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Introduction

There has never been a time, in the history of the theater, when a lack of education in theatrical history has prevented someone from having a long, successful career as a theatre professional. And today, the situation is no different. An actor needs little else besides ambition and luck to begin a career in the business. With or without theater history, a stage manager may never go unemployed. In fact, a college education, much less theater history, is unnecessary to win a Tony Award. Theater has always been a profession where most of the learning happens at the workplace, on or around the stage. You learn from those who are more experienced, you immediately put that knowledge into practice, and someday you eventually pass on what you know to the next generation. A liberal education, which theater history is a part of, has always run tangentially to the working education one inevitably gets in the theater business. So why then should a student of the theater study the subject of theater history?

Perhaps a better question is: how can a soon-to-be practitioner of the theater use theater history? Theater history gives the student important ideas, or tools, by which a theater professional can develop him or herself as an artisan. I use the word artisan rather than artist because tools imply the construction of a crafted object, like a blacksmith using a hammer to make a horseshoe. All theater professionals are, to one degree or another, artisans fashioning a role, on or behind the stage to create a whole object, the performance. How one uses the tools, and the array and utility of the tools themselves, determines whether or not the craftsperson is an artist or just a layman.

Think about how you, the theater student, use theater classes. In an acting class, the professor will employ a variety of exercises to strengthen an actor’s commitment to the character. For instance, acting games involving a simple objective between two people, or scene work to discover the character’s paths through conflict. Through these exercises, the professor equips the student with ideas, or tools, that an actor includes in his process of developing a character. Similarly, a costume design class provides a student with ideas about color and shape and line in order to create the best textile representation for the play’s inhabitants. The function of theater classes is to give the students workable tools, ones that have been tested throughout history, through trial and error, and continue to be refined to best create a theatrical production.

So, what is the tool that theater history provides? To work on a show written by Sophocles, or Molière, or Chekhov or any playwright for that matter, one must have an historical context in order to best serve the play. It is said that the style of the any given production is where the play is set. Where would the play be without history? How would one perform Shakespeare without any knowledge of his original meanings? Can a Brecht play be successfully performed without an understanding of his theory of alienation in the theater? These questions and their answers are not what will turn your performance or direction into a critical and public success, necessarily, they are what will make productions work, period.

Next to the resource for historical context, one finds hundreds of examples of pure innovation in history which can play as large a part today as they once did. Knowing that Herbert Beerbohm Tree infamously used live animals in his productions of Shakespeare is useful for an exam, perhaps, but can knowing how he did it and why help a director or stage manager who’s working on a production today? As arbitrary an example as this is, its potential for use could be obvious given the right show. Remember, stealing ideas from those that came before you is one of the greatest traditions the theater has. With the fruitful information that history can provide, one can never run out of ways to craft a role, a scene, a production run into an eminently functional, thrilling piece of theatre.

Besides the veritable goldmine that theater history presents itself as for a theater artisan, the subject is part of a liberal education, and you, the student, are taking the class for that reason, too. But, as I have previously shown, history’s function to a student as a timeline is evident. Theater classes provide tools that have been developed throughout history and as you participate in theater classes, you unconsciously share in over 2000 years of dramatic creativity, you actually find historical context within what you are doing. Search through Ritual to Realism however you like, line by line, back and forth through the chapters that interest you, or strictly as you need to through the index. No matter how you do it, every page, every paragraph will give you pieces of information and ideas that remain as fresh, subversive and radical today as they were in Ancient Greece or Restoration England. Plays, like all artistic creations, have never really changed, holding steadfast in opposition to conventional ideas and commonplaces, striking against the grain, so to speak, as untouchable, blinding entities that have mesmerized the minds of people for millennia.

It is easy to find such a notion as historical context to be too abstract, not personal enough to do a student any good in the theater right now. It is through the evolving process by which one develops as an artisan throughout life that one inevitably feels tied ever closer to the historical long-view of the theater. This class, and all theater classes for that matter, are small steps along that process. This book is designed to fill your arsenal with tools. Let it be a step that will influence the way you create dramatic art for the rest of your career.


1.Classical Beginnings

Whereas all ancient religions have rituals and liturgies performing the same story year after year, only the Greek worshippers of the god Dionysus developed myths out of which true drama could emerge. There are certain peculiarities of the Dionysian religion that may account for its being the source of ancient Greek theatre. First of all, belief in Dionysus was accepted in Greece later than that of Zeus, Hera, Athena, Demeter, and Apollo, at a time when both the epic and lyric were fairly mature forms of poetry. It is accepted that cults of Dionysus came to Greece from Asia Minor as early as the thirteenth century B.C. but actually flourished in the eighth or ninth centuries, after Homer composed the Iliad, since he devotes only some dozen lines to Dionysus in Book Six. The Iliad (as everyone now knows because of Brad Pitt and the 2004 film, Troy), was a poetic account of the destruction of the city of Troy (or Ilium as it was then called) by the Mycenean Greeks between 1184 and 1174 B.C. Homer extemporized his verse around 850 B.C. and somewhere between then and 800 B.C. when the city-state (Polis) became the major political unit of Greece, Dionysus developed a substantial following.

The worship of the god involved supreme exultation (as well as repulsion) as it commemorated the suffering of Dionysus at the hands of the Titans when, like the Egyptian Osiris, his body was torn to pieces by his enemies. Legend ascribes the persecution of the god to Hera, Zeus’s wife, who was jealous of the child her husband begat during one of his famous trysts, this time with the mortal woman, Semele. Athena was said to have collected the body parts of her step-brother and, with the help of Apollo, buried Dionysus on Parnassus, retaining his heart which she gave to Zeus who recreated the god (through a variety of means—the legends are numerous). One version of the myth also suggests that a vine sprung from the earth where a drop of the god’s blood fell after his murder. This may account for the so-called triple-birth of Dionysus: born of woman (Semele); born of man (Zeus); and born of the earth. Because of the death and resurrection of the god, Dionysian worship became associated with the concept of Zoë—the principal of eternal life—as well as the human responses of pity and fear. Typically, a goat (one of many animals associated with Dionysus) was sacrificed during the religious rituals. The animal represented both the enemies of the god (who had to be punished for their sin) and the god himself. Participants in the service felt pity for the creature—the goat had to bear responsibility for sins he did not commit (our idea of scapegoat)—and fear of what would happen if they did not fulfill the requirements of the ritual.

In addition to blood sacrifice, Dionysian worship involved wine drinking and song and dance: all of the participants were expected to share in an ecstatic (almost out-of-body) experience where each individual loses him-or-herself and becomes one with the god. The elements of loss of personal identity—becoming someone else, the victim being both god and the god’s enemy, as well as the emotional responses of pity and fear will all have important effects on the development of Greek tragedy as it has come down to us. The wine, song, and dance ritual became codified in the celebration of a dithyramb—a song performed in chorus by the worshippers (usually while under the influence of the god). As early as 680 B.C. there is an account of one man, Archilochus, leading the dithyramb while inebriated so the connection between wine drinking and worship seems fairly sound.

