ABSTRACT

By analogy with ‘paratragedy’, the term ‘paracomedy’, introduced in 1995, was
established to denote the appropriation of specific comic themes in tragedy.
Paratragedy is studied incomparably more than paracomedy, partially due to
misconceptions about the latter, such as that comicality destroys the tragic
effect, or that to characterize something as comic, it must be hilarious. In the
present paper, I discuss the basic manifestations of paracomedy in Euripides’
Bacchae, namely the themes / scenes of illusory youthfulness and transvestism.
To establish their status as paracomic, I draw on earlier and later Aristophanic
comedies, locating analogies and/or influences. Secondly, a special emphasis is
placed on understanding how the received comic material supports the tragic
effect; for this purpose, I discuss the connection of these two scenes. Just as in
comedy we acknowledge that paratragedy is intended to be funny, we must also
accept that paracomedy in tragedy is something facilitating the tragic effect; in
both cases, the recipient-genre transcribes the counter-genre for its own
purpose. I argue that as paratragedy is most funny, paracomedy in its finest
versions is most tragic: it is a gruesome climax that characterizes liminal
moments (in terms of rites de passage) and borderline personalities (in
psychiatric terms).

INEPIAHYH

Kat" avadoylav mpog ™y ‘mapatpaywdia’, o dpog ‘mapaxwpwdio’, mou eiavyd to
1995, xafiepndnre wg MMAWTINGG TNG EXUETAAAEVTYG OPITUEVWY XWUIXWY BEpATWY
amd ™y Tpaywdia. H mapatpaywdio ueAetdtor achyxplta TEPITTOTEPO ATS OTL V)
napowpwdio egartiag, wg éva Badub, oplouEvwy TPOXATOANPEWY aVAPOPIXd [E TNV
Seltepy) (6mwg 6Tl 1) xWUKETYTA SlopEYYVUEL TO TPAYIXS ATTOTEAETUA 1] 6TL, Yl VL
XOPOXTNPITOVME XATL WG XwKd, TPEMEL var elvat xat EexapdioTind). o Ttapdy dpdpo
aVOADOVTOL Ol XVPLEG EXPAVTELS Tapaxwpwdiag aTig Bdxyes tou Evpurtidy, ytot ot
aoxnveg | Bépata ™G WEATNG EMIATPOPNS TN VeEdTYTA xat TG Tapevduaiag. I va
anodeifw ™V 16T TOUG WG TUPUXWUINGY, XATOPEVYW OF TPOYEVETTEPES XAl
METAYEVETTEPES APLaTOQavinéS xwpwdies, evtomtifovtag avatoyies xat [ 1) emiSpdoels.
Ev guveyeia, Wwitepy éupaay divetal oty xatavénay Tov TPOTOV UE TOV 0Tolo TO
TPOTAYPBEV HWUIKS VAKX VTTYPETEL THV TPAyIkdTNTA- YL TO GXOTS AuTd, TULNTW TV
c0vdeon Twv S0 mapaxwpx@y oxnpvav. ‘Omwg axppwg avaryvwpilovpe 4Tt v
mapatpaywdioc oty xwuwdio €yel xlovpoplaTied axomd, mpémel emioyg va dexBodue
611 v apocwpwdio oy Tparywdia elvat xdtt mov eEummpetel T TparyedtyTa. Kot
oTig 300 TEPIMTWIELS dMAadY), TO AOYOTEXVXG €Eld0g—amodéxTyng UETAYPAQEL TO
adel@d €idog yia Toug Sixolg Tou axomols. Yrootpilw Tws, 6mws v Tapatporywdio
elvon ekanpeTind aoteia, état xat v mapoxwuwdio oTig To dovAeupéves exSoXES TVS
elvar eEatpetind Tporynen: elval 1) Pt XAUAXWaY) Tov Xapocty)pilEl TIG OploEg
AOTATTATELS XL TIG OPLAKES TTPOTWTINOTYTES.



DIMITRIOS KANELLAKIS

Paracomedy in Euripides’ Bacchae’

he term ‘paracomedy’ was introduced by Sidwell (1995), denoting
Aristophanes’ parodying of Eupolis’ comedy. Concurrently,

Scharffenberger (1995 & 1996) used it for the appropriation of specific
comic themes in tragedy. By analogy with ‘paratragedy’, the term was eventually
established with the later, inter-generic sense, which I adopt in this essay." I will
discuss the basic manifestations of paracomedy in Euripides’ Bacchae, namely
the themes / scenes of illusory youthfulness and transvestism.” To establish their
status as paracomic, I draw on earlier and later Aristophanic comedies, locating
analogies and/or influences. Secondly, a special emphasis is placed on
understanding how the received comic material supports the tragic effect; for
this purpose, I will discuss the connection of these two scenes.’

