if not

universal.’

8 . Lee 2005: 61-2. Lee’s study encompasses the depiction of the peplos in a variety of visual
and literary sources, considering both its use and its ideological status in Athens.

9. Cf. Pomeroy 1994: 304-5, who in her discussion of Oeconomicus 10.2-3 (above) gives a
brief survey of the visual and archeological evidence surrounding cosmetic use. McClure
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Outside of comedy, in both dramatic and non-dramatic genres, the deceptive femininity
constructed using the false powers of cosmetics and clothes is contrasted with the honest and
chaste woman.'" Electra contrasts Clytemnestra’s contrived beauty with the modesty she
could have displayed had she wished to (Eur. Elec. 1080: kaitol KaA®S Y& GOPPOVEIV TOPETE
oot); the young wife in the Oeconomicus soon learns, at Ischomachus’ instruction, how to
make herself more attractive to her husband not through deceitful cosmetics but honest
housework, which will keep her fit and bring colour to her cheeks (Xen. Oec. 10.9-13).
However, as Taaffe has argued in her deconstruction of the opening scene of Lysistrata in
particular, in Aristophanes the ideal chaste wife is as much an act of mimesis as the lascivious
schemer: “Women, endowed by nature with a multiplicity of appearances, can be

both” (1993: 55).

According to Taaffe’s analysis, the women in Lysistrata (and indeed elsewhere in
Aristophanes) are accompanied by a consistent focus on metatheatricality. As Lysistrata
advises her followers in how to best ‘act out’ their femininity, she lays out for the audience
how costume and demeanour can be utilised to summon up ‘women’ on stage. As in the later
play Ecclesiazusae, Lysistrata begins with the heroine instructing her companions in the act
of role playing; however unlike in Ecclesiazusae, the women are being asked to put their
props to use in playing not the opposite gender, but their own. Early in the play it is
established that the women’s only talents lie in playing with the props of femininity. When
Lysistrata suggests to Calonice that she has a plan to stop the war, her friend objects:

T1 8’ Av Yuvaikeg PPOVILLOV EPYAGOINTO
1| Aopumpov; oi kabnued’ Envoiopuévar,

2015 also discusses the visual evidence for the use of cosmetics and other beauty procedures
by wives in Athens, arguing that the women in Lysistrata are not, as has been previously
suggested by a number of scholars (cf. Stroup 2004), characterised as hetairai, since
cosmetics and adornment were associated with marriage, and not only with prostitution.

10. However note that, as Llewellyn-Jones points out, the two are not necessarily discrete,
since concealment which is motivated by true modesty can be as seductive as that which is
designed purposefully to be coquettish: “working alongside this idea of an active veiled
sexuality is one wherein a woman’s passive veiled modesty and chastity, a naivety towards
her own sexuality, becomes an erotic turn-on in itself.” (2003: 287)
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KPOKOTOQOPODGOL KOl KEKOAAWOTIGHEVOL
kot KwBepik’ opbootdadia kai mepiPapidog;

But what can women achieve that is clever or glorious— we who sit at home
all dolled up, wearing saffron gowns and cosmetics and Cimberic straight-
liners and riverboat slippers?

(Lys. 42-5)
However, we soon discover that it is precisely these skills which the women are to employ
for the benefit of their city. Just as Praxagora and her companions will style their body hair
and clothes to play the role of men, Lysistrata suggests that the women do the same in order
to better embody the role of women:

el yop xafnued’ &vdov évretpiupévat,

KV TO1G YlIT®Violotl Toig Apopyivolg

yopvai wapiotev SEATO TOPATETIAUEVAL,

otvowvto &’ Avdpeg kambupolev GTAEKODV,

NUETG 8¢ un Tpooteiped’, AL’ aneyoipeda,

oToOVSAC TOMGoIVT’ BV TayEms, €V 010 1L

If we sat there at home in our make-up, and came into their rooms wearing our
lawn shifts and nothing else and plucked down below delta-style, and our
husbands got all horny and eager for the old spleck-spleck, but we kept away
and didn’t come to them— they’d make peace fast enough, I know for sure.

(Lys. 149-154)
The women swear an oath that they will use their saffron gowns, (219: kpokwtopopodoa,),
Persian slippers (229: Ilegpowcd), and heavy make-up (149: évtetpiupévar, 219:
KekaAlomopévn), in addition with their other acts of feminine maintenance (151: déita
mapateTApéva) to construct a hypersexualised femininity and frustrate their husbands. The
only difference between this acting out of femaleness and the day-to-day performance
described by Calonice in lines 42-5 is that the women will, after seducing their men, withhold

the sex that their performance appears to promise.

According to the women, therefore, femininity is nothing more than an elaborate guise
put together with the appropriate props and accoutrements, acted out as a spectacle to deceive
men. It is yet another of the schemes at which women, Lysistrata says, excel (11-12 o6t
mapd p&v Toig dvdpdoty vevouiopeda / sivor mavodpyor). Of course, the real joke is that, since

the actors are men, the femininity on stage really is no more than an illusion, ‘a creation of
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make-up, costume, and our imaginative gaze.” (Taaffe 1993: 57). The juxtaposition of what
might be called the fictional reality, that these are women acting out their femaleness, with
the dramatic reality that these women are in fact men, causes the construction of femininity
by real women and by actors to be collapsed in on one another, thereby suggesting that
neither performance has much by way of reality underneath it. “Aristophanes carefully
constructs his idea of ‘woman’, suggesting that ‘woman’ is a fiction, a creation of costumes
and artifice staged for the male gaze.” (Taaffe 1993: 20). This portrayal of the femininity of
even good wives (since in both Lysistrata and Ecclesiazusae, even the women’s deceptions
are acted out only with the best interests of the city in mind) as deceptive is revisited in the
opening of the Ecclesiazusae. Praxagora in her monologue again connects female sexuality,
cosmetic procedures, and deception as she prays to her lamp (which alongside knowing all
her secrets is privy to both to the depilation which women undertake in order to attract and
ensnare men, as well as the sexual activity which results from such ensnarement) to help her
in her latest plot:

ool yOp Hove dnAoduev- eikdtmg, Emel
KAV 10161 dmpatiolsy AQpoditng tponmv
TEPOUEVALCT TANGIOG TAPUCTATETG,
AOPIOVUEVOV TE COUATOV EMGTATNV
0POaALOV 0VOEIC TOV 0OV EEEipyet SOV,
HOVOG O Unp@V €1G ATOPPNTOVE LVYOVG
AGumeLs, apevv Ty Enaviodoav Tpiya

To thee alone our secret we’ll reveal,;

And rightly, for within our bedrooms too,

When we try out our new sexual variations,

Close by thou standest, and thine eye o’ersees
Our arching bodies, yet none ever shuts it

Out of the chamber; thou alone dost shine

Into the secret corners of our thighs

When singeing off the hairs that sprout from them.

(Eccl. 7-13)

This chapter will argue that this model of intentionally obscure, deceptive femininity is

crucial to the Thesmophoriazusae’s depiction of tragedy, which is the play’s central theme. It

156



will be suggested that through the figure of Agathon, tragedy is cast as inherently, and
deceptively, feminine; and that throughout the play this is connected to tragedy’s lack of overt
metatheatricality. Conversely, the figure of In-Law, who it will be argued is in the play
associated with comic modes of performance and speech, is used to characterise comedy as a
primarily phallic genre, whose metatheatrical exposure of its own workings is akin to the
bodily revelation which is characteristic of the genre. While the Ecclesiazusae situates itself
in the same landscape as its predecessor, the play shifts the focus from the deceptive
illusionism of tragedy to the illusory performances of political life, at which the women of
the play apparently excel. It will be argued that this play presents the most radical of all
Aristophanes’ female characters, in the form of Praxagora; and suggested that the complete
reversal of masculine and feminine roles in the play leads to the unravelling of a series of
comic conventions, such as the assertion of male fertility and dominance which often ends

Aristophanes’ plays, which are inherently tied to comedy’s status as a phallic genre.

Thesmophoriazusae

The opening scene of the Thesmophoriazusae clearly signals that this is to be a play about
both gender and genre; and the presence of the two tragedians, Euripides and Agathon, who
are both in different ways connected with femininity and the female (Agathon through his
notorious reputation for effeminacy;" and Euripides through the repeated Aristophanic
accusation that his works are too interested in the affairs of women),'* at once links these two
apparently distant themes. The themes of theatrical performance and gender are further
aligned through the enactment of the cross-dressing scene, in which In-Law is disguised as a
woman by the two tragedians, and instructed in how to conduct himself at the council of
women. The connection between tragedians and femininity of course offers ample

opportunity for the kind of insults which are aimed at politicians, tragedians, and other public

11. For a discussion of the historical figure of Agathon, and his presentation in a variety of
authors, cf. Duncan 2006 ch. 1, and Sissa 2012, which compares the presentation of Agathon
by Aristophanes and Plato.

12. The accusations against Euripides in the Frogs (Ran. 1043-56) were discussed above. The
association between Euripides and women in the Thesmophoriazusae is established early in
the scene, in lines 76-85, where the idea that Euripides’ predilection for wicked female
characters has incited the rage of the real women of Athens is first introduced.
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figures who are repeatedly slurred in Old Comedy as effeminate. However, in this section it
will be argued that it is not only the tragedians Agathon and Euripides who are connected
with femininity, but that the performance practices of tragedy themselves are implicated. The
scene will first be examined to show how Agathon’s performance of effeminacy is
characterised as deceptive and intentionally obscure; and it will then be argued that the
structure of the scene, which includes references not only to plays by Agathon and Euripides,
both representatives of the modern tragic style, but also Aeschylus and Phrynichus, suggests
that it is the genre of tragedy as a whole which is under attack; and that tragic poetics are

characterised as displaying the same deceptive effeminacy as Agathon.

The first scene of the Thesmophoriazusae presents the audience with two distinct
examples of cross-dressing, acted out by Agathon and In-Law respectively. In-Law’s
transformation takes place before the audience’s eyes, and the process of his conversion from
male to female is acted out step by step as his beard is shaved off (215-31), his pubic hair
depilated (234-45), and he is dressed in a saffron gown (253), breastband (255), hairnet (257),
and women’s shoes (262). In-Law’s portrayal of femininity is therefore quite
straightforwardly metatheatrical, as the play allows us to view the means by which his
theatrical representation of femininity is created, and the line between his ‘real’ and

‘performed’ gender is therefore unambiguous.

The falseness and ultimate futility of In-Law’s later attempts to mimic femininity is
further implied through the repeated focus on his phallus throughout this scene. He makes
aggressive sexual threats against Agathon’s servant (Thesm. 59-62), and uses a demonstrative
pronoun (62: Touti 10 mE0g) which suggests that he gestures towards or otherwise brandishes
his comic phallus; and later makes a similar threat to Agathon, suggesting that he might help
the tragedian compose his satyr dramas by taking the part of the satyr (Thesm. 157-8), a
suggestion which is also presumably accompanied by a phallic gesture. The prominence of
In-Law’s phallus seems to pose something of a problem for his feminine disguise. When
Euripides dresses In-Law in a saffron gown, the text suggests that there might be some comic

play surrounding the difficulty of arranging it in such a way that covers the phallus, as In-
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Law asks Euripides to come and arrange his costume around the legs (256: 1B vdv,
KATAGTEILOV pE Ta Tepl T okéAel). The command 101 vuv strongly suggests that this line was
accompanied by some action by Euripides, and the opportunity of some comic play around
the difficulty of concealing In-Law’s phallus which dangles ‘round his legs’ (1 mepi t@

okéAetl) would surely be almost irresistible for the actors.

Agathon’s representation of femininity is quite different to this. As he takes the stage to
recite his new tragedy-in-progress, In-Law finds his performance all too convincing, and
reacts with a combination of confusion and sexual desire (130-3). In-Law is at first unable to
separate Agathon’s ‘real’ and ‘performed’ gender from one another, since he is unable to
distinguish which parts of Agathon’s contradictory appearance are props and costume in the
tragedian’s performance, and which belong to the actor, Agathon, underneath:

TodaTOG O YOWVIG; Tig TATPa,; TG 1] GTOAN;
Tig 1 thpaéic Tod Piov; T PapPrrog

AOAET KPOKMTRD; Ti 0& ADPpal KEKPLOIA®;

i AKvBog Kol oTpodPLoV; MG 0 EOUEOPOV.
tig dai KatpomTov kol Eipovg kovmvia;

o0 T’ aOTOG, O O, TOTEPOV (G AVI|P TPEPEL,
Kol Tod m€og; Tod yAoiva; Tod AaKmvikod;
GAL” ¢ yoviy 8fT’; eita mod Té Titdiay

“Whence comes this epicene? What is its country, what its garb?” What
confusion of life-styles is this? What has a bass to say to a saffron gown? or a
lyre to a hair-net? What’s an oil-flask doing with a breast-band? How
incongruous! And what partnership can there be between a mirror and a
sword? And what about yourself, young 'un? Have you been reared as a man?
Then where’s your prick? Where’s your cloak? Where are your Laconian
shoes? Or as a woman, was it? Then where are your tits?

(Thesm. 136-143)
Unlike In-Law’s body (or rather, somation) which clearly and visibly manifests his gender
identity in his prominent comic phallus, Agathon’s body is indeterminate, lacking any proper
marker of sex, whether male (he apparently has no phallus, 142: wod néog, something which
is surely highly unusual for an ostensibly male character on the comic stage) or female (143:

7oL Ta TIThia).
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Agathon’s explanations fail to leave In-Law, or the audience any less confused about the
exact nature of his cross-dressing effeminacy.” First, Agathon explains that he must, as a
male tragedian, make himself more female in order to write women’s parts:

%P1 YOP TomenVv &vopa Tpog TO dpALaTOL

0 0€l mo1ElY, TPOG TADTO TOVS TPOTOLS EYELV.
avtiKe Yovorkel fjv motf] Tig dpapata,
LETOVGIOV OET TV TPOTTWV TO GO EYELV.

A man who is a poet must adopt habits that match the plays he’s committed to
composing. For example, if one is writing plays about women, one’s body
must participate in their habits.

(Thesm. 149-152)
But almost immediately, Agathon contradicts himself, saying that tragedy reflects the nature
of the tragedian who writes it (167: duow yap moteiv avdykn T @vcel), and that it is in
recognition of this fact that he has cultivated this feminine appearance (171-2: &nac’ dvéyxn:
TadTO YOp TOL YVvoug €ym / uavtov €bepamevoa). Ugly Philocles writes ugly poetry, bad
Xenocles writes badly, and frigid Theognis frigidly, and so for a poet not to look beautiful is
not only in poor taste, but a regrettable artistic decision (159: duovcov). If this were not all
confusing enough, Agathon seems to suggest that his feminine persona is not limited to his
compositional activity, since he wears at least some of his props at night, implying that his
cross-dressing is also at least in part some kind of sexual preference:
<Ev> kekpo@dlov del kol pitpag.
<Ay> M1 pév odv
KEPAAN mePIBETOC, iV £YD VOKT®P QOPd.
Eu: We need a hair-net and a bandeau.
Ag: No, no, here’s a put-on headpiece, which I wear at night.
(Thesm. 257-8)
This confusion as to the nature of Agathon’s gender, and the lack of clarity about the extent to

which it is performative (does he only put on this feminine act to write, or all the time? Can

we tell the difference between when he is and is not ‘putting it on’?) is a clear contrast with

13. Both Mueke 1982 and Robson 2005 have explored Agathon’s contradictory statements
about his feminine dress from the point of view of the engagement with contemporary
essentialist vs. constructionist philosophical debates.
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In-Law’s cross-dressing, in which his ‘real’ masculine identity is first established through the
repeated focus on the character’s phallus, before a separate feminine identity is imposed on
top of this through the use of a second costume, which is placed on In-Law item by item. The
tragedian’s femininity is rooted in indeterminacy, which he encourages through his
contradictory explanations, and an uncertainty about what is ‘real’ and what only performed;
and Agathon’s feminine persona is in this way similar to the deceptive femininity practised

by the women in Lysistrata, whose feminine wiles are similarly illusory.