Fifty years later, in 630 B.C. Arion is credited with giving the singers of the dithyramb a unique costume to consecrate the association between Dionysus and satyrs, the forest creatures who helped him escape his persecutors in one or another of his mythical adventures. The satyr costume involved the wearing of masks with equine ears, tails, and garlands of leaves in the hair (and other strategic places). In some vase paintings, the satyr costume includes an erect phallus (to honor the life-giving, fertility aspect of Dionysian worship) but, at least at the start, that does not seem to have been a necessary requirement for all participants who were generically called komoi (plural) or komast (singular). These are singers of the drunken song and procession called the komos (from which we derive our word comedy). Please note that while most images on the early vases are of men, there are pictures of women as early as 630 B.C. participating in the rituals—though not dressed as satyrs. The women wear long dresses or tunics and are clearly differentiated from the inebriated men. Because of the role playing involved in Dionysian worship, it is difficult to know definitely whether the women portrayed are really women and not simply men in drag. However, Dionysian cults of women did exist throughout Greece and Asia Minor so female participation in the ritual seemed to be fairly common.

The Development of Tragedy

Possibly the first type of drama in Greece emerged from this komos by singers wearing satyr costumes—something we call the satyr play, a form Pratinas is credited with creating some time before 534 B.C. (though as a genre, it will come to fruition in the 440s B.C. with The Trackers by Sophocles and Cyclops by Euripides). Early vase paintings showing satyrs entertaining themselves help show a clear progression toward what we might call legitimate drama:

1) There is evidence that the first choral leader of the satyr chorus was one of the satyrs in disguise. He wore the satyr mask, but in addition to the other requirements of the costume, he added some other element of representation to suggest the impersonation of a god or hero.

2) A second step occurred when the satyr mask was replaced by the mask of the god or hero.

3) The third step involved the actual separation of the choral leader from the chorus of satyrs—the origin of the first actor. At this point, the character of Silenus stepped into place as the choral leader and acted as a kind of intermediary between the chorus (typically of fifty singers) and the actor, now impersonating a god or hero of mythology.

The third step occurred sometime around 534 B.C., and Thespis is credited with this development.

The most important event in the life of Dionysus (at least according to the religious ritual) was the god’s visit to Icarius in Icaria, a town north of Athens, during which he caused a grapevine to spring out of the ground. Iconography celebrating the event shows Icarius grasping a vine branch with his left hand (as a sign of ownership), and leading a goat to be slaughtered in honor of the god with his right hand. The Greek word for goat, tragos, plus the word for song, oide, was conflated into what became our word tragedy, and with Thespis who was born in Icaria, a new art form was created. Thespis invented the interplay between actor (hypokrites—an answer and response giver) and chorus leader (exarchos). The dialogue between them was developed as interpolations between choral songs and was called an episode (epeisodion). An aulos (a double-reed instrument) accompanied the chorus when it performed while the kithara or lyre (stringed instruments) accompanied the individual actor. The subject matter of tragedy was taken from heroic saga already familiar to the audience. The chorus maintained its lyrical function although the choral singers were now changed, according to the requirements of the story, into male or female figures of myth. This new form of artistic expression was brought into Athens in 534 B.C. when Thespis appeared at the City Dionysia, a festival devoted to the god that had been established as early as 560 B.C.

Thespis is said to have treated the face of his actors, first with white lead, then subsequently covered it with cinnabar (mercuric sulfide), or rubbed it with wine lees. Finally, he settled on a mask made of unpainted linen. In any case, these devices all had a grotesque effect and were not designed to be representational. Thespis’s successor, Choerilus (who flourished c. 523-520 B.C.), experimented further with masks to attempt a more realistic portrayal of human features. Phrynicus (c. 511-476 B.C.), a pupil of Thespis, introduced women masks and was probably the first to allow the chorus to appear as women. It is believed that his women’s masks were uniformly light to contrast with the men’s masks which were typically dark. Phrynicus was also the first playwright to bring historical events into tragedy. His Capture of Miletus was presented soon after the destruction of Miletus by the Persians in 494 B.C., an event that led to the Persian invasion of Greece in 490 B.C. He also dramatized the defeat of the Persians at Salamis in 480 B.C. in the Phoenician Women, performed in 476/475 B.C. In these historical plays which were set in Persia, the usual temporal remoteness of myth is replaced by a remoteness of place. Phrynicus also boasted that he had “invented more figures in dancing than there are waves in a stormy sea.” During this period, the chorus was choreographed by the playwright who also composed the music for the production and typically was the leading actor. Later choruses were instructed by a chorus teacher, rod in hand, like a ballet master, who also kept attendance records.

Dramatic Festivals

Before we move on to the three great tragedians of ancient Greece, we should talk about the dramatic festivals that occasioned theatrical performances throughout the Greek year. The first festival in the Athenian calendar was the least organized and possibly the least significant. The Rural Dionysia, traditionally held during the month of Poseidon (December), was a local, “countrified” version of the Great Dionysia held in the spring. Because the month of Poseidon was the wettest month of the year, the date was often changed for this particular festival. Greek comic playwright Aristophanes’s first surviving play, The Acharnians, provides a sense of what went on during this celebration. A procession, symbolizing Dionysus’s entrance into Athens, is peopled by one basket-bearer, two phallus carriers, and a man leading a goat. A cake is ritually ladled with soup, and off-color songs are sung. Pitchers of wine and baskets of raisins are passed around to the crowd and a goat is sacrificed in honor of the god. Because of the lack of organization of the Rural Dionysia, it is believed that it was a kind of theatrical fringe where novice performers could develop their craft in a kind of out-of-town tryout. Acting was often over the top, as a troupe called “The Heavy Groaners” might suggest, and talent was not often in high relief.

The month after Poseidon was Gamelion (January), a time for two festivals on the calendar. Gamelion, a festival relating to marriage, had only tangential reference to theatrical activity, but the Lenaea, named for lenos (wine vat) and devoted to the worship of Dionysus, featured some kind of dramatic activity as early as 630 B.C. before tragedy was instituted formally at the City Dionysia and long before comedy was formalized at the Lenaea in 442 B.C. This early activity is thought to have had an element of satire, personal invective, and licentiousness—all of which combine to create the necessity of wearing animal masks to protect the satirists from the objects of their satire. Because the Lenaea was a domestic festival attended only by Athenians, it was the perfect locus for social and political satire. Playwrights writing specifically for the Lenaea could count on their audience’s awareness of the topical allusions present in their plays.