The scholarship on comic elements in tragedy, dating from decades
before ‘paracomedy’ appears as a term, has unsurprisingly focused on Euripides’
later tragedies,” and occasionally on Aeschylus’ Oresteia and Sophocles’
Antigone.” In any case, the scholarship on paratragedy is incomparably wider,
elevating it to a constitutional element of comedy.’ The same is not true with
paracomedy, with critics being sceptical about the possibility of comicality in
tragedies. A comparison of the two techniques is required, in order to remove
such prejudices. Paratragedy in comedy can be either an explicit reference to a
certain tragic poet, play or passage (in the latter case, with citation or
alteration), or an appropriation of general themes and tropes that are
considered as belonging to the tragic style. Paracomedy in tragedy, on the other

*1am deeply indebted to Dr. Angus Bowie, for repeatedly reviewing this manuscript. Thanks are
also due to the anonymous reviewer of the journal for their detailed feedback.

' In the same line are Kirpatrick and Dunn (2002) and Jendza (2013).

* Minor occasions that scholars have proposed are Pentheus and Dionysus’ crosstalking in their
first encounter, Pentheus’ chasing a bull and a phantom by illusion, and Dionysus’ bending
down the fir tree with Pentheus on top. I have reservations about them, especially for the second
occasion which clearly echoes the Ajax.

% Some of the ideas found here are also in Morwood (2016); I arrived at them independently,
having written this paper in 2015. Seidensticker (1978), though fundamental on the topic, is now
old and methodologically weak, not offering a close reading or comparing with passages from
comedy.

* Knox (1970), Burnett (1971), Dunn (1989), Seidensticker (1978) and (1982), Matthiessen (1989-
1990), Segal (1995) and Gregory (1999-2000).

° Herington (1963); Sommerstein (2002); McCarthy (2008).

® See Rau (1967), Goldhill (1991), Silk (1993), Taplin (1986) and (1996), Medda et al. (2006), Dutta
(2007).



hand, resorts only to the second method, exploiting materials and motifs found
in comedy, but without using explicit citations of or direct quotations from
specific comedies. This is due neither to some kind of contempt on part of the
‘superior’ genre, nor to some stylistic inappropriateness of the ‘inferior’ genre, as
some critics maintain.” It is because tragedy, in contrast to comedy, has a
mythological / non-contemporary setting and therefore it would just be a
troublesome anachronism for a mythical character to speak of a modern
comedian. What also obscures the identification and acceptance of paracomedy
is the misunderstanding that something comic is necessarily something that
causes laugher and, as such, has no place in tragedy. But, reversely, has anyone
ever suggested that paratragedy in comedy is horrifying? Certainly not. To make
it clear, just as in comedy we acknowledge that paratragedy is intended to be
funny, we must also accept that paracomedy in tragedy is something facilitating
the tragic effect; in both cases, the recipient-genre transcribes the counter-genre
for its own purpose. Going further, I would say that as paratragedy is most
funny, paracomedy in its finest versions is most tragic: it is a gruesome climax
that characterizes liminal moments (in terms of rites de passage) and borderline
personalities (in psychiatric terms).

Illusory Youthfulness

To call rejuvenation a comic theme, as many do, is arbitrary. For rejuvenation,
whether as a metamorphosis to or a semblance of a young person, is a common
theme across literature and mythology. Already from Homer, we find both the
concepts of actual and metaphorical rejuvenation of Odysseus.” In mythology,
youth was deified as "HB», who was serving the Olympians with véxtap and
aupBpoaia (immortality) and whom Hercules married and gained eternal youth.’
What is comic, instead, is an illusory youthfulness, i.e. acting and/or talking like
a young one, although the desired rejuvenation is unattained.

In the Tiresias-Cadmus scene, where the two men, filled with the
bacchanal spirit and dressed with the relevant outfit, are ready to join the new
god’s worship (170 ff.), some critics acknowledge a Dionysiac miracle of
rejuvenation.” Indeed, the elders display a youthful enthusiasm and once claim
to have forgotten their age:

Kad.  [...] émAedyoped’ ndéwg
YépovTeg SVTeS.
Tep.  talt’ €pol mdoyels dpa
wqy® Y& PR xATIYEPNTw Xopols. 190

7 ‘The conventions of the comic stage readily admit an admixture of seemingly extraneous
elements like the tragic and the pathetic, whereas tragedy has its fabric dangerously stretched to
admit the comic or the farcical.” Styan (1968) 43.

8 0d. 16.172-6, 23.153-63

° Hes. Theog. 950; Hymn. Hom. to Heracles 15.

'° Murray (1963°) 91-9, Roux (1972) 303, Steidle (1968) 34.