The Comic Frame: Implicating tragedy

Although Agathon’s flamboyant public image must have made him an almost irresistible
target for a comic playwright, the portrayal of Agathon’s deceptive effeminacy in the
Thesmophoriazusae 1s more than just a matter of personal satire. The structure of the opening
scene sets up a comic frame,'* whereby Agathon’s performance of tragedy is focalised
through the viewpoint of the comic In-Law; and the scene repeatedly draws the focus away
from Agathon’s own plays, and towards other tragedians (including of course Euripides), and
tragedy more broadly. The opening lines of the Thesmophoriazusae clearly signal the fact that
some kind of spectacle is about to be viewed by In-Law, at the instigation of Euripides.
Characters in the openings of Aristophanes’ plays quite often ask for the plot of the play to be
explained to them, or to the audience,” and true to form, In-Law quickly tries to ascertain
what sort of thing he is about to perceive (4: mapd cod mOécOo moi 1 dyelg wOPITIdN;).
Euripides at first refuses to explain, saying simply that he will soon see for himself (5-6:
GAL" oK diovely O€l oe TavO™ 66 avtika / dyel Tapestdg), placing the In-Law in the role of
the spectator, who need not have the plot explained to him since he will be present to witness

it being played out. The fact that the apparent orchestrator of this spectacle is to be the

14. The use of a framing device in the play is discussed also by Taaffe 1993: 79-82 and Slater
2002: 153.

15. The opening of Knights (36: PoOAel 10 mpdyua 10ic Ocatoicw epdow;) Wasps (54: @épe
VOV Katelmm toig Beatoic tOv Adyov) and Peace (44: 10 o0& mpdyua ti;) contain suggestions
that the plot be explained to the audience.
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playwright Euripides, who is named unusually early in line 4,'° suggests that we should see
this spectacle as a kind of dramatic performance. That this spectacle will have a particularly
Euripidean character is emphasised again with the suggestion that one thing that In-Law
might learn from Euripides is how to become lame:

<Ev> oA’ v ndboig totadta wap’ Epod.

<Kn> e AV ovV
TPOG TOi¢ Ayaboig Tovtoloy £Egvpo’ dmmg
&1L Tpocpddotut ymhog tvar T GKELEL;

Eu: Oh, you could learn a lot more things like that from me.
In: Then is there any chance, to add to these blessings, that you could
discover a way for me to learn how to— be lame in both legs?

(Thesm. 22-4)
The lameness of Euripidean heroes has already been the subject of jokes in Acharnians
(410-11: dvapadnv moteic, / 4E0v kataPfadny. ovk 810¢ ywAovg moteic.) and Peace (147-8: eita,
yoAloc v Evpurion / Adyov mapdoyng kai tpaymdia yévn), and, along with the wearing of
ragged clothes, is apparently a stock characterisation of the tragedians’ plays within
Aristophanes. In learning lameness from Euripides, In-Law is therefore cast as a Euripidean
hero; and the initial frame as a whole casts the tragic performance which follows as not only

representative of Agathon, but also of Euripides.

That what we are about to witness should be viewed as in some way a version of
Euripidean tragedy is again indicated when In-Law finally learns what plan Euripides is
proposing and replies:

TO TPAYUO KOOV KOl 6pOdp” €K TOD GO TPOTOL:

An elegant idea, that, and very much in your style!
(Thesm. 93)
The word mpdyua is often used in Aristophanes to refer to the plot of the play, frequently in
an explicitly metatheatrical mode (Eg. 36: BovAel 10 mpayua 10ic Oeataiow @pldow; Lys.

22-3: 9> 8 T mo® Mudc Tag yvvoaikag Evyxodeic; Tl O mpdyuo; Eccl. 124-5: debp’, o

16. On naming conventions, and the frequent postponement of the revelation of the hero’s
name, in Aristophanes, Cf. Olson 1992.
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vivkvtatn [pagaydpa, oxéyal, Tahav, / ¢ Kol katayélootov o mpdypa eaivetal, 310: ti
10 Tpdypa; ol tob’ 1 yovi) epovdn ‘oti po;). By describing the mpdyua as being ‘very much
in a Euripidean way’ In-Law frames the performance by Agathon as being not only
representative of his own style but also as somehow Euripidean; and Aristophanes is
therefore able to suggest that what is true of Agathon is true of at least one other of the
tragedians, and may therefore be a matter of generic rather than individual practice. This
point is pressed again when Euripides chides In-Law for mocking Agathon’s performative
effeminacy, which he feels is perfectly normal for a young tragedian learning his art, and was
his own practice in his youth (173-4: madoon Boaiilov: kol yap éyd towodrog v / dV

TNAKODTOC, NVIK’ PYOUNV TTOLETV).

However, the identification of Agathon’s poetics with the practices of other tragedians is
not limited to Euripides, but also encompasses other of the tragedians not usually associated
with Agathon and the contemporary style of tragedy. Euripides’ plays do receive a number of
quotations during the opening scene (Alcestis 691 at Thesm. 194: yoipeig Op®dV EHOC, TOTEPA
0’ 0¥ yaipewv doxelc; and Hippolytus 612, at Thesm. 275-6: pépvnoo toivov tadd’, éti 1 epnv
dupoocev, / M YA®TTa 6’ 0Ok Oumpok’, ovd’ Opkwc’ €yd). However, there are also clear
references made to tragedians from the earlier history of the genre, who would not normally
be associated with the effeminate, modern style.” When Agathon first takes the stage, In-
Law’s confusion about the tragedian’s appearance is immediately expressed in suitably
paratragic terms:

Kai 6°, & veaviey’, Atic &l, xot’ Alsydlov
€k Thc Avkovpyeiag épécbat fodropat.

17. It is worth noting at this point that, in this regard, the stance towards tragedy taken in the
Thesmophoriazusae differs substantially from that in the Frogs. In the later play, the
emphasis is firmly on the difference between tragedians, as FEuripides’ tragedy is
characterised as domestic and concerned with women, and Aeschylus’ older style as warlike
and heroic (Ran. 936-1088). The Thesmophoriazusae by contrast elides the differences
between tragedians, since its interest is in comedy vs. tragedy, rather than in investigating
different tragic styles and poets. The presentation of Aeschylus here as implicated in tragic
effeminacy forms a particular point of departure from the Frogs, in which his warlike
manliness is contrasted with Euripides’ effeminacy and interest in female characters (e.g.
Ran. 1013-51).

163



TodaTOG O YOWVIG; Tig TATPa,; TG 1] GTOAN;

And now, young sir, I want to ask you in the style of Aeschylus, in words from
the Lycurgus plays, what manner of woman are you? “Whence comes this
epicene? What is its country, what its garb?”

(Thesm. 134-6)
Unlike the quotations of Euripides above, which are not introduced explicitly as such (though
they are quite probably well-known and recognisable lines; the quote from Hippolytus in
particular is also referenced at Ran. 102 by Heracles), the use of Aeschylus’ Lycurgeia is
expressly labelled. A scholion on this line identifies it as coming from the Edonians, and
suggests that it is spoken by king Lycurgus to the god Dionysus himself, whom he addresses
as yovvig. By directing this quotation at Agathon, the play thereby characterises the tragedian
as a Dionysiac figure, and represents his effeminate performance of tragedy (which directly
precedes these lines) as an engagement with Dionysiac motifs. The effeminate form of the
god Dionysus appears not only in cult,' but is of course used extensively in tragedy, not only
by Aeschylus in the Lycurgeia, in which it is a central theme, but also in Euripides’ Bacchae,
which was in all likelihood influenced by Aeschylus’ earlier trilogy. This feminine
manifestation of the god is argued by Zeitlin (1985) to be of particular significance to tragic
drama. However, it is not only Agathon whose engagement with the Dionysiac is presented
here as effeminate; in using a line of Aeschylus, and an Aeschylean portrayal of the
effeminate Dionysus (which even contains the word yoOvvig, ‘effeminate man’), the older
tragedian is also implicated in tragedy’s feminisation, and in particular in the genre’s interest

in the effeminate manifestation of the god of the theatre.

As the scene continues, it is not only Aeschylus who is connected with the effeminate
tragedy practised by Agathon, but also Phrynichus, who similarly belongs, unlike Agathon
and Euripides, to the older, more traditional generation of tragedians. When Agathon is
defending his effeminate appearance to In-Law on the grounds that a beautiful outward
appearance will aid him in the composition of beautiful poetry, he claims that Phrynichus was

similarly concerned with outward beauty, and that this was the cause of his greatness:

18. For an overview of the various representations of Dionysus in cult, cf. Guettel Cole 2007.
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Kol PpHVIXOG—ToDTOV Yap OVV AKNKOOG—
a0 TOG TE KOG TV Ko KaA@dG NumicyeTo-:
516 TodT’ &p° avTod Kad KA’ v To SpdporTal.

And Phrynichus — you must have actually heard him sing — he was an
attractive man and he also wore attractive clothes, and that’s why his plays
were attractive too.

(Thesm. 164-6)
By including references to not only the new generation of tragedians, but even to Aeschylus
and Phrynichus, representatives of the early tragic style not usually associated, unlike the
more modern tragedians, with effeminacy, the play encourages us to see the opening scene as
a discussion not only of Agathon’s poetics but of tragedy as a whole. Effeminacy is
throughout the scene cast as an inherent characteristic of tragedy and the tragedians, thereby
suggesting that the Agathon’s effeminacy is neither recent nor unique, but merely an

exaggeration of a characteristic present in the genre since its beginnings.

In contrast to the effeminate manifestation of Dionysus which the Thesmophoriazusae
associates with tragedy and the tragedians, when Dionysus appears in comedy, his phallic,
masculine properties are emphasised. The opening of the Frogs sees an extended joke about
the god’s active sexual appetites, directed in this case at the effeminate politician Cleisthenes
(Ran. 52-7); and in Cratinus’ Dionysalexandros the god appears with a chorus of satyrs,
lustfully abducting Helen in Paris’ place.” In-Law’s engagement with Dionysiac motifs is
therefore, unlike Agathon’s, very much in keeping with the god’s comic, masculine form.
Throughout the scene he continually draws attention to his status as a phallic figure operating
in a mode which is simultaneously comic and Bacchic. Unlike the apparently phallusless

Agathon (142: xai mod néog;),” In-Law’s phallus is continually made a focus of the scene, as

19. Cf. Bakola 2010 ch. 2.

20. Agathon’s possession of a phallus is acknowledged at 254: v v Appoditnv o0 v~ dlet
nocBiov. However even here it is not straightforwardly masculine, mentioned as it is in
combination with a saffron robe. Nor can a 165010v possibly be classified as a comic phallus,
since it is here in the diminutive, which the comic phallus most certainly is not. Additionally,
the phallus is mentioned only as a lingering smell, suggesting that Agathon does not in fact
have a visible phallus on stage, and therefore making the contrast between his appearance and
that of In-Law consistent with their respectively feminine and masculine characterisation in
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he is put in a state of sexual arousal by Agathon’s display (133: V7o v €pav avTv VijAle
vapyarog;), which would presumably be signposted visually by the actor drawing his phallus
into the erect position; and In-Law reacts to Agathon’s performance with aggressive sexual
threats against the tragedian (51: pdv PwveicBor; 57: kai Aokaler). These threats culminate in
In-Law’s suggestion that he could ‘help’ Agathon put on a Satyr Play by buggering him:

tav caTOPOVS TOIVVVY TOLH|G, KOAETY SLE,

tva cuumol® covmIcOEY £GTVKAOG EYM.

Ask me over, then, when you’re writing a satyr-play, so that I can collaborate
with you, long and hard, from the rear.

(Thesm. 157-8)
It seems appropriate, firstly, that the hyper-phallic In-Law should characterise satyr drama
primarily through its similar association with phallic, aggressive masculinity;*' and secondly,
that satyr drama might provide the meeting-point between the overtly comic In-Law and the
tragic Agathon, and consequently between these two aspects of Dionysus, the tragedic
effeminate and the hyper-sexualised, hyper-masculine phallic figure of Old Comedy, with

comedy naturally taking the dominant position.

In addition to aiding in the play’s characterisation of Agathon’s poetics as representative
of tragedy, and the tragedians, as a whole, the opening comic frame also makes it clear to the
audience that Agathon’s performance of tragedy is being viewed through a specifically comic
perspective. At line 36, Euripides and In-Law retreat (for no particular reason, as Slater 2002:
153 points out, other than to help in establishing a theatrical frame with them as the audience;
there is nothing in the plot itself to motivate this), and the audience subsequently experience
Agathon’s tragedy through the filter of In-Law’s vocal, and comic, reactions from the

sidelines of the stage. The performance begins first with the prayers of Agathon’s slave, who

these scenes.

21. Cf. Hedreen 1992 ch. 6 on the topic of visual representations of satyrs, and the
relationship between satyr drama and vase paining. Hedreen states (p. 158) that “[the] very
frequent state of sexual arousal of the silens is one of the most enduring visual characteristics
of these creatures in art.” Despite this association between satyrs, and satyr plays, and the
phallic, the plays were in reality somewhat broader in their topics (cf. Sutton 1980a). Satyr
drama was discussed in more detail in the preceding chapter.
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is sent out to make the appropriate intercessions before his master can begin composing. The
slave speaks in overtly, and ridiculously, paratragic language which resembles the language
which will be used by Agathon in his composition.”> That even the slave who introduces
Agathon’s performance of tragic composition speaks in a tragic style suggests that tragedy
and tragicness have a tendency to spill out into the ordinary speech of those even peripherally
associated with it, thereby making it difficult to draw a clear line where the real ends and the

performative begins.”

In-Law’s mocking interruptions from the sidelines as the slave performs his tragedic
introduction further reinforce the idea that we are viewing tragedy through a comic frame,
and focus the audience on In-Law’s obviously comic reception of tragic speech, as he first
ridicules the slave with nonsense words (46: BouPa&, 49: BouParoPoupdas), and then with
obscenity (51: pdv PiveicBar, 57: xoi Aowcdlet), and finally, in a manner reminiscent of
Philocleon’s escape attempts in the opening scene of Wasps (Vesp. 144: xamvog &ywy’
E&épyopar), absurdity (51: vivepoc aibnp). In-Law’s spectatorship and his subsequent
interruptions draw the attention of the audience to his reception of the tragic performance,
and by focalising the tragic performance from the perspective of In-Law and his
exaggeratedly comic interjections, it is made clear that we are viewing Agathon only through
the comic frame; and this further suggests that even this ‘behind-the-scenes’ glimpse of tragic
poiesis is only permitted because of the filter of comedy’s metatheatrical conventions;
tragedy alone does not provide its audience with such a view of its working methods, due to
its lack of overt metatheatricality. Poetry and playwrights may be the theme and subject of a

comic play, but not a tragic one.

22. For example Thesm. 39: hadg, a word associated usually with epic, and occasionally with
tragedy, is high in register; 41: Biacog is, according to Austin and Olson (2004: 66-7) used
routinely in Euripidean lyric; 41: peddBpwv is conspicuously tragic in register; this high style
of diction is continued throughout the slave’s opening prayer.