By the time comedy was formalized at the festival (c. 442 B.C.), the celebrations occupied four or five days. The processions, sacrifices, and rituals that had been a part of the festivities since the beginning were maintained and it is believed that women were permitted to participate in them as well as attend the dramatic performances. Most of the celebrations before the fifth century took place in a special rectangular area called the Lenaeon. Five comic poets participated in the contest for best comedy and two tragic playwrights competed for the tragic prize (once tragedy was officially recognized at the festival in 432 B.C.). Unlike the City Dionysia, there were no satyr plays or dithyrambic contests at the Lenaea. Prizes were awarded not only to playwrights but also to the leading actors in comedy and tragedy.

After the Lenaea came the City Dionysia, a mere eight weeks later during the month of Elaphebolion (March/April). While the plays scheduled for competition at the festival had been chosen a year ahead of time, it is commonly believed that the eight weeks between festivals were spent rehearsing and polishing the plays. The City Dionysia had been instituted by the demagogue Pisastratus in honor of Dionysus Eleuthereus, when a wooden image of the god had been brought from Eleutherea to Athens in the sixth century B.C. More than any other Greek festival, the City Dionysia had great significance and purpose. It was the occasion when honors were presented for services to the state, and memorials were celebrated for the children of fallen heroes. All business and legal proceedings were suspended, and prisoners were released on bail during the course of the festival. Athenian citizens who sponsored the dramatic activity joined prominent public figures and athletes, and the spectacle was not unlike the entrance of celebrities to the Academy Awards or Tonys. Non-Athenian citizens who attended the event (this was a global festival) were supposed to be overwhelmed by the splendor and power of the Athenian state and, clearly, the City Dionysia was designed to be one huge commercial for the artistic, intellectual, social, political, and military power of Athens.

On the eighth day of Elaphebolion the proagon occurred—which, in the latter part of the fifth century was held in the Odeion, a square-roofed addition to the Theatre of Dionysus erected by Pericles between 446-442 B.C. During the proagon, competing playwrights gathered with their casts to give a preview of the plays to be performed. It is unknown whether this was intended as a teaser of coming attractions, or a kind of reverse curtain call, showing the actors without costumes or masks to the spectators, but it was, in any case, a popular portion of the festival. On the ninth day were scheduled processions, sacrifices to the god, and dithyrambic contests with ten competing choruses (one from each of the ten tribes of Greece). The tenth of Elaphebolion began the dramatic contests officially, and the next four days were given over to the tragic competition with three competing playwrights each presenting a tragic trilogy plus a satyr play, and a comic competition with five playwrights each presenting a single comedy. On the fourteenth day of the month, the competitors and audience assembled for the awarding of prizes to playwrights and actors, and the chastisement of unseemly activity during the festival.

To be allowed to compete in a festival, a playwright applied to an archon, a government official, for a chorus. To compete at the Lenaea, one went to the archon basileus (the king archon); for the City Dionysia, the archon eponymous (head of the state) was in charge. Choices for the coming season were made based on an audition about a month after each festival (of the previous season) was finished. After 501 B.C. the cost of hiring, clothing, and training actors and chorus was borne by the choregoi, citizens who performed this duty as part of their civic responsibility. The office of the choregia was abolished between 318-307 B.C. and replaced by the function of the agonosthesia (a city office set up to produce plays). Before each festival, a list of potential judges from each of the ten tribes was drawn up and sealed in ten urns. In the theatre, before the crowd, the archon drew a name from each of the urns, creating the panel of judges for the festival. After the competition, each judge then placed his vote into another urn, from which the archon drew five ballots. The winners of the contests were based on the outcome of these five votes.

Tragic Playwrights

The three Greek tragedians we know most about (because their plays survive intact) are Aeschylus, Sophocles, and Euripides. Aeschylus (c. 525-456 B.C.) was the son of Euphorion, an Athenian noble, and spent his childhood at Eleusis, home of the Eleusian Mysteries (rites celebrating the abduction and return of Persephone as well as Zagreus, Persephone’s child by Zeus, an early variant of Dionysus). In 499 B.C. Aeschylus competed for the first time at the City Dionysia and lost first prize to Thespis. In order to be able to compete again, he offerered to reduce the size of the chorus from fifty to twelve, creating an important innovation in the structure of tragedy. In 490 B.C. he fought as an infantryman against the Persians at the Battle of Marathon. Around the same time, he was charged with impiety for revealing (while inebriated) certain parts of the Eleusian Mysteries and escaped the fury of the crowd by holding on to the altar of Dionysus in the theatre. At his subsequent trial, he was acquitted by the Court of the Areopagus because he fought bravely at Marathon.

Finally, in 484 B.C., at the age of 41, Aeschylus won his initial first prize at the City Dionysia and introduced the second actor into tragic structure. Four years later, he was in the navy, fighting the Persians at the Battle of Salamis, which he would celebrate in his first extant tragedy, The Persians, which won first prize in 472 B.C. It is the only existing Greek tragedy based on a historical subject and was so popular that Aeschylus was invited to restage it in Syracuse by the Sicilian demagogue, Hieron. Back in Athens after touring with his play, Aeschylus was beaten at the City Dionysia in 468 B.C. by Sophocles who was competing for the first time. The following year, however, Aeschylus was back in form and won first prize with the tetralogy containing Seven Against Thebes, and a few years later, his tragedy The Suppliants took first over Sophocles. In 458 he produced his most famous tetralogy, the Oresteia, the only tragic trilogy that exists intact today: Agamemnon, Choephoroe, and Eumenides (the ending satyr play, Proteus, is lost). Winning first prize, Oresteia also exhibits another innovation: the inclusion of a third speaking actor. In 456 B.C. while wandering along the seashore composing a new play, Aeschylus was killed by an eagle looking for a stone on which to crack the shell of a tortoise it held in its beak. Aeschylus’s celebrated bald head was evidently mistaken by the eagle for a rock and the bird slammed the turtle down on the poet’s head, cracking his skull. He was buried in Sicily with this self-inscribed epitaph: “This memorial stone covers Aeschylus, the Athenian Euphorion’s son, who died in wheat-bearing Gela. His famed valor the precinct of Marathon could tell, and the long-haired Mede, who knows it well.” Oddly, Aeschylus mentions nothing about his theatrical endeavors.