But within the whole context, this statement clearly works as a self-consolation.
For both of them know and repeatedly say they are old (175, 186, 189, 193, 204,
324, 365), Pentheus reminds them of that as well (252, 258) and so does the
chorus (328). The more recurring motif in these lines is that of grey hair. Apart
from this accumulation of yépwy vocabulary, occasionally emphasized with
paronomasia (mpéafus WV yepaitépw, 175; Yépwy yépovtt, 186; yépwy yépovta, 193),
there are also scenic motifs typical of old age:"

Tep.  [...] GAA" €mov pot xioaivov Paxtpou péTa,
meLp® 8" avoplolv oy’ Eudv, xdyw T6 abv-
vépovte 8" alaypov Svo meoelv- Itw &’ Suwg, 365

Therefore, the old men are not truly rejuvenated but (consciously) throw
themselves into regressive behaviour, admitting at the same time their
inadequacy. Their behaviour is not a miraculous result of celebrating Dionysus
but a prearranged necessity, in order to celebrate him:

Tetp.  [...]d te uvebépny mpéafug v yepartépw, 175
BVpaoug avamTey xal vefpdv Sopag Exetv
atepavodv Te xpata xloTivolg PAATTUATIY.

Kd&3.  8elydp vv vra maida Quyatpds €€ Epiig 181
[Atévuaov O¢ Téprvev dvlpwmotg Bedg]
8aov xad’ Npdg Suvartdy alifeaat puéyav.

Terp. [...] oA Euvewpls, GAN’ Buwg xopevtéoy 324

Here exactly, in illusory youthfulness, lies the comic tone.” If they were
rejuvenated, physically and/or emotionally, this would be consonant with their
youthful actions and therefore, no comicality would emerge. But now, there is
not just a contradiction between their paivesdar and efvar, but a contradiction
within their paivesdau itself: their appearance and scenic action construct an
inept ‘age-hybrid’ and the language emphasizes this ironic paradox. For
instance, in Cadmus’ utterance to Tiresias yépwv yépovta madaywyrow o’ éyw
(193), the climax being constructed with the paronomasia yéowv yépovra ends up
with the oxymoron natdaywyyjow. Given their consciousness of their old age, this
line expresses self-irony, which is considered the highest form of irony."”

Pentheus characterizes the sight of the two elders as a Sajua (and
specifically as a 706" dAdo Sadua, which is ironic)* causing or deserving moddy
yéAwy (248-250). Seidensticker argues that here Pentheus is an eyewitness who

" Cf. Ion 738 ft.

' Deichgraber (1935: 327), Grube (1935: 39f), Kitto (1961% 375), Winnington-Ingram (1948: 41) and
Dodds (1960: 192) advocate the comic reading; Conacher (1967: 61), Rohdich (1968: 144), Steidle
(1968: 33-5), Roux (1972: 301f) and Lesky (1971% 451) object.

¥ The Socratic irony of the Platonic dialogues derives from this comic origin (Enc.Brit.).

' Sadua here should be translated as ‘wonder’ rather than ‘miracle’, which would stand for a true
rejuvenation.



encourages the audience to laugh along with him; Gregory contradicts him on
the basis of Pentheus’ unreliability in assessing Dionysus and concludes that ‘the
audience is unlikely to interpret the scene as comic or humorous on his
account.” I agree that laughing here, within a long and aggressive monologue
(215-262), is unlikely but renouncing the comicality of the whole scene is
arbitrary, even if we accept that ‘the presence of humour cannot be argued; it
can only be felt."

The dramaturgic function of this emphasis on old age, beyond any
paracomic intention, is to demarcate youth, which is ascribed par excellence to
Dionysus; within this senescent atmosphere, to call him daiuwy véos (256, 272)
mostly means the young god, rather than new god. But who is also ascribed
youth is Pentheus; yet the word used for him by Tiresias is & veavia (274), which
is a euphemism for uwpds, emphasized with the exclamation. The rivalry with
the god, even in terms of age, is vain. In the corresponding scene of Pentheus’
crossdressing, Dionysus will pronounce his victory like this:

Kaduov Buyatépeg: Tov veaviaw dyw
6V’ €lg Aydva uéyay, 6 vucjowv 8’ &yw 975

Euripides had employed the theme of illusory youthfulness in the case
of Iolaos in the Heraclidae (630 ff.), achieving a highly comic effect, indeed
higher than in the Bacchae, since Iolaos never admits the oddity of his
behaviour. Even though he bemoans his old age in the beginning (633, 636),
once he ‘gets stuck’ with the idea to join the battle, he insistently takes pride in
his combat effectiveness, in a clearly paracomic crosstalk with his interlocutor
(679-92). But when it comes to executing his decision and wearing his armour,
his age betrays him, and an even funnier crosstalk emerges (729-39).” We notice
verbal, scenic and thematic analogies with Tiresias and Cadmus’ scene that
might suggest a direct borrowing form the Heraclidae:

TOh.  waAddg EAekog: GAN Epol pbyelp” Exwy 736
Tevyy) xOlE, xetpl 8 Evleg 0ENY,
Ay 7 Emanpe Ly, e000vwy THda.