23. The idea that tragicness and tragic style is not limited to the performance of tragedy itself,
but infects the speech of those who come into contact with it, is also a feature of the scene
with Euripides in the Acharnians (395-497), in which not only the tragedian, but also his
slave, and even Dicaeopolis, speak (to varying degrees) in a tragic style.
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Once Agathon takes the stage, the same things which make his gender seem mysterious
and false also characterise his poetics. Agathon’s contradictory comments on his own
femininity (136-143 and 149-152, discussed above) seem designed not only to conceal and
confuse his real gender, but also his poetic methods, as he first claims that a poet must change
his outward appearance in order to imitate different kinds of poetry (148-156), and then states
instead that poetry is a reflection of the poet’s true self (159-172). Unlike the comic In-Law,
whom we will see dressed and made into an actor figure before our very eyes; and unlike the
play’s comic frame, which overtly announces its status as a dramatic performance (6: dyet
nopeoto, 96: 10 mpayua), Agathon lacks this honest metatheatricality, and it seems that he
wishes to conceal the truth about his theatrical methods from his audience(s) through
obfuscation and contradiction. Just as we are not able to view Agathon’s ‘real’ gender, or to
distinguish it from his ‘performed’ one, the tragedian does not allow the audience to view his
transformation to being ‘in character’, and we are similarly unable to discern exactly where
his ‘real’ self ends and his tragic persona begins. Just as there seems to be nothing ‘real’
behind Aristophanic femininity, so Agathon’s tragedy seems to slip between reality and
performance in such a way as to suggest that the two are much the same. If, as Llewellyn-
Jones argues, the deceptive veil is the essential garment of femaleness, it would seem that
Agathon’s hair-covering (kexpO@aioc),* which he both uses to perform his tragic poiesis and
wears to bed, becomes emblematic of the deceptive way in which the tragedian blurs the
distinction between the real and the performative, forever refusing to break the surface and

step out into a straightforward declaration of fictionality.

On one level, the Thesmophoriazusae’s attack on the effeminacy of tragedy and the
tragedians in this scene is simply an expression of comedy’s competitive impulse to deride

both direct and indirect rivals in whatever terms seem most offensive, with Agathon’s well-

24. Although it is often translated as ‘hair-net’, Llewelyn-Jones (2003: 30-31) categorises the
KekpLPaAog as a type of veil. The word appears in /1. 22.468-72, where it is listed as one of
the items which make up Andromache’s head covering, along with the dumvg, miext
avaodéoun, and kpnoeuvov. Llewellyn-Jones suggests that the meaning of kekpOEorog was
unchanged in the Classical period, and that it may similarly have been used in the later period
as only one component of a veiled head-covering, as it seems to be in Homer.
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established reputation for effeminacy, as well as the Aristophanic characterisation of
Euripidean drama as overly concerned with feminine, domestic matters, providing the
starting point. Further to this, the characterisation of the new generation, whether of
politicians, tragedians, or men in general, as lacking the manliness of their predecessors is a
common trope in Aristophanic abuse.” However, by implicating not only the modern
generation of tragedians, but also the traditional styles of Aeschylus and Phrynichus, the
opening scene of the Thesmophoriazusae suggests that, far from being a modern affectation,
effeminacy was a quality inherent to tragedy from its beginnings, linked to the genre’s
affiliation with and interest in the effeminate manifestation of the god of the theatre,
Dionysus, who conversely appears in comedy in his phallic, masculine form. Moreover,
Agathon’s effeminacy is linked throughout the scene to tragedy’s lack of overt
metatheatricality, whereby performativity is not clearly marked, nor the entry into a state of
performance overtly delineated, as it is in the comic frame which opens the scene. The
Thesmophoriazusae therefore sets up an opposition between the open metatheatricality of
comedy, which allows the audience to view the construction of dramatic mimesis, and the
deceptive mimetic practice of tragedy which, like a woman who only seems beautiful
because she is concealed behind heavy make-up or a veil, strives never to break its own
illusion.” Throughout the opening scene, the theme of gender is therefore used as a means to
an end, carving out a space in which comedy’s theatrical methods and techniques can be
clearly differentiated from those of tragedy, whilst also calling into question the rival genre’s

prestigious status.

25. Cf. for example the arguments of Dikaios Logos in the Clouds (961-1023); and the
complaints of the wasp-chorus about the younger generation in the Wasps (1114-9)

26. On the inappropriateness of thinking of tragic theatrical practice as illusionistic, cf. Taplin
1986, who considers the term unhelpful when applied to such non-naturalistic theatre.
Aristophanes’ characterisation of tragedy is, of course, a matter of comic exaggeration,
especially since tragedy is not, in fact, completely devoid of metatheatrical discourse.
However, the lack of what Dobrov 2001 terms ‘surface play’ in tragedy provides enough of a
distinction between tragic and comic theatrics from which to build a generalised comic
comparison.
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The Council of ‘Women’

Although the focus shifts away from direct literary critical discussions, the opposition set up
in these opening scenes between dissembling, feminine tragedy and comedy’s straightforward
phallic masculinity continue to colour the rest of the play. By the time In-Law arrives at the
council of women, he has been established as figure who operates in an overtly comic mode,
and is to a large extent defined as a manifestation of comedy’s status as a phallic genre. The
prominence of In-Law’s phallus (and Euripides’ possible difficulty in concealing it earlier in
the play) suggests that In-Law’s disguise is somewhat thin, and that he has little hope of
passing among the women, as indeed proves to be the case. In this section, it will be argued
firstly that In-Law’s status as a comic, phallic figure makes it impossible for him to pass as
female, and that his comic speech, which aligns him with the conventions of the genre, and
particularly with comic obscenity and revelation, simultaneously marks him out as
unmistakably male. Secondly, the women’s association with Euripides, and Euripidean
tragedy, will be examined, and it will be suggested that the women’s speech, and their desire
to hide their deceptive practices, is characterised as tragic; and conversely, that Euripides’
interest in the deceptive practices of women characterises his poetry as having feminine
qualities which contrast with In-Law’s comic impulse towards revelation both bodily and

metatheatrical.

While in the opening scene, Euripides simply states that the women are angry at him for
slandering them in his plays (85: otu) Tpay®md® Koi Kak@®dg avtoc Aéym, 181-2: uéAlovot W at
YOVOIKEG AMOAETV THEPOV / TOIG Oeopopopiols, OTL KOKDS avTtic Aéym), it soon emerges at
the council that the women’s complaint is more specific. Namely, they are angry with
Euripides not because his bad words about them are untrue, but rather because they are far
too true; and accordingly their customary deceptions have been laid bare for all, including
their husbands, to see. The council begins with Critylla offering a customary appeal for
evoenuia, and praying for the safekeeping of the city and its women. However, what begins as
a rather bland prayer for the safety of priests and priestesses, and an incantation against
anyone who might negotiate with the Medes (or with Euripides, who is conveniently

bracketed alongside them!) or aspire to be a tyrant of the city, quickly descends into
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something more outrageous, as Critylla prays for the undoing of anyone who might inform on
a woman’s misdeeds, such as passing off another’s baby as her own (339-40: % mawdiov /
vroPaAilopévng Kateimev), or cheating on her husband (340-1: §§ 0VAn TvoOC / TPoaywyoOg
006’ évetpviMoey 1@ deomdtn). The second woman to speak at the assembly (named later in
line 760 as Mica), confirms that Euripides is one such man who has revealed the deceptions
and misdeeds of women to their husbands, by writing about them in his plays. She claims that
since Euripides began to stage his collection of wicked women, the husbands of Athens are
permanently suspicious, so that the women can no longer go about their usual deceitful
business:

dpdcat &’ €0’ ﬁpﬁ\: 000V domep Kol Tpd TOD

£€eoTl: TO1D0’ 0VTOG £6100&EV KK

TOVG vopag MUV

We’re not able to do anything now the way we used to before, what with the
kind of bad habits that man has taught our husbands.

(Thesm. 398-400)
Like Agathon’s performance earlier, it seems that Euripides’ poetry is also full of feminine
wiles, the only difference being that, while Agathon uses feminine wiles to compose his
poetry, Euripides makes them his subject; and despite tragedy’s alleged reluctance to reveal
its own deceptive methods, Euripides’ plays therefore, according to the women at least, have

far too keen an interest in the deceptive practices of others.

Not only are the subjects of tragic plots characterised in this scene as feminine, and
concerned with female deception, a link is also made between tragic and female speech.
When Mica has finished her indictments, the chorus react by praising her cleverness and
insight, and stating that even the tragedian Xenocles, son of Carcinus, could not speak so
well:

Mot av el Aéyor ap’ oTnV
EevokAéng 6 Kapkivov, dokeiv v adtdv,

oO¢ dymuan, Tacy Duiv
AvTIKpUG UNOEV ALyety.

In comparison with her, if
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Xenocles son of Carcinus were to make a speech,
all of you, I fancy, would agree
he was talking absolute rubbish!

(Thesm. 440-42)
Not only is the female speech at the assembly compared to the (albeit substandard, cf. Thesm.
169) tragic poet Xenocles, but the chorus go on to characterise the next speaker in words
reminiscent of In-Law’s description of Euripides. At line 93, In-Law refers to Euripides’ plan
as being characteristically xopyog (93: 10 mpaypo kopyov koi 6podp” €k 10D 6od Tpdmov), a
description which is also attributed to Euripidean poetics elsewhere in Aristophanes (e.g. Eq.
18: kopyevpurikdc, and Ran. 965-7, where Euripides claims the attribute as characteristic of
his disciples); and this is precisely the description given to the words of the second speaker,

the Garland Seller, who is described as being even cleverer than Mica (460: kopuyotepov).

Conversely, when In-Law begins to speak, his register is overtly, and outrageously
comic. Furthermore, the speech is misjudged in a number of ways, and at once raises the
women’s suspicions that this “woman” is not all she seems. Zeitlin has suggested that it is
primarily In-Law’s total inability to empathise with the female perspective which gives him
away to the assembled women, arguing that his “anecdotes of adultery and suppositious
babies” (1981: 174) are characteristic of male discourse, in that they present women as
scheming adulterers and out of control drinkers. However, the stories of adultery and
illegitimacy are no different from those suggested by the earlier female speakers Mica and
Critylla (Thesm. 339-41, 407-15), and it therefore seems unlikely that it is this content which
gives In-Law away. In-Law’s speech does however differ from those made by the female
speakers in important aspects, both thematic and linguistic. Firstly, unlike the women who
were deeply concerned that Euripides should be revealing their deceptive tricks for all to see,
In-Law’s attitude to revelation is decidedly nonchalant. He begins by arguing that the women
should not be overly concerned if Euripides has revealed a few of their methods of deception,
since they have many more:

i tadt’ Eyovoat “Kevov aitidpeda
Bapémg te pépouev, €l 60 MUAV T) Tpia
Kakd Evveldag eine dpdoag popio;
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Why do we keep blaming it all on him? Why do we feel aggrieved if he’s
spoken about two or three crimes of ours, when he’s well aware that we’re
guilty of countless thousands of them?

(Thesm. 473-5)

In contrast to the women before him who spoke only in generalities (e.g. 400-1: 115... yovn),

In-Law continues his speech with a personal revelation, shamelessly confessing in lurid detail

to the most terrible (478: dewvdtatov) crime, and one which it appears even Euripides would

not reveal:

EYm yOap avTn TpdTOV, Vo LAV A&y,
EOVOLd’ Pt moAAYL <Setv’-> dkegivo 8’ odv
Sewvotatov, te VOUEN Pev NV TPEIS NUEPOC,

0 8 dvip mop’ duol kadnddev. Qv 8¢ pot pilog,
domep pe S1EKOPELGEY OVGOY ETTETLY.

00t0g OO pov “kvuey EAOMV TV Bvpav-
Kay® €000 Eyvov- gita kotaPoive Aadpa.

0 &’ avnp €pwtd- “moi ov kataPaivels;” “Omot;
oTPOPOC W EYEL THV YAGTEP®, OVEP, KOIUVY®
glc TOV Komp@V’ ovv Epyopar.” “Badiié vov.”
KGO’ 6 pév ErpiPe kedpidac, vvnbov, cediov:
&y® 0¢& Katayéaoso ToD 6TPOPEMS VOwpP
BEfMDOV (g TOV potydv- eit’ peldopumv

apa TOV Ayuid k0PBd’, Exopévn thg ddevng.
1007’ 00dendToT’ €19’ —O0pdit’; —Evpunidne:

I myself to begin with, never mind anyone else, have plenty of wicked deeds
on my own conscience. The wickedest of all, though, was when I was a bride
of three days, and my husband was sleeping beside me. Now I had this friend,
who had devirginated me when I was seven years old. He was longing for me,
and he came and started scratching on the door. Then I realized at once who it
was, and then I start quietly going downstairs. My husband asks “Where are
you off downstairs to?” “Where to?” I say. “I’ve got a griping and pain in my
tummy, husband, so I’'m going to the bog.” “Go on, then.” And then there he
was, pounding up juniper berries and dill and sage; and I poured water over
the door-socket, and went out to my lover, and there there I was, bonking
away, bent over next to the altar of Apollo, clinging to the laurel bush.
Euripides has never mentioned all that, do you see?

(Thesm. 476-90)

It is not only his relaxed attitude to the revelation of deceptive tricks which at once begins to

signal that In-Law does not fit into the thematic space inhabited by both women and
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tragedians within the discourse of the play, but also the tone with which In-Law discloses
these crimes. That even Euripides would baulk at a story such as this is unsurprising, since it
belongs quite obviously within a comic, and not tragic register. Although tragedy may take
sex as its subject, the level of detail given here (including sex position, 489: k0OBd’, &xopévn
¢ dapvng, ‘bent over and clinging to a laurel bush’) is unmistakably comic; and the
juxtaposition of sex with scatology , as the ‘bride’ uses a bad stomach as an excuse to sneak
down and meet her lover (483-6), again locates In-Law’s speech within a distinctly comic

mode.

With the women’s suspicions roused about the stranger in their midst, and In-Law’s
discovery set in motion, he continues to anger the assembly with his failure to control his
comic impulse to reveal all (555: pd A’ o0dém® THV HVPIOGTHV MOIPAV GOV TOIODUEV),
including an additional scatological outburst at line 570 (tov oncapodvl’ Ov katépayeg,
ToDTOV YeGEV Tomom). Just as In-Law’s scatological register reveals him as an overtly comic
character, it also arguably reveals him as a man. As McClure has observed, while female
characters in Old Comedy frequently use sexual obscenity, scatology is almost entirely absent
from the speech of women, and instead, “words pertaining to defecation, including allusions
to constipation, feces, public befouling, and urination have an exclusively masculine
reference in Old Comedy” (McClure 1999: 214). My own data finds that, of the eighty-seven
examples of scatological obscenity in Aristophanes, only four are spoken by a female
character; and that the word kénpog (used here by In-Law, Thesm. 485), and compounds
derived from it, appears ten times in the plays, each of which is spoken by a male character.”
In-Law’s use of graphic scatological vocabulary therefore characterises his speech both as
comic, and as male; and the revelation of In-Law’s masculinity is therefore tied inextricably
to genre, as his scatological language simultaneously reveals his true, insuppressible, identity,

and affiliates him with comic modes of speech.