Shortly after his death, Athens passed a decree that Aeschylus’s plays should be exhibited at public expense, and that whoever wanted to produce one of them would be granted a chorus. His tomb became a place of pilgrimage and, at the suggestion of the orator Lycurgus, in the fourth century B.C., his statue was erected in the Theatre of Dionysus at Athens. Aeschylus’s family continued to produce tragic poets for more than two centuries: his nephew Philocles, for example, took first prize over Sophocles’s Oedipus Rex. Aeschylus composed some 90 plays (authorities insist that he wrote only while under the influence of wine) of which only seven still exist. Between 484-458 B.C., he won twelve first prizes. Aeschylus was also a significant contributor to the satyr-play genre (recent discoveries of fragments demonstrate his expertise in that format), and he often explored human behavior in his plays in ways that were often contrary to conventions in tragedy: in his Myrmidons, for example, the relationship between Achilles and Patroclus is frankly depicted as homosexual, and in Kabeiroi, Jason and the Argonauts appear drunk onstage.

In addition to the innovations mentioned above, Aeschylus is credited with introducing more imposing costumes and footwear for the performers: he added an onkos, a high headdress imitating archaic hairdressing to the mask; he gave the actors a chiton, a long-sleeved robe that covered them from shoulder to foot; he added to the actor’s height with cothurni, thick-soled boots (a kind of elevator shoe). He developed some kind of painted scenery and employed more elaborate stage machinery than his predecessors. He preferred tetralogies that are connected plot-wise, and developed a kind of tragic diction that is different from that of colloquial speech. Aeschylus wanted plays to be a sacred and elevated experience that explored the relationship between universal laws and society. In all of his extant plays, the fates of communities are as directly involved in the dramatic action as the fate of any single individual. As a result, with few exceptions, 45% of all the lines in his plays go to the chorus which subsequently takes a very active part in the action of the play. Typical of the playwright of the period, Aeschylus functioned as his own composer and choreographer, and he invariably played the leading role in each of his plays.

Sophocles (496-406 B.C.) was the son of a munitions’ maker named Sophillus. According to the Roman historian, Pliny, Sophocles was born into the upper class. As a school boy, he was celebrated for his beauty and won many prizes in athletics and literature. He was educated in musical arts by Lamprus (praised by Plutarch as the most sober of educators), and when he was 15 or 16, he was chosen to lead the boys’ chorus that celebrated with music and song the Greek victory over the Persians at Salamis. In 468 B.C. at the age of 28, Sophocles competed for the first time and won first prize over Aeschylus with Triptolemus. By the time he died in 406 B.C. and some 120 plays later, he never took third place in any contest. He was always first or second (96 plays (grouped into 24 tetralogies) earned 1st prize, 24 (grouped into 6 tetralogies) won 2nd prize. At some point before 443 B.C. he began to use a third actor in his plays and enlarged the chorus to 15 participants. In 443 B.C., he was elected president of the Imperial Treasury and given charge of collecting tribute from Greece’s allies (tax collector). In 442/441 B.C., he wrote Antigone, considered by many to be the ideal model of Greek tragic form, and in 440 B.C. he was elected a general and served with Pericles in the Samian War. In 430/429 B.C. he composed Oedipus Rex (second prize), and in 428 B.C. he served as a general in the Anaean War. In 415 B.C. he composed his version of the Electra myth, and in 412 B.C., he was chosen one of the ten elders to guide Athenian policy. In 409 B.C., he produced Philoctetes and won yet another first prize.

Although he was an adversary of Euripides in the tragic contests, he had much respect for his abilities as a playwright, and when Euripides died in 406 B.C., Sophocles mourned him by marching his chorus dressed in mourning during the proagon of the City Dionysia. Finally, in 401 B.C. five years after Sophocles died, his last play, Oedipus at Colonus—with 1,779 lines, the longest extant Greek tragedy—was produced posthumously and won first prize! Before his death, Sophocles was brought to court by his son, Iophon, who alleged that his father was senile and incompetent to govern his finances (a jealous and selfish reaction on the son’s part because Sophocles had adopted his bastard son, Ariston). To defend himself against the charge of senility, from memory, Sophocles recited an entire chorus from Oedipus at Colonus at his trial and won the case. When he died in 406 B.C., Sophocles was made a demigod by the people of Athens and worshipped under the name of Dexion. Excavations under the west face of the Acropolis have uncovered a shrine to Dexion and his brother-god Asclepius, of whose rites Sophocles was a priest during his lifetime.

Like Aeschylus, Sophocles originally acted in his own plays, being particularly effective in women’s roles such as the title role in Nausikaa, a play that seems to abound with realistic detail but unfortunately does not survive. Early in his career, however, he decided to give up acting and focus on playwriting and composing the music for his plays. Because of his popularity, Sophocles initiated a trend for playwrights to separate themselves from acting and hastened the movement toward the awarding of an actor’s prize (in addition to the playwright’s prize) at the competitions. In addition, he is credited with a further development of scene painting: he is considered the first to put a definite background behind his actors (precisely how representational this background is no one knows for sure). Sophocles also abandoned the practice of connected tetralogies, preferring to present four individual plays with little or no thematic interrelationship. In his hands, each play had to deal with an entire myth, and as a result, Sophocles was less interested in global issues than Aeschyus. Instead, he chose to narrow the dramatic focus to a single critical moment in the life of an individual in an attempt to communicate the idea that it is only time, pain, and death that bring humankind into contact with the truth of existence.

Euripides (485/484-406 B.C.) was the son of Mnesarchus, a merchant, and Cleito, an upper class “debutante.” The ancient story (now believed apocryphal) was that Euripides’s mother was a greengrocer who sold rotten lettuce. But despite the gibes of the comic playwrights of the period, it appears that he was neither poor nor of humble origin. As a boy, he poured wine for dancers and carried the torch in religious festivals—both things impossible for a boy of inferior social position. He was called upon for his public duty to equip a warship and to act as a consul for the province of Magnesia, so Euripides must have had some independent means of support. In addition, he possessed a large library which was rare in Greece, especially for a private citizen.

In accordance with a prophecy that suggested that the boy would “win victories,” Euripides’s father had him trained as a professional boxer. The playwright had little stomach for fighting actually—he was far more inclined to the arts and, initially, painting seemed to be his chosen career (a number of highly original and well-crafted paintings were attributed to him and displayed at Megara after his death). A student of the new science and philosophy that had developed late in the fifth century in an Athens weakened by almost a century of wars, Euripides was a good friend of the philosopher Protagoras (“Man is the measure of all things”), and a pupil of Anaxagoras who had a direct influence on the poet’s way of thinking. It was Anaxagoras, for example, who audaciously asserted that the sun was not a god but a burning stone, and who sought to explain natural phenomenon in terms of physics rather than myth or religion. The philosopher Socrates was also a particular fan of Euripides and it was said that he never went to the theatre unless a play of Euripides was in the competition.

The young poet began to write formally at the age of eighteen but he was thirty by the time he was first permitted to compete in a competition (455 B.C.). He did not win first prize until 442 B.C. with a play called Rhesus. In all he wrote about 90 plays and only won first prize five times, one of which was awarded after he had died. He was consistently the butt of satires, and often he was defeated by substantially inferior playwrights, but long before he died, he had managed to acquire a significant reputation throughout the Greek world. In his Life of Nicias, Plutarch reported that Athenian prisoners in Syracuse could escape the death sentence, and even have their convictions overturned, if they could recite passages from the works of Euripides. In spite of what he thought of the playwright’s disregard for dramatic structure, Aristotle called Euripides, “the most tragic of poets,” and he was more quoted by Plato and Aristotle and translated into more languages than Aeschylus and Sophocles combined.

Unlike the older playwrights, Euripides appeared to have taken no part in politics or war, except for the consulship in Magnesia. The ancients thought of him as a gloomy recluse who never laughed. Stories suggested that he wore a long, shaggy beard, lived alone—he married twice, both unhappily—and hated society at large. He evidently lived at Salamis in a cave with two openings and a beautiful view of the sea, where he spent all of his time communing with nature and composing plays. Near the end of his life, Euripides was invited to the court of King Archelaus in Macedonia where he received many honors and distinctions. One night in 406 B.C., however, a little drunk after dinner, Euripides was said to have made the mistake of seducing the king’s favorite. On his way home after the tryst, Euripides was torn to pieces by the Mollosian Dogs, huge and fierce animals that served as watchdogs of the palace. Whether by accident or revenge, the dogs had not been secured in their kennel that night and the poet was their easy victim. History reports that the king cut off his hair at the news of the playwright’s death as a public gesture of grief. Emissaries from Athens were sent to retrieve the body but King Archelaus refused to give it up. As a result, a monument to the memory of Euripides was erected on the road between Athens and Peiraeus. Later the poet’s lyre, stylus, and tablets were bought by Dionysius of Syracuse who enshrined them in the Temple of the Muses.

Euripides’s innovations were far more extensive than those of either Aeschylus or Sophocles. He created a kind of tragic realism, portraying men as they are rather than what they ought to be. For example, his play Telephus (438) depicts a hero in rags, and the chorus in Andromeda wears Negroid masks. Unlike his predecessors, he used lower-class environments in tragedy and mixed the comic with the tragic to produce a kind of romantic melodrama. He was fond of anachronisms and portrayed the gods in his plays with great ambivalence (they must be worshipped but do not appear to deserve it). Frequently gods were used to provide exposition in his tragedies and as often were called upon to unravel the complications of the plot in a device called “deus ex machina.” He sought to lessen the function of the chorus in most of his plays, focusing primarily on the scenes (episodes) between the characters. Most of Euripides’s principal characters are women, and fourteen of his nineteen surviving plays have choruses of women. In addition, he used children as significant central motifs in ten of his plays. Because of his keen interest in abnormal psychology, he excelled in his portrayals of passion and madness. Clearly, he could understand and depict weakness that was not wickedness. Of his plays, the most famous are probably Hippolytus depicting mother-son incest, Medea, and Bacchae, both depicting a child-murderess.

Theatre Architecture

The classical theatre building has four main periods: 560-500 B.C., during which time Pisistratus and his sons built a rectilinear orchestra in the Agora (Market Place); 499-432 B.C., the time of Aeschylus and early Sophocles, when a circular orchestra, wooden seats, and temporary decorations were erected in the sacred precinct of Dionysus, and when Pericles built the Odeion and a sustaining wall around the auditorium; 421-415 B.C., the time of the Peace of Nicias during the Peloponnesian War, when a stone skenotheke and provisions for a wooden paraskenion theatre were erected; and, 338-326 B.C., when Lycurgus built a stone theatron and stone paraskenion in Athens and Polycleitus built the same in Epidaurus.

It is generally accepted that the first performance space in Greek theatre was constructed as wooden stadium-like seating in the Agora. Because wood has the tendency to rot when left out in the rain for long periods of time, and because of the weight of great numbers of spectators on wooden bleachers, the seats collapsed around 500 B.C. and the performance area was moved to the hillside adjacent to the Temple of Dionysus. There the natural curvature of the hill assisted in the creation of the theatron (viewing place). A circular orchestra (dancing place) about 66 feet in diameter, with a thymele (an altar to Dionysus) close to the center, was the primary playing area for the chorus, while a logeion (acting platform) of varying heights was the typical playing area for the actors. At least by 458 B.C. a skene (scene building) was in use as a background for the action of the play as well as a functional dressing area for the actors. It is commonly believed that after 458 B.C., all plays used the skene as a scene background and that scene changes could be effected by the use of pinakes (painted panels similar to contemporary flats that could be attached to the skene when needed), katablemata (painted cloths or screens), and periaktoi (triangular units with a different scene painted on each of three sides).

In the fifth century B.C. there were several important theatrical effects employed in the Greek theatre:

1) The eccyclema, a device for revealing offstage tableaux, was a platform that could be rolled out from the central door of a skene. Some scholars suggest that it was a revolving platform, while others argue that it was on an upper level of the skene.

2) The mechane, a crane, was used to show characters in flight or suspended above the ground. Often characters are said to be in chariots or on the backs of birds, though most frequently, the actor is simply in a harness.

3) The charonian steps was a tunnel underneath the orchestra that extended from the skene to just behind the altar. It was used for ghostly apparitions and resurrection scenes.

4) The theologeion was a high platform made of wood where gods could be discovered.

5) The distegia was an upper story in the skene to represent the upper floors of a building.

6) There were thunder machines, prop rocks and cliffs to create a sense of realism.

7) Certain loci (locations) were specified to accent a sense of realism for the audience as well: audience right (stage left) was a western entrance, leading to city or harbor; audience left (stage right) was the eastern entrance, coming from the country.

Later, during the Hellenistic Period (323-146 B.C.) inaugurated by the reign of Alexander the Great, theatre architecture underwent considerable changes, the most important of which was the development of a raised stage, varying between eight to thirteen feet off the ground and often as long as 140 feet, though seldom more than fourteen feet deep. This acting platform was open at both ends, thereby eliminating the side wings of the earlier theatres. A proskenion (the façade of the lower story of the skene building) supported the front edge of the acting platform while the episkenion (the façade of the second floor) was fitted with one to three doors. Typically, the upper and lower facades were of equal heights. In the early Hellenistic theatres, the proskenion was composed of pillars spaced several feet apart and notched to enable the use of pinakes. In later theatres, the pillars are not notched, suggesting that the lower story became a less important playing area as time went on and the action switched to the raised stage. The façade of the upper story also underwent changes in time: through the second century B.C. the episkenion was converted into a series of large openings (usually one to seven of them) called thyromata. These openings were ten to twelve feet wide and usually as high as the façade itself. The thyromata were separated from one another by narrow upright supports and were used to supply greater illusion in scenery behind the acting area.