27. For uses of kompog (and compounds derived from it), cf. Eq. 295, 899, Vesp. 1184, 1431,
Pax 9, 99, Lys. 1174, Eccl. 317, 360. For further discussion of the differences between male
and female speech in Aristophanes, cf. Sommerstein 1995, and Willi 2003.
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In-Law’s final revelation finds a similar combination of gender and scatology, with the
additional focus on the actor’s phallus pressing the connection between comedy and this
manifestation of maleness. At line 611, to stave off his now inevitable discovery, In-Law
attempts to stall for time, saying that he needs to urinate:

<KA> attn ov mol otpéeet; uév’ avtoD. Ti T0 KOKOV;
<Kn> &acov odpficoi 1. dvaicyvuvidg Tig el.
<Kp> avdpeve dfto Koi OKOTEL Y™ 00TV GROSPAL
LOVIV Yap oDTHV DVEP OV YIYVHOGKOLEV.
<KA> moAvv ye ypOovov o0peic 6v.
<Kn> VI AU @ péde,
oTPAYYOLPLd Yap- £X0EC E@ayov KAPSaLLAL.
<KA> 11 kapdapilelc; ov Padiel dedp’ g EUE;
Cl: Hey, you, where are you trying to go? Stay right here! What’s wrong with
you!
In: Allow me to have a piss, will you — you shameless creature!
Cl: All right, you do that. I’ll wait for you here.
Cr: Yes, you wait for her, and keep a close eye on here, she’s the only one, sir,
that we don’t know.
Cl: You’re certainly taking a long time pissing there.
In: Because I am suffering, my good man, from difficulty in passing water. I
ate some cress yesterday.
Kl: What’s this cress nonsense? Come over here to me, will you?

(Thesm. 610-17)
Given In-Law’s predicament, urinating is most certainly not a good idea, since it is likely to
only further speed his revelation as a man. Scenes of on-stage urination appear elsewhere in
Aristophanes;® and Wasps 935-40 in particular shares similarities with this scene of the
Thesmophoriazusae, as Philocleon’s extended on-stage urination into a chamber-pot (Vesp.
935: auida pot d6tw) is likewise met with impatience and irritation (Vesp. 940: aAL’ &t 60 v’
ovpeic kai kabilelg ovdénm;). Both these scenes appear to derive comic value from the sight
of one character struggling to urinate while another hurries them along; however, while
Philocleon’s slowness is a symptom of his advanced age, In-Law’s is perhaps most likely due
to his difficulty in attempting to urinate like a woman, squatting down, in order to better

convince the onlookers of his female identity. Given the size of the comic phallus worn by

28. The more extended on-stage defecation scene in the Ecclesiazusae is discussed in greater
detail below.
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the character, it would be likely to come into view as soon as the actor assumed a squatting
position, and perhaps some additional comic play would have been made with In-Law’s
difficulty in concealing it beneath his skirts. The scatological act on stage, and the similarly
scatological vocabulary (forms of ovpéw appear eight times in Aristophanes, each time
spoken by a man),” therefore firstly identifies In-Law as masculine, and as comic, as well as
potentially revealing his phallus, which carries the same dual status as male and comic.
Finally, in lines 636 and following, In-Law is stripped by the women, and, despite his
repeated attempts to conceal it by shuttling it back and forth between his legs (643-8), his

phallus is uncovered, marking him unmistakably as a comic man.*

In addition to the focus on comic masculinity, in this scene the plot of the
Thesmophoriazusae takes a more obviously political turn, both implicitly in the women’s
mock assembly, and explicitly with the entry of the politician Cleisthenes. Often the butt of
Aristophanes’ jokes for his effeminacy and passive homosexuality, he now appears dressed as
a woman and expressing his affinities with them, much as Agathon had done earlier in the
play. Like the hairless Agathon, whom Euripides says always carries a razor (215:
Eupopopeig), Cleisthenes is beardless and smooth-skinned like a woman (574-5: ¢ilot
yovaikeg Euyyevelc Tovpod Tpomov- / 8Tt eV @idog €ip’ vulv, émidniog taig yvabolg, 583: tag
yvaboug yilag &ymg); and like Agathon, whose cross-dressing allows him to better understand
women (148-152), Cleisthenes is woman-mad and acts as their public ambassador among the
men (576: yovokopav®d yop mposevd 07 vudv deil). This is hardly the first time that
tragedians and politicians have been bracketed together in this way by Aristophanes; for

example in the Clouds, tragedians, advocates, and orators are all described as evpOnpwrTOL in

29. In addition to the two uses here, cf. Vesp. 395, 807, Pax 1266, Lys. 402, Ran. 95, Eccl.
832.

30. It is interesting to note that the Wiirzburg Telephus vase (Wiirzburg H5697), which
appears to show In-Law taking the wine-skin baby hostage (Thesm. 6891tf.), shows the actor’s
dress hitched up, revealing the leggings of his somation below. Although the actor’s comic
phallus is not visible, the effort the artist has made to show the character in this midway point
between clothed and exposed may suggest some recognition of the importance of the act of
exposure and undressing in the scene. For a detailed discussion of this vase and its
relationship to the Thesmophoriazusae, cf. Taplin 1993 ch. 4, 8, Csapo 2010: 52-8.
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the final punchline of the agon between Better and Worse Argument (Nub. 1083-1104). The
emphasis in the Thesmophoriazusae is of course primarily on the effeminate characterisation
of tragedians, with the inclusion of Cleisthenes playing only a minor part in the plot in
comparison (perhaps due to the difficulty of producing more extended political satire amidst
the growing instability of 411).”' However, this is not to say that the addition of the politician,
and his inclusion within the same thematic landscape as Agathon and the tragedians, is
incidental; rather, Cleisthenes characterisation as a kind of second Agathon adds a political

dimension to the by now well-established satire of tragedy in the play.

Slater has argued convincingly that Aristophanes’ interest in metatheatricality is neither
apolitical, nor entirely aesthetic or literary, but is linked to his claims, often made in his
parabases, of being a owddckaroc to the city, arguing that “Aristophanes believes that
teaching his audience to be aware of, and to think critically about, performance, both in the
theatre and elsewhere in the life of the city, is a matter of vital importance to the Athenians.
His ambition for comedy to rival tragedy as a teacher of the people is intimately related to
precisely this self-consciousness about acting and stage technique in which his comedy is so
rich.” (2002: 5). In attacking tragedy as effeminate for its preference for illusionism over
metatheatricality, the Thesmophoriazusae therefore does more than just attack the genre’s
status and prestige, but even brings into question tragedy’s importance as a civic and political
institution; and this link between the poetic and political is made explicit in the presentation
of the politician Cleisthenes as a second Agathon. Tragedy may pretend to teach the city, but
its refusal to allow the audience to see how its performance is constructed makes it no better

than the lying politicians who pretend that their dealings with the city are ‘real’” and honest,

31. The relative lack of overt political engagement in the Thesmophoriazusae has often been
linked to the difficult political circumstances which coincided with the play’s premiere; and
the play has been described by Austin and Olson 2004: xliv as most likely “deliberately
reticent about the political situation”. The exact series of events leading up to the oligarchic
coup of 412/11 are uncertain, in part because of the unfinished nature of the major source,
Thucydides book viii. However, since the coup took place some time around June, it seems
likely that by the time of the Dionysia (at which the play probably premiered; cf. Austin &
Olson 2004: xxxiii-xliv) the political situation would have been quite obviously unstable, and
that this may explain the relative lack of emphasis given to Cleisthenes in the plot.
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when they are nothing but a performative illusion designed to take the viewer, and the city, in.
Indeed, in the Thesmophoriazusae, the only kind of ‘teaching’ associated with Euripides and
tragedy is not moral, but rather amoral, bordering on the prurient, as he is described as having
‘taught” women’s bad deeds to their husbands (399-400: to1000” oOtog 88idaev KoKd / Tovg
avopac Mudv), leading to a breakdown in the relations between the men and women of the
city. The claim that tragedy’s political dealings with its audience, and the city, are not
straightforward perhaps additionally has some basis in the way in which tragic political
engagement is (usually) enacted at one remove, in the guise of myth; its performative
dishonesty is therefore compounded by a refusal to tackle contemporary politics head-on as

Aristophanes does, instead hiding behind illusion and allegory.

Euripides on Stage

Despite the revelation of his obvious comic status through the uncovering of his phallus, in
the final section of the play In-Law makes a series of attempts at embodying tragic
characters. In-Law’s tragic performances first take the form of an extended parody of the
Telephus, in which he takes hostage a ‘child’ (which turns out to be a wineskin);** and then on
the Palamedes, as In-Law attempts to send a message to Euripides in the manner of the hero
of that play. Finally, at line 850, In-Law again turns to female mimicry as he takes on the part
of Helen to Euripides’ Menelaus. The idea first occurs to In-Law that he may have better
luck as a tragic woman than he did as a tragic man due to his already having the costume to

hand:
@ OfT’ v avTOV Tpocayoyoiuny dpdparty;
gy®do- v kauvv ‘EAévny picopat.
ThvTmG O’ VILAPyEL Lot YovorKeioo GTOAT.

What play can 1 use to entice him here? I know; I’ll act his new Helen. I’ve
got the women’s costume already, anyway.

(Thesm. 849-51)

32. For an extended discussion of the Telephus parody in the Thesmophoriazusae, cf. Platter
2007 ch. 5. Platter argues for seeing In-Law’s performance of the Telephus through the filter
of Aristophanes’ earlier parody of this play in the Acharnians, and suggests that the scene
makes use not only of the Telephus, but builds a series of paratragic (mostly, but not
exclusively, Euripidean) performances one on top of the other.
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However, after being stripped by the women in lines 636 and following, In-Law’s costume
must be in disarray, so that both the audience and the other characters can see behind it to his
‘real’ costume underneath. The transparency of In-Law’s impersonation is very much in
keeping with other acts of disguise in comedy. The tragic rags borrowed from Euripides in
the Acharnians allow not only for a dig at Euripides’ tendency to present his heroes as
beggars,* but for a clear double-layering where Dicaeopolis’ own comic costume is visible
beneath their tatters; and similarly, Dionysus in the opening scene of the Frogs appears with
his saffron gown clearly visible under his Heraclean lion-skin.** Throughout the
Thesmophoriazusae, tragedy has been characterised as a genre dependent on illusionism, and
in which the line between performed and real identity is always blurred. Now that the
illusion of In-Law’s disguise has been so comprehensively broken, and his two separate
layers of costume have become obvious in a gesture which visibly enacts his dual identity,
any such illusionism has become impossible, and it is therefore no wonder that In-Law’s
attempts to stage a tragedy are entirely unsuccessful. Accordingly, In-Law’s internal
audiences refuse to believe in the reality of his performances (e.g. 892: 1i & kakdSoupov
gEamatdig o TOV Eévov, 1111-1112: o0 maptév’ Eotiv, GAL dpaptoly Yépwv / kai KAEnTo Kol
navovpyo); and In-Law’s failure to pass as a woman, and to pass as a character in tragedy, are

consequently aligned.

For all this mimetic failure, there is still one final cross-dressing success to come at the
end of the play, although it will not be performed by In-Law, who clearly cannot convince
any of the other characters that he is either a tragic character, or a woman. When their series
of attempts at staging tragedies fails to persuade the Scythian to set In-Law free, Euripides
and In-Law finally have some success in staging of comic k®pog (Taaffe 1993: 99). At line
1160, Euripides makes his final appearance on stage, dressed as an old woman (1194:

vpdoov), accompanied by a dancing girl and a flute player, in order to stage a revel. As the

33. Cf. also Ran. 1063-4.

34. It is likely that this sort of double costume also featured in Cratinus’ Dionysalexandros, in
which the god Dionysus passes himself off as Paris. For a discussion of the use of costume in
this play cf. Bakola 2010: 253-61, who argues that Dionysus’ disguise in this play probably
“consisted of a few items of shepherd’s attire flung over his Dionysiac dress” (258).
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director of this comic trick, Euripides instructs his players in what to do with a series of
imperative verbs (1174: 6ieAbe xavaxdimocov, 1175: érnavapooa, 1181: @épe Boipdtiov,
1186: avier, 1189: AoPe Ooiudtiov, 1191: ¢ilnoov) as they put on their show for the
Scythian. Euripides’ successful cross-dressing is a logical conclusion to a play which argues
for tragedy’s effeminacy: both Agathon and Euripides are able to pass as women, while the
comic figure of In-Law finds that his masculinity is impossible to conceal. However, in
contrast to the first act of cross-dressing in Thesmophoriazusae, where Agathon’s tragic
femininity appeared youthful and seductive to the In-Law, Euripides is dressed as a comically
grotesque old woman, of the type seen also in the Lysistrata, and later in the Ecclesiazusae,
and Wealth. Furthermore, while Agathon in the opening placed a great deal of emphasis on
the importance of getting mimesis right, and indeed claimed initially that his cross-dressing
was intended to make sure that his plays’ portrayals of women were done convincingly
(148-56), Euripides’ female act instead appeals to its audience in other ways, namely with the
naked flute girl, whom the Scythian archer instantly desires. Comedy’s base but honest
appeal to the senses at once trumps tragedy’s false illusions, and allows Euripides to finally

win over his adversary.

The close of the Thesmophoriazusae therefore leaves us in familiar comic territory, with
tragedy trumped by comedy, and the plan to save Euripides from the women at last
successful. However, in one regard, the close of the Thesmophoriazusae is entirely
unprecedented. As we reach the end of the play, the main character, In-Law, has still not been
named. While postponing the revelation of names is common in Aristophanes,” in the extant
corpus In-Law is the only prominent character to remain unnamed to the end of the play.
Throughout the play, In-Law has been presented as an archetypal figure of the comic stage,
an old man (63: @ yépov, 146: & mpéoPv mpécPv); a rustic (58: dypowdroc); and, most
importantly, a character defined primarily through his status as a phallic figure. In remaining

unnamed, In-Law’s status as a comic archetype is confirmed.

35. Cf. Olson 1992. The most extreme examples of this postponement are the Birds, where
Peisetairos does not reveal his name until 644-5; and Knights, where the Sausage-Seller is not
named as Agoracritus until 1257.
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However, In-Law does have one distinguishing characteristic: he is the long-suffering
relative of the tragedian Euripides. Despite the way in which the Thesmophoriazusae makes a
play for tragedy’s status, characterising the rival genre as effeminate, deceptive, and ill-suited
to its institutionalised, political role, in defining its own archetypal figure of the comic stage
as only the relative of a tragedian, it would seem that the Thesmophoriazusae’s final joke is
somewhat self-deprecating. This ultimate recognition of comedy’s tendency to define itself in
relation to tragedy, and of comedy’s secondary position, reminds us that for all the
Thesmophoriazusae’s complex deconstruction of tragic and comic theatrical codes and

methods, we ought never to take Aristophanes’ stance towards his rival entirely seriously.

Ecclesiazusae

The Ecclesiazusae shares many features, both formal and thematic, with the
Thesmophoriazusae, produced some twenty years earlier in 411. In both plays the ‘women on
top’ theme is foregrounded through the metatheatrical filter of cross-dressing scenes that
enact the performativity of gender; and both plays emphasise a connection between deceptive
femininity and mimetic performance. The Ecclesiazusae’s opening monologue in particular
situates itself in similar territory to the Thesmophoriazusae, bringing together themes of sex,
deception, and tragedy; and the opening line of the play (Q Aapmpov dppa 10D TpoynAdTov
Aoyvov) is conspicuously tragic in tone.* It is not unusual for Aristophanes’ plays to open in a
tragic register,”” and the prologue of the Acharnians contains a more extended paratragic
sequence, quoting from Euripides Telephus in its eighth line (d1 Tobto ToVpyoV: GEOV Yap
‘EALGOL cf. Eur. Tel. fr. 720 kaxdg dhoit’ dv- d&ov yap EArGor). However, in what would
seem to be a unique example in Aristophanes’ extant plays, the scholia suggest that the first

words of the play are a direct tragic quotation of either Agathon or Dicacogenes.” If the line

36. dupo in particular recalls tragic entreaties to the Sun-God in plays such as Phoenissae
(1-6) and Antigone (100-7).