Theatre Criticism

Both Plato (428-348/347 B.C.) and Aristotle (384-322 B.C.) had a lot to say about the theatre in Greece. Plato was the only one of the classical philosophers who was alive to see plays by Sophocles and Euripides in their original productions and he found the theatre to be dangerously subversive to society. In his Republic (380 B.C.) he argued that plays encourage the spectator to indulge in feelings which ought to be kept in check in public life: “empathizing with the distress of characters on the stage interferes with our own self-restraint.” He warned that laughing at folly in a comedy, a spectator may run the risk of becoming a real fool at home, and experiencing the passions of sex and anger in the theatre makes it difficult for people to control them in real life.

Aristotle felt differently and believed that the theatre offered the audience a way to learn that was both pleasurable and natural (since he believed that mimesis was characteristic of animals). In his famous and often quoted Poetics (335-323 B.C.) he provided the first definitions and analyses of the new art form called tragedy:

The three differences which distinguish artistic imitation are—the medium, the objects, and the manner.

Since the objects of imitation are men in action … it follows that we must represent men either as better than in real life, or as worse, or as they are.

Tragedy …is an imitation of an action that is serious, complete, and of a certain magnitude; in language embellished with each kind of artistic ornament … in the form of action, not of narrative; through pity and fear effecting the proper purgation of these emotions.

Every tragedy … must have six parts … namely. Plot, Character, Thought, Diction, Song, Spectacle… But most important of all is the structure of the incidents. For Tragedy is an imitation, not of men, but of an action, and life consists in action, and its end is a mode of action, not a quality… Without action there cannot be a tragedy … besides which, the most powerful elements of emotional interest in Tragedy—Peripeteia or reversal of the situation, and Recognition scenes— are parts of the plot.

Proper Magnitude is comprised within such limits that the sequence of events, according to the law of probability or necessity, will admit of a change from bad fortune to good, or from good fortune to bad… Of all plots and actions the episodic are the worst. These are plots in which the episodes or acts succeed one another without probable or necessary sequence.

Plots are either Simple or Complex. An action which is one and continuous is simple when the change of fortune takes place without reversal of the situation and without recognition. A complex action is one in which the change is accompanied by such Reversal, or by Recognition, or by both.

Reversal of the Situation is a change by which the action veers round to its opposite… Recognition, as the name indicates, is a change from ignorance to knowledge, producing love or hate between the persons destined by the poet for good or bad fortune.

Pity and fear may be aroused by spectacular means; but they may also result from the inner structure of the piece, which is the better way, and indicates a superior poet.

The perfect plot… must have a single action; the change in the hero’s fortune must be not from misery to happiness, but on the contrary from happiness to misery; and the cause of it must lie not in any depravity, but in some great error on his part, the man himself being either as we have described [the intermediate kind of personage, a man not preeminently virtuous and just], or better, not worse than that.

In respect to character there are four things to be aimed at: First, and most important, it must be good… the character will be good if the purpose is good. [Even a woman may be good, and also a slave; though the woman may be said to be an inferior being, and the slave quite worthless.] The second thing to aim at is propriety. There is a type of manly valor; but valor in a woman or unscrupulous cleverness is inappropriate. Thirdly, character must be true to life … The fourth point is consistency…

In constructing the plot and working it out with the proper diction, the poet should place the scene, as far as possible, before his eyes… [he] should work out his play … with appropriate gestures; for those who feel emotion are most convincing through natural sympathy with the characters they represent; and one who is agitated storms, one who is angry rages, with the most lifelike reality.

Every tragedy falls into two parts—Complication and Unraveling or Denouement. By the Complication I mean all that extends from the beginning of the action to the part which marks the turning point to good or bad fortune. The Unraveling is that which extends from the beginning of the change to the end.

There are four kinds of Tragedy: the Complex, depending entirely on Reversal and Recognition; the Pathetic, where the motive is passion; the Ethical, where the motives are ethical. The fourth kind is the Simple (without the Reversal and/or Recognition).

The Chorus too should be regarded as one of the actors; it should be an integral part of the whole, and share in the action, in the manner not of Euripides but of Sophocles.

… Under Thought is included every effect which has to be produced by speech, the subdivisions being—proof and refutation; the excitation of the feelings, such as pity, fear, anger, and the like; the suggestion of importance or its opposite.

Greek Old Comedy (487-400 B.C.)

According to Aristotle, Comedy developed from improvisations created by the leaders of phallic ceremonies and the reciters of phallic songs. The Komos, or comedy song, was supposed to have been quite licentious as well as abusive to unpopular people in town. The Komast, not wanting to be recognized, wore masks of which the animal mask was by far the most popular. Looking at ancient vase paintings of the sixth century B.C., we see choruses of men dressed as animals, dancing and singing to the sound of a flute, played by a musician in normal attire: a long chiton and freely draped mantle. The earliest element of comedy involved the Komasts stepping forward to the audience and issuing a direct address that included personal invective and satire. This would eventually earn the name, parabasis, from the Greek verb “to step across,” or “come forward.”

Just as neither satyr plays nor tragic plays could evolve from the chorus until a real actor had been added, so were dialogue parts necessary additions to the Komos of comedy. The first fragments of dialogue were probably a series of loose farcical scenes in which the hero is brought into contact with a variety of odd characters who challenge him, but who are also easily defeated. These farcical scenes were first developed not in Athens but in Megara, a nearby Doric state. Vase and jar paintings suggest the scenarios for these early farces:

1) Dionysus and others are bringing Hephaestus home drunk. All are wearing short tunics that reveal gigantic phalluses that are thickly padded. Everyone’s face is grotesque, with bulging eyes and bristly beards.

2) The capture and punishment of wine thieves by locking them in the stocks in a wine cellar.

3) The capture of fruit thieves wearing short tunics and brandishing huge padded phalluses and bulging eyes.

Epicharmus of Syracuse (530-440 B.C.) is credited with giving the improvised farces some literary merit and because of this, he is considered the father of Greek Old Comedy (his plays, however, cannot be formally called comedies because they do not have a chorus). His most important contribution was the development of the agon, a scene of conflict between two parties (typically protagonist and antagonist). His chief themes were travesties of heroic sagas and the ridicule of contemporary life. In his plays, and in Doric farce in general, the most popular characters were Heracles and Odysseus who are depicted as a gourmand and a coward, though the parasite, the miles gloriosus (boastful soldier), and the cook were also hearty stock characters.

When all of these Doric elements migrated to Attica, they were united with the Komos, under the influence of tragic structure: the first part of Old Comedy is little more than an imitation of the first half of a tragedy. While the first comedies were only a few hundred lines long, they became longer as they became a staple of the City Dionysia in 486 B.C. Doric farce brought with it stock costumes and situations: all comic performers wore somatia, flesh-colored tights that were stuffed with huge cushions front and back to represent the naked body. Young women are depicted with a large paunch (a reminder of the Dionysian demons) and old women have masks painted yellow (to suggest withering skin). All women followed the sacred tradition of the padded bodice (large breasts not only were a prayer for fertility, anything oversized in the Greek world was funny). Just as the horsetail was a requirement for the satyr play, the padded, fat body was necessary for comedy. Even though all actors were male, transvestitism was a popular motif in comedy. In some plays there is even double cross-dressing: in Aristophanes’s Women in Assembly, the woman (male actors in drag) take the clothes from their sleeping husbands and cross-dress as men, forcing their husbands to dress as women when they get up!

Cithara and aulos were employed in comedy as well as tragedy. In addition, clappers and tympana were used as rhythm instruments. The typical dance of the comedy was the Kordax, highly licentious when compared to the solemn emmeleia of tragedy and the merely off-color sikinnis of the satyr play. The Kordax was a kind of jig or tarantella performed by men (as men and as women) that suggested copulation and various kinds of sexual foreplay. To properly understand the comedy of Aristophanes that spans the years 425-388 B.C., it is important to remember that the dialogue scenes originated in highly inartistic Doric farce and the chorus came from the light-hearted improvisatory revelry of the Rural Dionysia. This helps explain what some consider the faults of Old Comedy: its uncouth character, the indecency of much of the humor, and the loose construction of the plots. Before Aristophanes, Cratinus (who flourished between 450-422 B.C.) was regarded as the first outstanding comic writer, and Crates (flourishing between 449-425 B.C.) was credited with downplaying personal satire in favor of more general topics in comedy.

Aristophanes (c. 448-380 B.C.) was the son of Philippus and Zenodora, members of the wealthy, conservative, upper class. It is believed that he spent much of his youth in the country since his family had property on the Island of Aegina. Like his father, Aristophanes appeared to be conservative and supportive of the “ancestral democracy” of the land-owning class. In 427 B.C. he won his first second prize for a play, The Banqueters, a satire on contemporary educational methods. Because the author was too young to compete in the contest, it was presented by Callistratus who staged the play. In 426 B.C. Aristophanes produced Babylonians, a satire about the demagogue Cleon, who responded by subjecting the playwright to persecution and accusations that he had falsely claimed the privilege of citizenship. Undaunted, the following year, Aristophanes wrote Acharnians, his first extant play, which continues his attack on Cleon (and provides details of Cleon’s personal persecution of the author). Produced under the aegis of Callistratus, the play ultimately won first prize.

In 424 B.C. Aristophanes presented Knights, in which Cleon competed with a sausage seller for the right to rule Athens. Even though popular confidence in Cleon’s political activities was at its highest level, Aristophanes’s satire managed to secure the poet first prize in the competition. The following year saw Clouds, a vindictive satire of Socrates (who was actually in the audience) and Sophists, charlatan educators whose claims of competence were only slightly more inflated than their tuition fees. Evidently the gods appreciated satires of demagogues but not of academics and the play only came in third place at the contest. Aristophanes subsequently rewrote the piece, chastising the audience for not appreciating it the first time, criticizing his rivals for using cheap tricks to get laughs, and playing upon the audience’s sympathies and guilt. In spite of his efforts, Clouds never won first prize. However, in 422 B.C. Aristophanes was in the winner’s circle again with Wasps, a satire of the Athenian judicial system, and the playwright’s final attack on Cleon. Evidently the sting of defeat was still felt by the playwright who employed the parabasis in Wasps to review his professional career and rebuke the audience again for not supporting Clouds! 421 B.C. brought Peace which took second place in the competition, and was significant if only because it is believed that Peace’s two attendants, Harvest and Festival, were performed by women, not men in drag.

In 414 B.C. Aristophanes produced the longest extant Greek Old Comedy, The Birds (1765 lines), a second-place winning satire of the Athenian lifestyle in the creation of a city in the sky called Cloud Cuckooland! 411 B.C. saw Women at the Thesmophoria, produced at the Lenaea, mocking Euripides and the women of Athens with parodies of Euripides’s tragedies, Helen and Andromeda. The same year saw Lysistrata at the City Dionysia, Aristophanes’s most famous play about the women of Athens going on a sex strike until their husbands and lovers agree to stop fighting in the war against Sparta. The Frogs, another satire against Euripides, appeared in 405 B.C. and won first prize at the Lenaea Festival. The last two extant plays by Aristophanes, The Women in Assembly (392 B.C.) and Plutus, the God of Wealth (388 B.C.) belong to the genre of Middle Comedy and do not share the characteristics of the other plays listed above.

Using music, dance, personal lampoon, luxuriant wordplay, political satire, and surrealistic fantasy, Aristophanes created comic portraits of contemporary Athenian life. His characteristic structure was as follows:

1) Prologue, in which an intolerable situation is identified and an unusual solution (the “happy idea”) is suggested;

2) Agon, in which the solution is debated and finally accepted;

3) Parabasis, in which the chorus of twenty-four members addresses the audience directly. Note that the chorus in comedy is twice the number of Aeschylus’s chorus in tragedy. This is because twelve members of the chorus support the “happy idea,” and twelve are against it;

4) Episodes, or short dialogue scenes, in which the solution is tested;

5) Exodus and Epilogue, in which a new order is established and the comedy ends in a wedding and/or a dance.

Greek Middle Comedy (400-320 B.C.)

Greek Middle Comedy moved away from the strong political and personal satire that marked Old Comedy by having a less episodic structure and by toning down the obscenity and ribald nature of the earlier form. In addition, the Chorus is practically eliminated from the action of the play. The themes of Middle Comedy are more representatively domestic, and the characters tend to be more home-spun and realistic, much less extreme than their old Comedy counterparts. Typical themes included food, greed, money, thievery, and the ridicule of physical imperfections (rather than social or political activities); characters included courtesans and young prodigals. An important character development in this period was the introduction of the clever servant, a stock character type that would have a great impact on New Comedy (as well as practically all other comic drama written to this day).