37. For example the first lines of the Knights (lattataidé tdv Kakdv, iattatai) and Clouds
(1o 100) imitate tragic utterances of despair.

38. The scholion on this line is as follows: vrorteveror 6 TapPfog i tod Aydbwvog 1| T0D
Awaroyévoug. Snell lists this fragment as Agathon fr. 32.
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could be securely attributed to Agathon, this would suggest a clear parallel between this play
and the earlier Thesmophoriazusae is signalled from the start; however, unfortunately, the

attribution is uncertain.

As Praxagora’s speech continues we discover more concrete points of thematic contact
with the Thesmophoriazusae. Praxagora’s prayer to her lamp connects feminine deception
with female cosmetic practices, as she asks the flame, which is privy to women’s secrets and
their aid in depilation, to help her in her latest scheme:

ool yOp Hove dnAoduev- eikdtmg, Emel
KAV 10161 dmpatiolsy AQpoditng tponmv
TEPOUEVALCT TANGIOG TAPUCTATETG,
AOPAOLUEVOV TE COUATOV EMGTATNV
O0POaALOV 0VOEIG TOV 0OV EEeipyet SOV,
HOVOG O Unp@V €1G ATOPPNTOVE LVYOVG
AGumeLs, apevv TV Eraviodoav Tpiya:
otodg o€ kapmod Bakyiov te vaporog
TANPELS VTTOLYVOGOULGL GCUUTOPUCTATELG:
Kol TaDTo GLVOPMY OV AAAEIG TOTG TANGIOV.
&v0’ v cvveiocel koi To vV Bovievpota. . .

To thee alone our secret we’ll reveal,;

And rightly, for within our bedrooms too,

When we try out our new sexual variations,

Close by thou standest, and thine eye o’ersees

Our arching bodies, yet none ever shuts it

Out of the chamber; thou alone dost shine

Into the secret corners of our thighs

When singeing off the hairs that sprout from them.
By us thou standest when illicitly

We open up the brimming granaries

And stores of Bacchic juice— yet, true accomplice,
You never blab a word to other folk!

And therefore shalt thou know our present scheme...

(Eccl. 7-17)
The idea of depilation as one of the central cosmetic practices needed to produce the
appearance of femininity is also a theme of the cross-dressing scene in the

Thesmophoriazusae, in which In-Law is depilated, despite the fact that his upper thighs and
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genitals are concealed as apart of his disguise, making the procedure somewhat redundant
from a practical perspective. The link between sex, seduction, and deception is also revisited,
as the lamp is described as the sole (7: uévw) and trusty (16: o0 Aaieic) confidant of women,
witness to both their cosmetic preparations for sex, and to the sex act itself (8: Appoditng
tpémwv); and this is suggested to qualify the lamp to aid the women in their current plot (17:
o vOv PBovAevpata). Similarly, the ability to steal from the common household supplies
which Praxagora describes here (14-15) is also an act of female deception described by the
women in the Thesmophoriazusae, who complain in lines 418 and following that thanks to

Euripides their husbands now keep the keys to the stores themselves.

The Ecclesiazusae’s cross-dressing scene also situates the play in a similar landscape to
the Thesmophoriazusae, and additionally contains some similarities with the opening scene
of the Lysistrata, which also focuses on costume and cosmetics. Praxagora’s first concern in
directing her companions to carry out the comic plot is indeed to ensure that they have made
the necessary adjustments of costume: the women are to don false beards (24: &ovot To0C
TOYwvog), put on their husbands’ cloaks (26: Baipdrtio tavopeio), and accessorise these
outfits with men’s shoes and walking-sticks (74: Aaxovikag yap &yete kol Paxtnpioc). In
contrast to the women in Lysistrata, who in the opening scene carefully costume themselves
as women to perform their femininity, Praxagora and her friends have simply substituted the
physical signifiers of masculinity for those of femininity, and are therefore able to perform
the opposite gender. The women have even used their cosmetic skills, usually employed to
make themselves more feminine through skin-care and depilation, to transform their bodies
from feminine to masculine ones. Instead of depilating, the women have thrown away their
razors, and grown out their body hair (60-1: wp®dtov pév vy & tag pacyarag / Adyung
Sacvtépac, kaddmep Nv Evykeinevov, 65-7: 10 Evpov 8¢ v° &k Th¢ oixiag / Epprya mpdTov, tva,
dacvvleinv 6An / kKol undev einv &1t yovouki tpoceepnc); and instead of painting themselves
with white makeup as is usual for women (cf. Lys. 149: évtetpupévar, 219: kekoAomiopévn,
Xen. Oec. 10.2  évtetpiupévnv moAA®d pev ypwbio), they have developed tans (64-5:

aAenyopévn 10 odp’ OAov St NUEPOS / EYPALVOUNV E6TAOGA TPOG TOV IALOV).
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As in the Thesmophoriazusae, the cross-dressing of the Ecclesiazusae is seen through the
filter of costume and performance, albeit to a lesser degree. Both Taaffe and Slater have
argued that the opening of the Ecclesiazusae can be seen as a theatrical rehearsal, with the
women as actors preparing their costume, and practising their roles before their
‘performance’ in the ékkAnoia, with Praxagora as their director.”” Praxagora insists that her
troop will not begin their performance before their acting is perfect:

nade Toivuv, O¢ £YD
EKKANO1460VG° 0vK AV TpoPainy tov TdHda
OV €tEpOV, €l U tadt’ axpPwbncetat.

So stop; because I’'m not going to put one foot in front of the other to go to the
Assembly, unless these things are exactly right.

(Eccl. 160-2)
Under her direction, the women learn to swear their oaths in the correct manner like men:

<I'vP> g0l peEv oV SoKel pa To Ogd.
<IIp> pa to Be®; TaAava Tod TOV VOOV EXELS;
<[> 11 8° £otiv; 00 yop O el ¥ fjtnod oe.
<[Ip> pa A" GAL" avnp OV 0 Bed KaTOHOCAC,

Kaitol td v’ dAL gimodoa deldTaTa.
<[v*> & vy 1OV ATOM®.

Wo?: I think it’s wrong, by the Two Goddesses!

Pr: By the Two Goddesses, you fool? Where have you put your brain?

Wo* What’s wrong? I certainly didn’t ask you for a drink!

Pr:  No, but you swore by the Two Goddesses, when you were being a man
— although otherwise you spoke very skilfully indeed.

Wo": Oh, yes, by Apollo!

(Eccl. 155-60)
She corrects them when they address each other and their audience incorrectly:

<T'v> &uoi yap ® yovoikeg ai kodfpevor—

<IIp> yovaikog od dVoTnve ToVg vdpog AEyelc;

<I'v*> 61" Eniyovév v ékelvov- EmPréyaca yop
gkeloe TPOC Yuvaikag MOUNV AEYELY.

39. Slater 2002 in particular argues that the chorus’ unusual silent entry, and their departure at
the end of the opening scene marks the end of the rehearsal: “Choruses usually do not leave
during the course of the play. These entered silently but depart singing, giving the audience a
curious ‘backstage’ feeling: we have in effect witnessed the final dress rehearsal for their
performance in the assembly.” (216)
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Wo": In my opinion, ladies of the Assembly—

Pr:  Again, you wretch? You’re calling them “ladies”!

Wo': That was because of Epigonus over there. I looked that way, and it made
me think I was speaking to women.

(Eccl. 165-8)
Finally, the women learn to use the correct grammatical endings for their disguise, even
learning to correct themselves without Praxagora’s intervention, thus showing that their
lesson is complete:

Omwg 0¢ O svpPfolov
Aafovteg Emerta TAN-
olot kaBedovped’, g
av YepoTOVMOUEV
dmoave’ omoc’ dv o€
TG MUETEPAG PIAAG—
Kaitot i Aéym; pilovg
Yop xpfv W ovoudletv.

And when we’ve got our tickets,
then we must make sure

we sit close together,

so that we can approve

all of the measures

our sisters may need —

only, what am I saying? I should
have called them our brethren.

(Eccl. 296-9)
In this way, the play similarly presents the act of swapping genders as a theatrical
performance, and we view the women’s cross-dressing and preparations for their roles, just as
we did In-Law’s in the Thesmophoriazusae. Further, just as the earlier play made links
between Agathon and Cleisthenes, and therefore between performance, gender and politics,
by presenting the women’s preparations for the ékkAncia as a theatrical rehearsal of actors,

the Ecclesiazusae characterises the political performance as a kind of theatre.

This presentation of political performance as theatre is emblematic of the way in which

in the Ecclesiazusae feminine deception is to be characterised as primarily political rather
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than tragic. The idea that the politicians running the city are effeminate if anything receives a
greater focus than in the Thesmophoriazusae. The play suggests that the women’s deceptive
and performative nature makes them perfectly suited not only to carry out their cross-dressing
trick, but also to the (perhaps not entirely unrelated) business of politics itself. That, far from
being a hindrance, it is the women’s very femaleness which equips them for the political
arena is first suggested by Praxagora herself. When one of the women raises a concern that as
women, they will have difficultly making political speeches, Praxagora replies that their

femininity will in fact help them:

<T'v™> kol TdG Yuvork®dv INAvepov Euvovsio
dnunyoproey;

<Ip> oA eV oLV Ep1oTé TOV.
Aéyovot yap Kai TdV veaviokmv 660t
nAgiota omododvial, SetvotdTovg ivar Adyety-
MUV &° VILAPyEL TODTO KOTA TOYNV TV

Wo*: But how will a “feminine minded company of women” be able to make
public speeches?

Pr:  Why, very well indeed, I fancy! They say, don’t they, that the young men
who get shagged the most turn out to be the smartest speakers? Well, by a
stroke of luck, we’ll have that advantage!

(Eccl. 110-14)
The implication is therefore that, since the best politicians are those who take the role of
women, women should have no difficulty in taking the role of politicians. This
characterisation of femininity as a qualification for politics is continued in Praxagora’s
rehearsal of her assembly speech, in which she claims that women are better suited than men
to run the city. She suggests firstly, that since women are entrusted as keepers of the
household, there should be no problem in entrusting them as keepers of the city (210-12: taig
yap yovau&il enui ypfivar v oA / Muac mopadodvat. Kol yop €v Toig oikiog / Towtoug
Emtponolg kal tapioiot ypoueda); secondly (and perhaps most fallaciously, given the radical
nature of the female revolution to come), that women’s habit of sticking to the old traditions
(216 kata Tov apyoiov vopov) make them more useful as political leaders than the men who
are always pursuing novel ideas; thirdly, that there is no one better to look after the interests

of the city’s soliders than their mothers (233-5); and finally, that women are financially adept
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(236: ypruota mopilev evmopwtatov yovr), and that, as consummate deceivers themselves,
they will not easily be fooled (237-8: dpyovod 1" 0Ok Gv é€omatnOein moté / avtai yép icty
g€oamatav €ibopuévar). Rothwell 1990, in his study of peitho and the Ecclesiazusae, has
convincingly argued that the play’s presentation of women as naturally suited to politics
engages with a long tradition in Greek thought of portraying peitho as a kind of seduction.®
Rothwell suggests that in the opening scene of the Ecclesiazusae, Praxagora is portrayed as a
figure of peitho (who indeed often appeared embodied in female form as a goddess)," and
that the play conflates erotic and political language as part of a broad satire of both women,

and the perverse femininity of contemporary politicians and politics.

The Thesmophoriazusae’s portrayal of comedy as inherently masculine is of course not
replicated in the rest of the Aristophanic, or comic, corpus;* however, this representation is
grounded in features which are found throughout the genre, in both its Aristophanic and non-
Aristophanic manifestations, in particular the use of the phallus, as well as the convention of
ending plays with a celebration of male fertility and sexual power in scenes which see usually
the hero (but sometimes another male character) gifted with an often naked women, whether
in marriage (as in the Peace, Birds, and to an extent also Lysistrata), or otherwise (as in

Acharnians, Knights, Wasps, and Thesmophoriazusae). It i1s important to note that neither of

40. In addition to Rothwell, an overview of the history of peitho in Greek literature and
thought can be found in Buxton 1982. Buxton suggests that the characterisation of seductive
peitho as a particularly female quality begins as early as Homer, with the Odyssey’s series of
tricksy women, from Helen to Penelope, Calypso, and even the Sirens, providing particularly
good examples. The suspicion of political peitho as a kind of seduction appears to have
reached particular heights in late 5th century Athens with the rise of the Sophists, and
particularly the rhetorician Gorgias who arrived in Athens in the year 427.

41. On embodiments of peitho in art and cult, cf. Hamdorf 1964. Peitho is often associated
with negative female figures in mythology. Hesiod for example implicates her in the Pandora
myth, and both in visual art and literature Peitho is often involved, with Aphrodite, in the
seduction of Helen by Paris: a Skyphos in Boston (Boston MFA T 483 a; cf. Caskey &
Beazley 1963: 32-9) shows the abduction of Helen with both Peitho and Aphrodite in
attendance, for example, and Peitho is blamed again for Helen’s absconsion by the chorus in
Aeschylus’ Agamemnon (385).

42. Note particularly Cratinus’ portrayal of comedy as a woman in the Pytine, an image
which is more at home with the usual embodiment of poetry as female in the form of the
Muse, as well as with comedy’s own tradition of presenting abstractions in female form.

187



these characteristics of the genre is incidental, but both are tied to the ritual context of the
comic festival, which celebrated a particularly male manifestation of fertility cult, and began
with a procession of @aAro@dpot, with every Athenian colony sending a phallus for the
procession.” Guettel Cole (1993) in particular has argued that the phallic procession had an
aggressive edge, and that it added to the atmosphere of competitive masculinity at the city

Dionysia of which the comic competition was one part.

In the context of a genre in which the manifestation, and celebration, of aggressive
phallic masculinity is a conventional feature, the replacement of the hero with a heroine, and
of male power and agency with female, is highly disruptive. This is of course true of all three
of the ‘women on top’ plays. However, while the Thesmophoriazusae and Lysistrata find an
accommodation between the ‘women on top’ theme and the elements of the genre with which
this might conflict, the Ecclesiazusae uses its fuller and more radical experiment with the
women on top theme to actively subvert these comic conventions. This chapter will argue
that firstly, only in the Ecclesiazusae do women fully enact a female revolution; that
secondly, that unlike in the Lysistrata, Praxagora’s feminine characteristics are emphasised,
instead of underplayed; and that finally, Praxagora’s comic idea, in which she pursues both
sexual and economic commonality in the city, exaggerates the characteristics of the earlier
‘women’ plays, in which female characters are more orientated towards their community, and
less individualistic in their concerns. It will be suggested that not only does the
Ecclesiazusae’s radical realisation of the ‘women on top’ theme lead to structural changes to
the play’s plot, but that the subversion of comedy’s conventional celebration of male power
and fertility is actively thematised, most notably through the funereal language which appears

repeatedly in the play.