While Middle Comedy was in transition, farce (which lampooned heroic characters and depicted trivial scenes from daily life) continued to flourish. Greek audiences laughed at Cadmus, Heracles, Dionysus, in a juxtaposition of solemn tragedy and uncouth comedy. Private festivals also thrived with acrobats (typically women) performing naked on the dinner table. Performances included dances (sword dances, war dances) in which naked women would carry shields and wear helmets, and bearded men dressed as women, carrying umbrellas to the accompaniment of female aulos players. Around 350 B.C. professional singers and dancers began to replace the amateurs in theatrical activities and professional trainers took over the education of choruses for the performance of plays. By 341 B.C. old tragedies have begun to be “revived” at the City Dionysia, and the satyr plays declined significantly in popularity. From this point on, only one satyr play would be produced annually at the City Dionysia. During this period, actors began to modify the texts of old tragedies in order to create for themselves more effective and elaborate roles. To put an end to such abuse, the statesman Lycurgus deposited state copies of classical tragedies in the Archives. Failure to conform to these texts was punished severely with heavy fines. It is believed that Alexander the Great was so enamored of the actor Lycon that, having requested him to rewrite a role to demonstrate his abilities to play various passions, the young conqueror happily paid all the fines. Finally, around 330 B.C. performers (called technitai in Greek) began to bond together in a union, the Artists of Dionysus, which was formalized in 288 B.C. and given official sanction eleven years later.

Greek New Comedy (320 B.C.)

New Comedy as a form began to appear in the second half of the fourth century B.C. and was subsequently adopted by Roman comic writers. Characteristic of this new form include: a coherent and well-constructed plot written in verse; a background of contemporary life (borrowed from Euripidean tragedy) in which myth is replaced by folk tales; the use of type characters, such as the young wastrel (usually the most important character in the play), the recalcitrant father, the courtesan, the parasite, the clever slave, the braggart warrior, the cook, and the slave dealer; the action of the play typically centers on a love affair and the opposition of the older generation; complications are resolved by a discovery of some kind (typically a long-lost child is recovered), and obstacles to marriage are removed; the chorus is reduced to the performance of entr’acte entertainment; the action of the play moves indoors necessitating an interior scene and realistic detail; bawdiness is long gone; and, the sense of fate present in tragedies and Old Comedy is replaced by luck accompanied by a reasoned acceptance of the ironies of life.

The Greek New Comedy playwright whose plays have survived (in varying degrees, from whole texts to substantial fragments) is Menander (c. 342-c. 292 B.C.), who was a pupil of Theophrastus, educator and author of a book entitled Character Types (from which the playwright borrowed many of his stock characters), and a friend of the military governor of Athens, Demetrius of Phaleron. Menander was also a friend of Epicurus who developed the philosophy of Epicureanism preaching ideal freedom from pain and tranquility in suffering, and of Zeno who promoted the concept of Stoicism, advocating the primacy of right reason and adherence to duty. Borrowing from Theophrastus’s book and his friends’ philosophies, Menander produced 130 comedies over a period of about 33 years. In 321 B.C., it is believed that Menander produced his first play, Anger, at the Lenaea Festival and won first prize. In 316 B.C. he wins first prize again at the Lenaea with the Grouch, an “Archie Bunker” type of misanthrope who refuses to allow his daughter to marry the boy next door, until the lad saves the Grouch from falling down a well (television sitcom plots owe much to Menander). In 315 B.C. he won first prize at the City Dionysia with a play that is lost (we do not even know the title, we know simply that Menander won). In 307 B.C. the political climate of Athens changed and his friend, Demetrius was exiled. Finding himself in political hot water, Menander was saved from exile through the efforts of his influential friends and he continued to write and produce plays until 292 B.C. when he died while swimming at Piraeus.

Little is known of Menander’s private life except for contemporary gossip that whispered about his squinting eyes and untraditional work habits. Plutarch, for example, wrote that when asked, a few days before the festival, why his play was not yet complete, the playwright answered: “Yes, it is. I’ve written the plot, now all I have to do is write the dialogue.”

Plots of Menander’s plays that cannot be dated with certainty offer a good insight into the nature of Greek New Comedy. In The Girl with Her Hair Cut Short, for example, Glycera, the mistress of Poleman, a soldier, is discovered by her lover kissing a young man named Moschion. In retribution, the soldier cuts her hair off. The scandal is resolved when Poleman discovers that the young man and mistress were twins left to die by their indigent father. Coincidentally, the boy ends up being raised by a widow who unknowingly married his real father, and Glycera serendipitously moves next door to them (and critics groan at coincidences in television and film today). In The Girl from Samos, Chrysis (the eponymous character) is loved by an old man who cannot marry her because she is not an Athenian citizen. This same man has an adopted son, Moschion (Menander exhibits little originality in his repetition of character names in his plays) who is in love with the girl next door. While the old man is away on a business trip, Chrysis gives birth to the old man’s baby, and the girl next door bears a child by Moschion. When Chrysis’s baby dies soon after birth, she offers to care for Moschion’s child until the couple can tie the knot officially. When the old man returns home, confusion reigns as his servants report that Moschion is the father of the baby Chrysis is nursing. After some clever explanations, the young lovers run off to the altar.

Perhaps even less politically correct is Menander’s comedy, Arbitrators. Returning home from a festival, Pamphile is raped by a drunk but succeeds in pulling an identifying ring from his hand. A few months later, pregnant from the incident, she marries her fiancé, Charisius. When he goes away on a business trip, his wife has the baby and leaves it to die on a mountaintop, along with the ring of her seducer. When her husband returns, he learns about the baby and abandons his wife, believing her to be nothing more than a courtesan. Ultimately it is discovered that Charisius was the rapist (he recognizes the ring pulled from his finger); he saves his baby, and returns to his wife. Politically correct or not today, most often Menander makes use of plot devices that have become the stock in trade of comedies around the globe: a child (or, more often, twins) is unaware of his true parents; a brother mistakenly attempts to make love to his sister; a slave turns out to be freeborn; a husband falsely accuses his wife of infidelity. In every case, the tie-up always shows a family reunited and emphasis is placed on the power of money in society. In Menander, happy endings depend on coincidence and money not the power of destiny!

Mime

After 300 B.C., while New Comedy was in development, mime performers began to regularly appear at theatrical festivals. Though certainly not a new genre (mime was related to the farces in Megara in the sixth century B.C. that later developed into Old Comedy), between the years 300-250 B.C., a school of “literary mime” developed in Alexandria and Southern Italy (Theocritus is credited with giving mimes a literary form). Several playlets by Herondas, a third-century B.C. Alexandrian playwright, still survive and seem to be divided into masculine and feminine subject matter: male mimes were about peasants and tuna fishermen while female mimes dealt with sewing and sorcery. In Southern Italy, these mimes are called phylakes and the genre was formalized by Rhinthon of Tarentum between 300-250 B.C. Most of Rhinthon’s 38 plays are burlesques (or satires) of tragedies and called Hilarotragoediai.

Like the actors in the commedia dell’arte that would develop from the phylakes, the performers in mimes were divided into normal types (young men and women) and ugly, deformed character types who wore padded tights, a short chiton, and a huge, padded phallus. Both men and women performers participated in mime performances and, as far as we know, no masks were worn. Character actors were hired on the basis of their physical deformities and ugliness.
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