‘Women on Top’ in the Ecclesiazusae

43. On the nature of the procession at the Dionysia, cf. Sourvinou-Inwood (ed. Parker) 2011;
Guettel Cole 1993; and Csapo and Slater 1995: 103-21. On the importance of the festival for
the understanding of Greek drama, cf. Goldhill 1987, and Bowie 1996.
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It is important to observe that in both the Thesmophoriazusae and Lysistrata the women
assert their power only temporarily, before coming to some accommodation with the men of
the city, agreeing in the Thesmophoriazusae to make peace with Euripides (1160-70); and in
Lysistrata to end their sex strike and to each return home to their husband (1186-7). Indeed,
in both plays, the women’s initial complaint is that the normal state of affairs has been
disrupted and that the relationships between men and women have been damaged, in the
Thesmophoriazusae by Euripides and the suspicions he has raised among the men of Athens;
and in Lysistrata by the war which has deprived the women of their husbands, and disrupted
the normal functioning of both oikoc and méMc. In both the Thesmophoriazusae and
Lysistrata therefore, although the women are temporarily disruptive, their aim is only to
restore the status quo. Conversely, not only does the Ecclesiazusae not conclude with the
women handing back control of the city to their husbands, but the women’s new regime
completely overturns the norms of both oikog and moMic, as they institute economic and
sexual equality, and demand that all goods should be held in common, and that sexual
partners should be shared. The Ecclesiazusae is therefore a play about revolution, while its
predecessors only utilise temporary revolution in order to reassert the conventional place of

women within the household and the city.

Furthermore, while Praxagora is not Aristophanes’ first comic heroine, she is in some
ways a more radical vision of a woman in the role of comic protagonist. It has often been
noted by scholars that Lysistrata in many ways does not fit the stereotype of the comic
woman. She is “disappointingly chaste” in comparison to Praxagora (Rothwell 1990: 90).
She appears to have no domestic life (other than a brief mention of a husband in lines
507-528. It is in fact never quite clear whether Lysistrata is speaking from her own
experience or about the experiences of the women in general with their husbands. She speaks
mostly in the first person plural, except briefly in lines 515 and again at 519). She is
impatient with the other women when they are delayed by their household duties in the
opening scene, and another woman has to explain to her why this might be (16-19: yokemn
TOL YOVOUK®V ££000G / 1 HEV Yap NMUDV Ttepl TOV Avop’ EKOMTACEV, / 1) & OIKETNV NYEPEV, 1| 0

modiov / kotékhvey, 11 6° €lovoev, N1 O €ydpoev). Her concerns, unlike Praxagora who
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seems to be mostly interested in re-arranging the sexual procedures of the city, are not limited
by the oixog but look outwards to foreign policy. Lysistrata’s relative androgyny is further
suggested by her apparent connection with the goddess Athena, and her cult and priestess;*
and Taaffe has described Lysistrata’s speech, as well as her general characterisation, as
“bearing many of the standard identifiers of masculinity”, and as neither distinctively male
nor female (1993: 62). Praxagora by contrast is, as Slater argues, “different in degree, not
kind” from the other women (Slater 2002: 212). She not only has a husband, but is seen at
home with him in a scene which serves to emphasise her ordinary domesticity; unlike
Lysistrata, she appears not to be the sole originator of the plot;* and she is as bawdy and sex-
obsessed as her fellow women.** Therefore, while Praxagora is not Aristophanes’ first

heroine, she is the first whose (comic) femininity has not been tempered or underplayed.

In the Lysistrata, any potential conflict between the play’s enactment of female power
and agency, and the comic conventions surrounding phallic masculinity are actively avoided.
Despite the women’s sex strike, male characters are presented as ithyphallic figures (e.g.
Cinesias in lines 8471f; 1072-96, 1136, where the Athenian and Spartan men complain about
the condition of permanent erection which the sex-strike has induced in them), and the play
accordingly places a great deal of visual emphasis on the phallocentric vision of sex and
masculinity which is conventional for comedy. The opening of the play does also emphasise

the strength of female sexual desire (which is in fact the initial impetus for the women to take

44. Anderson 1995 argues that Lysistrata’s androgyny is connected to her link with the
priestess of Athena in 411, Lysimache, and that Lysistrata accordingly embodies both the
masculine and feminine qualities of the goddess, and that this accounts for her androgynous
quality.

45. Cf. for example Eccl. 17-18, where Praxagora describes the plan as the one which seemed
a good idea to ‘my friends’ (td vOv BovAevparta / dca Xkipoig €do&e toic Enaig eilaig); and
line 61, where the female speaker describes having made the preparations ‘as we
agreed’ (xa@dmep Nv Evykeipevov) .

46. Lysistrata in fact uses more sexually obscene vocabulary than Praxagora (cf. McClure
1999: 210). However her usage is mostly confined to her description of the sex-strike to the
other women, and the oath which she makes them swear, and she does not (unlike the other
women) discuss her own sexual experiences or desires. In comparison, Praxagora’s obscene
language is used in a more lighthearted manner, as she uses double entendres (266-7) and
makes jokes to set her companions at ease (111-14).
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action; their opposition to the war is in large part due to it depriving them of their normal sex-
lives), as the women at first baulk at Lysistrata’s idea for a strike (133-4: AL’ GAL" O T
BovAer kav pe xpti d1d Tod TuPOg / €0EA® Padilev: Todto paAiov Tod Téovc), and have some
difficulty in implementing it (728-61). However, the success of the plot is dependent on the
idea that the women can hold out longer than the men, and that the male sexual impulse is
therefore stronger than the female. Additionally, while scholars have often emphasised the
play’s celebration of normative, marital fertility," it is important to note that although the plot
concludes with the wives returning home, thereby ending the men’s painful ithyphallic
condition, this is preceded by a scene in which the naked figure of Diallage is paraded before
the line-up of ithyphallic ambassadors, who react to her with aggressive sexual language.
Taaffe (1993: 71) in particular in her discussion of this scene suggests that its inclusion shifts
the focus of the finale away from femininity, and towards masculine desire; and that this,
along with the use of the stock comic figure of a naked, silent woman subject to aggressive
male sexual desire, colours the final presentation of normative marital unions as the husbands
and wives reunite at the end of the play.* Indeed, before the Ecclesiazusae, all but two of
Aristophanes’ plays have contained some kind of triumph of male sexuality, in which a male
character is awarded with a woman or women, in their final (or in the case of Lysistrata,
penultimate) scenes.” While the scene with Diallage does not entirely overshadow or

contradict the assertion of female power and agency which dominates the plot of Lysistrata as

47. Cf. Dillon 1987, who argues that the play’s presentation of marital fertility is a
modulation of the agrarian fertility themes found in Aristophanes’ earlier plays, such as the
Acharnians; and Bierl 2011, whose discussion of the play’s final hymns suggests that they
should be seen as marriage hymns in the style of Alcman’s partheneia.

48. The Thesmophoriazusae also notably includes a mute female figure in its finale, as the
Scythian archer is distracted with a naked dancing girl by Euripides, in order that he might
free In-Law. Again, this final reassertion of male sexuality and desire tempers the ‘women on
top’ theme of the play.

49. The exceptions are the finale of Clouds, whose violence is highly uncharacteristic of
comic endings; and Frogs, which reformulates the triumph of male fertility as a triumph over
death, and ends with a dead tragedian being brought back to life from the underworld.
Otherwise, in the Acharnians Dicaeopolis finishes the play with two girls on his arm; in the
Knights, Demos is awarded the two ‘peace treaties’; in Wasps, Philocleon absconds from the
symposium with the flute-girl; in Peace and Birds, the heroes end the play in marriage;
Lysistrata and Thesmophoriazusae’s use of naked female figures are discussed above.
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a whole, it does temper this element sufficiently to bring the plot more in line with comic

norms.

By contrast, even this small element of counterbalance is absent from the Ecclesiazusae.
Praxagora’s plans for the city emphasise equality of sexual pleasure. In addition to promising
her husband that a man will be able to freely have any young woman he desires, Praxagora

declares that women too will have sexual rights to men:

<B}> fjv peipax’ idov émbounon xoi BovAntot ckolabipat,
EEel TOLTOV APEA®V doDVvaL, TV &k KOVOD 08 PeBEEeL
EuykotadapHmv.

<[p> AL €Eéotan mpoik™ avT@ EuykaTodopOeiv.
Kol TadTOg YOP KOWAG TOld TOlg Avopdot cuykotakeichal
KOl TOOOTOLETV T® POVAOUEVE®.

<B)\> TG 0OV 0V TAvTES Tty
EML TNV OPAOTATNY ADTAV Kol (nTtoovcty Epeildety;

<[Ip> ai pavAdtepal kol GUATEPAL TAPA TOS GEUVAG Kabedodvtat:
K@t fv tavng Embvunon, TV cicypav TpdO’ HmokpovoEL.

BI: If he sees a girl he fancies and wants to poke her about a bit, he’ll be able
to take some of his money and give it to her, and then have his share of
communing — with her, in bed!

Pr: But he’ll be able to sleep with her for free! Women also, I’'m making
common property, for any man who wishes, to have sex and produce
children.

BIl: Then surely everyone will go for the most attractive of them and try to

shag her!

Pr: The plainer women, the ones with the snubbier noses, will sit beside the
fine lookers; and then if he fancies 4er, he’ll have to give the ugly ones a
knock first!

(Eccl. 611-18)
Not only men, but also women, even old women, are to be able to choose the partners they
want (615: 1® Poviopéve); and men will have to submit to satisfying the ugly and the old
(616-17), rather than simply being able to pursue only the beautiful women whom them
actually desire. It is significant that, almost as soon as the women’s appropriation of political
power has been declared, Blepyrus states that if the women are to have political control of the
city, they will also have sexual control over the men, presenting female sexual dominance as

the natural consequence of female political dominance:
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<BX> ékeivo devov Toioty NATKOIGL VOV,
un maporofodoat Thg TOAE®S TAG NVidg
gneit’ avaykdlwot Tpog Plov—

<Xp> i Opav;

<BX> kwveiv €avtds. fiv 6¢ pr| dvvopeda
dp1oTOV 00 dMGOLGL.

Bl: That’s the one thing folk our age have to fear: that when the women take
over the reigns of the City, then they may compel us by force to—

Ch: To do what?

Bl: To screw them; and if we’re not able to, they won’t give us our lunch.

(Eccl. 465-9)
In its relegation of the importance of male desire in favour of equal recognition of female
desire, Praxagora’s plan for the city completely overturns comic norms in which male sexual
desire is prioritised and celebrated, and women often relegated to mute objects such as
Diallage at the end of the Lysistrata; and the promotion of female desire and sexual
dominance, and the subsequent denial of male sexual power and autonomy, is presented as

an inevitable consequence of the women’s political coup.

Praxagora’s communistic plans are notable not only for the equal weight given to female
and male desires, but also for their promotion of the common good over and above the
desires of the individual. This commonality has been a feature of Aristophanes’ previous
‘women’ plays; in the Thesmophoriazusae, the women band together for the benefit of all the
women of Athens; and in Lysistrata, although there is a clear ringleader, Lysistrata’s plan is
designed with the benefit of the whole of Greece in mind, and does not gain any personal
reward (and indeed, since she appears not to have a husband to go home to, does not even
have the resumption of normal marital activities to look forward to, unlike her companions).
Even Trygaeus, perhaps the most altruistic of Aristophanes’ heroes, who sets out to save all of
Greece, is rewarded with a goddess for a wife. Whitman’s 1964 study of the comic hero
identified self-assertion and the relentless pursuit of his own advantage as two of the most
definitive characteristics of Aristophanes’ protagonists, and while this model has since been
refined (most notably by Sutton 1980), Whitman continues to provide a valuable framework

for considering the conventional characteristics of protagonists in comedy. According to

193



Whitman, comic heroism is “individualistic, and tends towards excess, or at least extremes. It
asserts its self primarily, and formulates its action and experience in isolation from society as
such, and in relation only to the universe at large” (1964: 24-5, emphasis Whitman’s).
Praxagora’s promotion of complete economic and sexual commonality is therefore simply an
exaggeration of the higher levels of altruism and concern for the city as a whole which is
associated with female characters elsewhere in Aristophanes; and the comic plot of the
Ecclesiazusae is therefore, to an extent at least, an embodiment of the typical female
approach to community in Aristophanes. Praxagora’s exaggerated anti-individualism is
further increased by the fact that, uniquely among Aristophanic protagonists (at least in the
extant plays), she is present only for the first half of the play. Praxagora’s disappearance from
the second section of the Ecclesiazusae leads to a less defined focus on the protagonist as
individual, and the play moves in its second half towards an examination of the various ways
in which the community at large react to her economic and social plans. The Ecclesiazusae’s

plot is therefore fundamentally different in its structure to any other of Aristophanes’ extant

plays.

The Ecclesiazusae and the Subversion of Masculinity

While the plots of the Thesmophoriazusae and Lysistrata mediated any potential conflict
between the conventional celebration of male sexuality in comedy and their ‘women on top’
plots, the Ecclesiazusae therefore amplifies these contradictions, in a plot which emphasises
commonality over individuality, and a protagonist who both in her characterisation and her
aims presents an exaggerated version of comic femininity. The play’s active subversion of
normative comic masculinity is further suggested by two scenes; firstly, Blepyrus’
introduction into the play; and secondly, the finale in which old women fight over a young
lover. Both scenes emphasise the loss of masculine power which is associated with the
women’s coup; and this is accompanied by a thematic focus on death and the absence of
fertility. The play therefore fully inverts the comic norm of male fertile sexuality, not only by
asserting the power of women, but also by presenting the audience with scenes of male

powerlessness and infertility.
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At the point of the women’s initial coup, the assertion of female power is twice
connected to the subversion of masculinity by effeminate men. As has been discussed above,
when Praxagora is instructing her followers in how to behave at the assembly, she asserts that
since effeminate men make the best speakers, women will surely be able to convince the
assembly too (112-13: Aéyovot yop kol Tt@V veavickowv Ocot / mAgloto omodovvial,
Sewvotdrovg eivar Aéyewv). Praxagora’s particular emphasis on the men’s passive sexual role
as a qualification for political life introduces the women’s political power grab as purely an
extension of an existing political failure in Athens, as if their revolution is simply the logical
conclusion of a situation in which the dominance of masculinity has already been

compromised.

This analogy between female power and the dominance of effeminate men in the city is
revisited in the scene between Blepyrus and his friend Chremes. Arriving home from town,
Chremes explains that the assembly was packed out with a great crowd of what seemed to be
shoemakers (whom we of course know to be the women in disguise):

Kol dfita mhvtog okutotdpolg nralopev
OpMVTEG AHTOVG" OV YOP AAL DITEPPLAG
®OC AevkomAnOng N 18elv fikkAnoia:

And actually, seeing them, we thought they all looked like shoemakers; it
really was extraordinary how full of white faces the Assembly was to look at.
(Eccl. 385-7)

While the women have evidently managed to pass as male, these lines make clear that they
did not succeed in blending into the crowd, but stood out because of their white skin (despite
their apparent attempts to tan, cf. Eccl. 64-5) which gave them an unusual appearance, and
one associated with effeminacy; and one of the ‘men’ is compared by Chremes in lines 427-9
to the apparently similarly white and effeminate politician Nicias. Chremes’ statement that,
because of their white faces, the group were thought to be shoemakers seems to play into an
existing elite discourse which ascribed effeminate characteristics to craftsmen, and even
questioned their suitability for democratic and political participation. In the Oeconomicus,
Xenophon’s Socrates speaks of the effeminacy of ‘banausic’ occupations, which waste the

body due to their necessity for indoor work:
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Kol yap of ye Poavovcwol kododpevor kKol émippntol €iot kol €ikOT®G pEVTOL TAVL
ado&oviot TPOg TAV TOAEWMV. KATOALLOIVOVTOL YOp TO cOUTO TOV 1€ £pYalopévav
Kol T®dV émpelopévay, avaykalovoat kabficOot kol oxlatpageichor, Evian 6& kol Tpog
TOp MUEPELEY. TAV 0¢ coudtov Onlvvouéveov kol ol yoyoli ToAD AppwoTOTEPIL
yiyvovtol.

For to be sure, the so-called banausic occupations are scorned and, naturally enough,
held in very low regard in our states, For they spoil the bodies of the workmen and
foremen, forcing them to sit still and stay indoors, and in some cases to spend the whole
day by the fire. As their bodies become womanish their souls lose strength too. (trans.
Marchant)

(Oec. 4.2)
Similarly, in Aristotle Pol. 1278a8, craftsmen are declared unfit to be citizens, as was, he
suggests, the case in Sparta.”® In the Oeconomicus, these kinds of technical occupations are
contrasted with that of the farmer which, along with soldiering, is to be considered among the
noblest (Oec. 1V.4: év 10ig KaAAiotoic) of occupations. This valorisation of agricultural work
is similarly present in Aristophanes (and Old Comedy in general), whose celebration of
masculine sexuality is often accompanied by a similar celebration of agrarian fertility;”' and
Wilkins (2000: 142-51) has in particular argued that male sexual domination over female
figures, such as Opora in the Peace, should be seen as an integral part of the genre’s
celebration of agrarian fertility. In comparing the women both to effeminate contemporary
politicians, and to craftsmen, this passage therefore thematises the women’s ascent to
political power as the ascent of non-agricultural workers; and accordingly ties together the
theme of female power with the absence of the agrarian fertility usually characteristic of Old

Comedy.

50. On the idea that craftsmen in Sparta were not citizens, cf, Oec. IV.3 (which is presumably
a reference to Sparta), Plut. Comp. Lyc., and Numa 2.3. The reliability of these sources, and
of Aristotle, for ascertaining the true status of craftsmen in Sparta is however unclear.

51. On the celebration of agrarian fertility in Old Comedy, cf. Wilkins 2000 ch. 3, and Ruffell
2000. Agricultural language in Aristophanes’ Peace in particular is explored in Moulton 1981
ch. 3. The heroes of the Acharnians and Peace are both farmers, and some degree of rusticity
is also attributed to other of Aristophanes’ protagonists such as In-Law (cf. Thesm. 58), and
Strepsiades (cf. Nub. 39-55).
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This theme of the subversion and inversion of masculinity and fertility is in particular
central to the extended scatological scene which marks the entrance of Blepyrus, Praxagora’s
husband and the first male character on stage in the play. This scene brings together three of
the central themes in the play, namely gender role reversal, the failure and obstruction of
male desire, and the inversion of the motif of fertility and reproduction which is usually a
theme of Old Comedy. It is also one of the most heavily scatological scenes in all of
Aristophanes, with Blepyrus’ concentrated use of scatological vocabulary in this scene giving
him the highest frequency of scatological utterances of any character in Aristophanes.*
However, the use of scatological language in this scene is highly non-typical. Along with sex
and food, Old Comedy’s focus on corporeality, and the functions and pleasures of the body, is
manifested in its characters’ scatological language and actions; and the ability to indulge in
scatological release is often presented alongside sexual pleasure as a central, and desirable,
freedom of Old Comedy.” This is evident, for example, in the parabasis of the Birds, in which
the chorus describe to the audience the benefits of having wings, explaining that if the theatre
audience were so endowed, they would have the freedom to eat whenever they want (4v.
787-9 gita mewdv... EM0mV oikade, / k@t dv EumAncdeic); to fart whenever they want (Av.
792: xamomapdav); and to have sex whenever, and with whomever, they want (4v. 796:
Bwnoag). This particular focus on scatological release is similarly characteristic of Old
Comedy’s sister-genre, lambos, and in particular of the poetry of Hipponax (one of the most
scatological of the iambographers; forms of the verb tiAdwm appears no less than five times in
his fragments),”* whose works contain an extended poem on the subject of severe diarrhoea.
It is therefore significant that, although Blepyrus’ association with scatology is in keeping
with male status in Aristophanes (as demonstrated by McClure 1999 ch. 6, as well as my own

statistical analysis, discussed above), the scene focuses not on his freedom, but rather his

52. Blepyrus in the Ecclesiazusae used ten scatological terms, at 317: xompeaiog, 320: yécac,
322: y¢lovtd, 345: yelnnidyv, 347: "yxéooy’, 360: kOmpog, 368: yelntdv, 371: okwpapic, and
640: kdmyesodvtar. Only Strepsiades in the Clouds comes close to this frequency, using a
total of eight scatological obscenities in the play.

53. Henderson 1991: 187 describes scatological language and routines as “the purest kind of
obscene comedy”, even more so than the sexual obscenity which is also characteristic of Old
Comedy.

54.Cf. . 73 W, 79 W, 86 W, 102 W, 114a W.
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inability, to defecate; and this scatological failure is presented in parallel with the

feminisation and reversal of gender roles which is also a focus of the scene.”

Blepyrus’ entry to the stage, dressed in his wife’s saffron gown and slippers, presents a
clear visualisation of the male-female role reversal which is the theme of the play, as
Praxagora’s appropriation of her husband’s male clothing has resulted in Blepyrus being
forced to adopt her clothing in turn.’® Blepyrus’ forced feminisation is therefore represented
symbolically through costume, and is a visual presence throughout the scene. Despite the
conventional association between scatology and male characters, the scene quickly makes an
unusual link between scatology and Blepyrus’ assumed femininity, and in particular his
female costume. When the neighbour catches sight of Blepyrus squatting outside his house
dressed in his wife’s clothing, he describes the yellow of the saffron gown in scatological
terms:

eimé pot,
i 10016 601 TO TVPPOV £GTLV; OVTL TTOL
Kwnoiag cov katatetidnkev;

Tell me, what’s that yellow you’ve got on? Cinesias hasn’t by any chance been
shitting over you, has he?

(Eccl. 328-30)
The unusual feminine characterisation of scatology continues later in the scene, where
Blepyrus in his desperation prays to Hileithya, the goddess of childbirth and midwifery, to

relieve him:
o motve’ Theibva, pf pe meptidng

55. A connection between sexual prowess and scatology is potentially also a theme in
Hipponax’s diarrthoea poem (a work which shares a number of thematic similarities with
Aristophanes, most notably in its use of the image of the dung-beetle; cf. Hipponax fr. 92 W,
Ar. Vesp. 1446-9, Pax 11t.). West 1974: 144 suggests (on the basis of a parallel with Petronius
Satyrica 138) that in fr. 92, the speaker is undergoing a treatment for impotence, and that it is
this treatment which seems to result in the severe diarrhoea which follows. On the basis of
this reconstruction, the poem’s apparent link between the curing of impotence and diarrhoea
would therefore form a mirror image to the Ecclesiazusae’s link between constipation and
impotence/infertility.

56. The power dynamics of costume in this scene are discussed at length by Compton-Engle
2015: 74-82.
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dwppayévta unde Pefarovopévov,
tva pn yévopot Kopopic KOUMOK.

O Lady Hileithya, don’t stand by and let me burst or stay blocked up like this;
I don’t want to become a comic shitpot!

(Eccl. 369-71)

Blepyrus’ failure to defecate is therefore characterised in female terms as the failed delivery
of a baby; and Blepyrus’ simultaneous feminisation and frustrated scatological desire is
presented as a failure of fertility and reproduction. The connection between the reversal of
gender roles and the reversal of the usual comic motif of fertility is further thematised in this
scene by the presence of funereal imagery, in which Praxagora’s appropriation of her
husband’s clothing is represented as leaving him in a corpse-like state.

elt’ o0 10 GowTAC ipdTiov &xpiiv 6~ Exetv;

aAL” En’ amodvoac’ EmParodoa TOHYKLKAOV

@yov KoToAMmoDG OCTEPEL TPOKEILEVOV,
HOVOV 0V 6TEPAVAOCAC 00O Embsica Ankvbov.

Well, shouldn’t you have word your own cloak? Instead, you stripped me,
threw your mantle over me, and went off leaving me like a laid-out corpse!
I’m surprised that you didn’t put an oil jar beside me and a wreath on my
head!

(Eccl. 535-8)
Throughout this scene therefore, Blepyrus’ feminisation is presented as inducing a state of
sterility and lifelessness, and the play’s inversion of gender roles is linked to an inversion of
the comic theme of fertility and fruitfulness, as he is first characterised as unable to deliver a

baby, and then presented as not only sterile, but dead.’’

Blepyrus’ feminisation in this scene is therefore accompanied by a simultaneous
scatological disempowerment, and his failure to defecate, and so fulfil a central comic
freedom of the body, is described in feminine terms. The frustration of Blepyrus’ scatological

desire (emphasised through his repeated use of the desiderative form yelnti®dv, lines 345,

57. Rothwell 1990: 56 notes that Praxagora and Blepyrus have no children, and suggests that
Blepyrus’ fears in lines 465-70 about his ability to perform sexually under duress raises the
possibility that Blepyrus suffers from impotence, which would again add to the presentation
of Blepyrus as both feminised, and incapable of the fertility usually associated with comedy.
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368) additionally offers a parallel to the theme of the frustration of male sexual desire which
is also introduced in this scene, as Blepyrus and Chremes worry about whether the women’s
revolution will lead to the sexual subjugation of men (465-9, discussed above). By
characterising Blepyrus’ constipation as the failed delivery of a baby, the play further links
this frustration of male corporeal desire to a theme of sterility, in which the reversal of gender
roles is characterised as leading to a kind of anti-fertility, which is itself a clear inversion of
comic norms. This presentation of frustrated male desire as inducing a state of sterility is
increasingly a focus of the play, as in the penultimate scene the endorsement of female sexual
desire and power, and the subsequent sexual disempowerment of men, is accompanied by

imagery of funerals and death.

The penultimate scene of the Ecclesiazusae, in which three old women fight for
possession over a young man, is in every way a direct inversion of the norms of Aristophanic
comic endings. This is true most obviously in the gender-reversal of the comic trope whereby
a man wins possession of a young girl; and the emphasis on the fact that instead of being
passive, silent sexual objects (as the women claimed by male characters in the finales of the
Acharnians, Knights, Wasps, Peace, Birds, Lysistrata, and Thesmophoriazusae) the women,
both young and old, are actively in pursuit of sex. However, the scene also contravenes the
comic convention of rejuvenation and renewal. A significant number of Aristophanes’ extant
plays feature elderly protagonists, and in each case the play ends with the old man
rejuvenated, and enjoying a new lease of life. This is a particularly prominent theme in the
Wasps, but features also in the Acharnians, Knights, and Clouds,”® and is arguably another
manifestation of Old Comedy’s interest in fertility and (festal, agrarian) renewal. It is
therefore notable that, unlike the old men of Aristophanes’ plays, the old women in the
Ecclesiazusae are not only not rejuvenated in any way, but are repeatedly presented as being
close to, or even as good as, dead; and for the Ecclesiazusae to so pointedly avoid, and invert,
the theme of rejuvenation seems significant. Instead of male sexual assertion accompanied by
the possibility of fertility (since unlike old women even old men may be fertile, and

rejuvenated old men presumably more so), we find in this scene of the Ecclesiazusae

58. On the topic of old men and rejuvenation in Old Comedy, cf. Hubbard 1989.
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aggressive female sexuality dominating male, and infertile sex triumphing over procreative
sex. Accordingly, as in the scene with Blepyrus, the assertion of female power over male
inverts the festal conventions of Old Comedy, and the subsequent suppression of male power

and fertility is at odds with the norms of the genre.

The penultimate scene opens with a conflict between an old woman and a young girl,
who are each trying to take advantage of the new sexual freedoms offered by Praxagora’s
regime. The scene is therefore set up as a conflict between youth and age, and the eventual
triumph of the older women over the girl accordingly emphasises the way in which
Praxagora’s regime serves to actively disrupt the norms of procreative sex. The disruption of
sexual norms, and the sexual subjugation of the young man by the old women, is in the scene
explicitly linked to the man’s loss of political rights. The women repeatedly refer to their
sexual rights as established by law (e.g. 1049: mapafdca tov vopov, 1055: 6 vopog Eixel,
1077: xatda tov vopov); and when he tries to negotiate some kind of exemption to the law, the
young man is told that as a man he no longer has the authority (k0p1oc) to negotiate any
contract over the value of a single pedipvog (Eccl. 1024-5: AL o0 k0Oprog / vep PESUVOV
g€ot avnp ovdeic &tl), thereby placing him in the legal position previously assigned to

women.”’

Throughout the scene, death imagery, similar to that earlier associated with Blepyrus,
abounds. In her altercation with the first old women, the girl repeatedly characterises her rival
as deathly, calling her ‘rotten’ (884, 926: @ compd), and the sweetheart of Death (995: 16
Oavdte péinua); and this opposition between the procreative sex offered by the young girl,
and the sterility and deathliness of the old women, is increased when the young man wishes
he were dead rather than exchange his young lover for the old woman (977: dmoBdvoy épa).
The funereal imagery increases throughout the young man’s interaction with the old women.
He firstly claims to be worried about incurring the jealousy of the first woman’s boyfriend,

who he claims is a famous painter of funeral jars:

59. Cf. Isaeus 10.10, in which the speaker claims that women, like minors, are not able to
negotiate a contract over the value of a single pedipvoc.

201



<AV> AN, & €L, OppmdE TOV EPAGTHV GOV.

<Ip™> tiva,
<AvV> 10V TOV YpaQE®V EPLoTOV.
<I'p™> obtog & £oTi Tig;

<Av> 0¢ 10ig vekpoiot Loypagel Tag AnkvBoug.

Man: But lady, I’'m worried about your boyfriend!
Wo: Who’s he?
Man: The one who paints jars for funerals.

(Eccl. 994-6)
The image of the Anxv0oc here ties this scene to the earlier appearance of the funeral theme
in the play, where Blepyrus was similarly imagined as a corpse lying with a garland and
AnxvBog in line 538; and Praxagora’s usurpation of her husband’s power and masculinity is
therefore associated with the sexual subjugation of the young man in this scene. As the
interaction continues, it is not only the old woman, but the young man’s sexual encounter
with her, which is construed as funereal. Finally submitting to the first old woman, the man
instructs her to prepare her bed with herbs, Anx06o1, and other props associated with the
preparation of corpses:

VTOoTOPEGHL VOV TPMTO THG OPLYvOoV

Kol KApad’ vrébov cuykAdoaoa TETTOopa,

Kol Toviooot kol wopabov tag Ankvboug,
1030106 1€ Katdbov TodoTpakov mpod Tig BVpac.

Then strew your bed with marjoram, break off four vine branches and lay them
underneath, put on ribbons, place the flasks beside the bed, and put down a pot
of water in front of your door.

(Eccl. 1030-3)
The sexual encounter between the young man and the old woman is therefore explicitly
presented as the opposite of procreative, with the fertile body of a young woman replaced
with the corpse-like and barren body of the old, and fertile procreation replaced with the

language of death and funerals.

The women’s dominance over the young man’s body is not only sexual, but, in common

with the earlier presentation of Blepyrus, his scatological functions are also obstructed. In
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lines 1059 and following, the young man in his desperation to escape attempts to stall for
time by saying that he needs to go to the toilet (1059: i vov &acov €ig deodov), since
otherwise he will soil himself. However, the old woman refuses to let him go, telling him that
he will have to wait, and that he can shit inside the house (1061: 8dppet, Bad1L - Evdov yeoel).
The young man’s disempowerment may be further enacted by a visible loss of erection.
When he first appeared in the scene he was described as ‘carrying a torch’ (978: 100 oai
dedpevog 0G0 Exmv éAnivbag;). It has been suggested by Vetta (1989: 251-2) that, since a
torch would itself not be cause for much remark given the night-time setting,” the ‘torch’
here indicates the young man’s phallus, and that he is therefore an ithyphallic figure.®
However, at line 1058, the second old woman addresses the man as ‘softy’ (poioakiwv),
which, while a common endearment, additionally suggests that by this point his comic
phallus may no longer be erect. If this interpretation is correct, given the importance of the
phallus as a symbol of the comic genre, the overturning of comic norms which is a theme

throughout this scene would receive some additional visual emphasis.

As in the scene with Blepyrus, the disempowerment of men and the obstruction of their
pursuit of typical, comic corporeal pleasures are presented as overturning not only gender
norms, but also the norms of the comic genre, as scatological indulgence, and male sexual
pleasure and fertility, are replaced instead with funereal imagery which is at odds with Old
Comedy’s usual celebration of male sexual and corporeal power, and of fertility and
procreation both human and agrarian. Although it is impossible to ascertain exactly how the

young man was costumed with regards to the comic phallus, it is possible that his loss of

60. Cf. Eccl. 834-52, in which a herald calls the men to dinner. Since it is already clear that
this post-dinner scene is taking place at night, there is no need to reinforce this at this point,
and it therefore seems unlikely such temporal scene-setting is the function of the comment.
61. Vetta’s interpretation of this line is further bolstered by the fact that fire imagery is
commonly used as a sexual euphemism not only in Greek (Cf. Henderson 1991: 47-8, 177-8)
but in other languages (on universal metaphors, including SEXUAL DESIRE IS FIRE, cf.
Kovecses 2010 ch. 13). Furthermore, a torch metaphor is the subject of an extended joke at
Vesp. 1372-7, although the torch here is used to denote female, rather than male, sexual
anatomy. It therefore seems highly plausible that the torch here indicates the young man’s
phallus, since this would fit within this common pattern of euphemism, as well as making
sense within the context, as Vetta argues.
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male power could additionally have been signified visually, if the young man’s sexual
disempowerment, enacted upon him by the old women, was accompanied by a loss of his
ithyphallic status by the end of the scene. Throughout the play therefore, the removal of male
political power is shown to result in the frustration of male corporeal desire both sexual and
scatological; and these are in turn presented as a kind of sterility, thereby simultaneously
inverting not only the comic norms of male agency and corporeal indulgence, but also the

symbolism of fertility which is equally characteristic of the genre.

Conclusions

Both the Thesmophoriazusae and the Ecclesiazusae present a similar triangulation between
the themes of gender, genre, and politics, and use comic women as a prism through which to
explore the conventions of comic fictionality, and the comic plot. The Thesmophoriazusae’s
overt discussion of genre and theatricality is not repeated in the Ecclesiazusae; however, the
plot of the later play, and in particular its inversion of a series of comic tropes and motifs,
offers an oblique examination of the conventions of comic plotting, as well as drawing
attention to the extent to which the typical narrative arcs of comedy may potentially be in
conflict with the execution of the ‘women on top’ theme in its fullest and more extreme

manifestation.

The Thesmophoriazusae’s presentation of Old Comedy as possessing inherently
masculine characteristics is not replicated elsewhere in the Aristophanic corpus; furthermore,
the play’s attribution of male characteristics to poetry and art is in fact entirely at odds with
the Greek tradition of embodying poetry in female form. In both religion and myth, and
literature from Homer onwards, poetry and art has been embodied as female in the form of
the Muses; and indeed in Aristophanes’ Frogs, the Muses are repeatedly invoked by the two
tragedians, with Euripides’ own Muse appearing on stage at lines 1306-7. The female
embodiment of poetry is part of a broader tradition in Greek literature and culture in which
personifications tend to be presented as female (most probably due, at least in part, to the fact
that abstract nouns in Greek are feminine in form); and the tradition of female

personifications is if anything a stronger presence in Old Comedy than in other literary
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genres.” Furthermore, the convention of female personification is repeatedly applied to
metapoetic figures in Aristophanes’ plays; in addition to the Euripidean Muse in Frogs,
Aristophanes’ Gerytades most probably featured a female figure personifying Poetry;® in the
parabasis of the Knights (Eq. 516-17), Comedy is described as a female figure granting
‘favours’ to the playwrights; and in the Clouds, the parabasis contains an extended passage
personifying the play itself as a modest young girl (Nub. 534-44). A female personification
of comic poetry is also a central feature of Cratinus’ Pytine, in which Comedy appeared on
stage as the poet’s wife, seeking to win her husband back from the clutches of his mistress
Drunkenness. The characterisation of comedy as male in the Thesmophoriazusae is therefore
contrary to the conventions both of Old Comedy, and of Greek literature at large, and is in
this regard entirely anomalous, and highly unusual. However despite this unprecedented step,
the Thesmophoriazusae’s presentation of Old Comedy as masculine is embedded in a broader
understanding of the genre’s conventional features. This is most obviously apparent in
comedy’s use of the phallus, arguably the visual signifier of the genre, and certainly the
convention which sets it most clearly apart from its fellow dramatic genre, tragedy. Comedy’s
conventional celebration of a version of festal fertility which is strongly focused on the
fulfilment of male desire, and in particular the genre’s trope of ending plays with a man, often
the hero, taking possession of a nude, mute female figure, also lends itself towards a

presentation of the genre as masculine.

This festal aspect, in which Old Comedy celebrates Dionysiac fertility rites in an
explicitly masculine manifestation, is central for understanding the Ecclesiazusae in
particular, in which the ascent of women is characterised as undermining and disrupting this
conventional motif of the genre. The conflict between Old Comedy as a genre which
celebrates masculine fertility and the ‘women on top’ plot is explicitly emphasised throughout

the Ecclesiazusae, as the women’s revolution is presented as overturning a series of comic

62. On female personifications of abstract concepts in Old Comedy, cf. Hall 2000, who
examines the evidence for female abstractions in non-Aristophanic comedy, with a particular
focus on figures of metapoetry; and Kidd 2014: 77-83, who discusses the comic potential of
sex with abstract personifications.

63. Cf. Hall 2000: 413-14
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tropes, and in particular as obstructing the male corporeal fulfilment, both scatological and
sexual, which is a defining aspect of Old Comedy. Such a conflict between masculine and
feminine versions of fertility rites and festivities, with only the former truly being at home
within the comic genre, would be an easy theme within the Thesmophoriazusae, whose plot
actually centres around a specifically female fertility rite, the Thesmophoria; however, in this
play the agrarian aspects of this specifically female fertility festival are almost entirely
overlooked in favour of a focus on the comic potentials of all-female gatherings; and any
tension between male, Dionysiac, comic fertility motifs and the play’s festal setting is
therefore underplayed. By contrast, the Ecclesiazusae’s repeated thematic focus on death and
sterility makes explicit the link between the women’s revolution, and the disruption of the
conventional comic celebration of masculine, Dionysiac, fertility; and this culminates in the
final scene, in which procreative sex is overcome by non-procreative, and the comic

celebration of fertility is replaced with the language of funerals and death.

The focus of these two plays is therefore quite different, with the former using the idea of
comic masculinity to examine the conventions of tragedy, with comic masculinity defined
primarily in opposition to the femininity of the rival genre; and the latter shifting its gaze
towards the conventions of the comic plot, which, unusually for an Aristophanes play, are not
compared to, or contrasted with, the conventions of another genre, rival or otherwise. Though
the Ecclesiazusae lacks the explicit play with poetic form which we find in the

Thesmophoriazusae, it is in its way no less interested in its own generic status and practice.

206



Conclusion

This thesis has attempted to argue that comic self-reflexivity extends beyond an (already well
established) interest in the authorial persona, and the festal and performative context of the
plays, to encompass the conventions of comic storytelling. I have suggested that
Aristophanes’ plays negotiate the boundaries of their own generic identity in relation to other
genres, including fable, epic, and of course tragedy, and that these negotiations are deeply
embedded in the story-structure of the plays. Through an investigation of three different sub-
genres of comic plots, namely animal comedy, mythic comedy, and ‘women on top’ plays, I
have argued that Aristophanic comedy displays a keen interest in the possibilities of comic
storytelling, and in how the characteristics of the specifically comic plot might be used to
mark out a distinct generic territory. Furthermore, I have suggested that Aristophanes’ interest
in generic self-definition is not limited to an agonistic relationship with tragedy, but is
considerably more varied, both in terms of the diversity of the genres with which the plays

interact, and the modes through which they do so.

Chapter One argued that the plot of the Wasps features a sustained engagement with
Aesopic animal fable, and that this engagement is used in turn to reflect on the place of
animals, animal plots, and animal choruses within comedy’s own generic history. Throughout
the play, the didactic quality of Aesopic fable is emphasised; and comedy’s more eclectic,
chaotic, and absurd use of animal imagery is contrasted with the semiotic stability of animal
symbolism in fable. The visual potential of animals in comedy is particularly exploited by the
play, as the stage is populated by an increasingly bizarre cast of animal characters, including
a donkey, talking dogs, dancing crabs, and of course the eponymous chorus of wasps. The
chapter argued that in its own use of animal imagery, the Wasps shifts the focus away from
the relationship between symbol and meaning, and instead focuses primarily on the comic
potential of the symbols themselves; and that this is characteristic of comedy’s inclination
towards disrupting the relationship between signifier and signified. The chapter focused

particularly on the unusual nature of the animal chorus in the play, who unlike traditional
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animal choruses inhabit a dual human-animal identity; and argued that the chorus’ enactment

of their theriomorphic role thematises the idea of animal performance which is central to the

play.

Chapter Two examined mythological storytelling in the Peace and Birds. The chapter
argued that the plays situate themselves in opposition to tragic myth, and assert a claim to
mythopoiesis as a defining characteristic of the comic plot. Using tragedy as a starting point,
both plays create a mythic patchwork by drawing on a variety of sources, including epic,
satyr drama, ethnography, and the orphic tradition, in order to write stories which are at once
new inventions, and grounded in existing mythic and literary models. The chapter argued that
while Peace asserts its difference from tragic myth, confining sad endings and failure to the
rival genre and presenting its own storyline as successful and celebratory, the Birds
incorporates the darker elements of its tragic model Tereus into its own fictional world. In
addition to characterising tragedy as firmly bound by conventions of retelling and lacking
comedy’s freedom of invention, the chapter suggested that both Peace and Birds display a
marked interest in the possibilities of representation on the comic stage. In Peace this takes
the form of a parodic interaction with the Bellerophon’s set piece, which I suggested may
have involved an experimental (and quite likely at least partially unsuccessful) deployment of
the mechane to represent Bellerophon and Pegasus in flight. In Birds, this interest in the
limits of stage representation resurfaces, as the play repeatedly draws attention to its failure to
locate Nephelokokkugia in actual stage space, and interrogates the gap between the boundless

possibility of comic imagination, and the constraints of stage practice.

The final chapter turned to the Thesmophoriazusae and Ecclesiazusae, and the increasing
prominence of female characters on the Aristophanic stage. The first section of the chapter
argued that in the Thesmophoriazusae, the figure of Agathon is used to characterise tragedy
as inherently feminine, against comedy’s phallic masculinity, and that this is in turn linked to
tragedy’s lack of overt, revelatory metatheatricality. I suggested that the play’s
characterisation of tragedy’s apparent illusionism as effeminate interacts with a broader

cultural conception of femininity as deceptive. The play’s presentation of In-Law was also
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examined, and the chapter argued that his status as an overtly comic figure, characterised by
the phallus, is linked in the play to his failure to pass as a woman at the Thesmophoria. I
argued that his revelation as a comic man is strongly tied to his scatological language, and
that this may have culminated in an on-stage urination scene in which his comicness and
maleness were simultaneously exposed. The second part of the chapter focused on the
Ecclesiazusae, and argued that the play explores the ramifications of its fuller manifestation
of the ‘women on top’ theme in light of comedy’s conventional celebration of male fertility
and power. I argued that the play inverts a series of generic norms, as procreative sex is
replaced with infertility and the language of death. I suggested the possibility that the absence
of comic fertility might have been signalled visually on stage, through the young man’s loss
of his ithyphallic status in the penultimate scene of the play. The chapter argued that the play
also linked the obstruction of male sexual desire and fertility with the obstruction of the
scatological impulse which is equally characteristic of comedy, as well as related genres such

as lambus.

It might be noted at this point that in a thesis entitled ‘defining the comic plot’, no such
definition has been forthcoming. While I have attempted to show that Aristophanes’ interest
in the comic plot and its potential for generic self-definition was sustained throughout his
career, | have not suggested a linear model whereby the plays gradually move towards an
increasingly well articulated idea of what defines comic storytelling. The absence of any
sense of linear progression may be in part due to the paucity of our evidence; from a writing
career spanning nearly four decades, only eleven plays survive in full. However, it seems
more likely that, although different ideas come into focus in different periods, the comic plot,
much like comic jokes, is episodic rather than linear in its development, with each idea being
exploited to its fullest potential, and then unceremoniously dropped as the playwright moves
on to the next. In place of a linear model, we find instead that the plays’ conception and
construction of their own genre shifts depending on what they are defining themselves in
relation to; a play which engages in an interaction with Aesop is likely to come to a different
understanding of where the boundaries of the comic lie than one which engages primarily

with tragedy or epic. Furthermore, this process of the continual renegotiation of generic
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boundaries itself causes a series of shifts in what constitutes the comic; the plays do not only
define themselves agonistically against external genres, but by incorporating their external
cultural and literary models they expand their own generic reach into territory not previously
their own. As time goes on, the self-reflexivity of Aristophanic comedy begins also to be self-
referential; the Ecclesiazusae in particular does not engage in a process of defining itself
against external generic norms, but rather against the previous conventions of Aristophanic

comedy itself.

This ever-expanding conception of the comic plot, in which the conventions of the genre
are always open to re-negotiation, and the genre itself undergoes a process of perpetual re-
definition, is perhaps inevitable in a genre as varied and eclectic as Old Comedy. In the
diverse intellectual milieu of fifth-century Athens, comedy is something of a cultural
lightning-rod, encompassing not only a diverse range of literary and performative modes, but
also issues of politics, class, gender, religion, philosophy, economics, and other topics far too
extensive to be listed here. Whatever there is to be found of Aristophanes’ Athens, can be
found in Aristophanes. In such a context, it is clear that no one reading can ever be
exhaustive, even with regard to the limited topic of the plot. In the process of writing this
thesis, certain possible avenues have suggested themselves; in particular, I have not addressed
the topic of comic metaphor, and its importance for comic storytelling. No comprehensive
study of metaphor in comedy has been attempted since Newiger’s 1957 publication,
Metapher und Allegorie: Studien zu Aristophanes, and subsequent developments in both
comic scholarship and metaphor theory make a return to this topic long overdue. Despite the
fragmentary nature of the evidence, an investigation of the relationship between metaphor

and plot might also be more conducive to the inclusion of non-Aristophanic comedy.

The obvious limitations of this Aristophanocentric study notwithstanding, I hope to have
demonstrated Old Comedy’s remarkable flexibility as a genre, with regards to the modes in
which it operates, the models with which it interacts, and the stance it takes towards its own

self-constructed identity; even while ultimately concluding that comedy’s perpetual
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reinvention of itself requires that a true definition of its generic identity be placed forever just

out of reach.
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