Oep. V) moudorywyelv yap OV 6TAITNY YpEWY;

In both cases, illusory youthfulness is linked to wearing an improper outfit for
the elderly, military or celebratory. maidaywyeiv in the passage given stands
exactly in the same point (during preparation for departure) and with the same

' Gregory (1999-2000) 66-7. She ignores that Seidensticker had already an answer to her
objection: ‘Pentheus of course could be wrong. If we had been presented with an unquestionably
serious scene, we would dismiss his judgement as inadequate. It would tell us something about
Pentheus, not about the effect of the two old men. On the other hand, in the light of what has
been said about the stage action, the tone of the dialogue, and the function of the scene we have
good reason to assume that Pentheus' laughter is the reaction the author intended to produce.’
(1978: 315).

' Winnington-Ingram (1948) 40 n.1.

" For the scene, see Zuntz (1963) 26-31; Falkner (1989) 114-31 [= (1995) 179-92].



function (sarcasm) as ratdaywyrjow in Bacch.193 and the scenic direction érarpe
miyvv is similar as dAA’ éuijs €yov yepds in Bacch.197. Undeniably, the relevant
scene in the Bacchae is less comic (the elders have consciousness of their
incapability, crosstalk is confined in 191-9, the only aside seems to be 359b), in
order not to overshadow the central paracomic scene, Pentheus’ transvestism.

To establish the paracomic quality of scenes of illusory youthfulness in
tragedy requires us to refer to comedy.” In the Clouds, after Pheidippides’ refusal
to attend Socrates’ school, his father Strepsiades decides to become a student
himself. It is exactly the same motif (the paradox of educating an old man) that
we found both in the Bacch. and the Heracl.

Ttp.  T1&¢ odv yépwv &v xdmMopwy xal Bpadds
AOYwv dxptB&v axvdaiduoug pabioopat; 130

Another discussed motif of illusory youthfulness, wearing improper attire,
occurs in the Wasps: Bdelycleon dresses up his father Philocleon with fancy
clothes, to prepare him for parties, and instructs him how to act, walk, and
speak (1121-72). Philocleon adopts his son’s plan and throws himself into feast
and lust, claiming to have been literally rejuvenated (véos ydp eiut, 1355). But self-
sarcastically, he betrays himself when, referring to his penis, he calls it campov
ayowiov (1344), like with Tiresias and Cadmus’ confession of physical inability.
Moreover, Philocleon’s bursting enthusiasm is of a bacchanalian quality similar
to theirs:

Eovh. i) tov Advuoov dimopd v’ Nulv Tpdypata
Saipuwy TI EanextnAnxey €¢ T oixiav. 1475
6 yap Yépwv wg Emie S1d ToAAoD xpdvou
Mxovaé T adAod, TEPLYOpNS TG TPAYHATL
dpxodpevos TS vuxTtdg 00dEY madeTal

A persistent treatment of old age and illusory youthfulness, now not in random
scenes but across the play and with central importance, is Lysistrata. The chorus
of old men comes combatively to expel with fire the squatters on the Acropolis,
but they suffer in ascending the Propylaea and the torches are too heavy to carry
(254-5, 286-295). The elders’ tribulation of ascending is also found in the Bacchae
(els dpog mepdoouev, 191) and is overpowered exactly with the same self-
encouragement:

GAN" Buws Badiatéov (Lys. 292) GAN" Buwg yopeutéov (Bacch. 324)

*® Here, again, a distinction between rejuvenation and illusory youthfulness is necessary. The
triumph of many Aristophanic heroes is presented as a metaphorical rejuvenation of themselves
and of Athens, a passing to a new era. As long as the poet’s intention was to make these heroes —
and the ideas represented by them - likeable, their rejuvenation had to be protected from
mockery. Thus, Trygaeus is not portrayed as a dotard lecher (illusory youthfulness), but a keen
lover of the young Opora (rejuvenation). Illusory youthfulness is proper for characters who are
intended to be ridiculed. For old age in comedy, see Cornford (1914) 87-94, Byl (1977), Hubbard
(1989), Handley (1993), Polyakov (2013).



The tribulation of ascending in comedy; McDaniel Painter, ‘Cheiron Vase’, London 1849.6—20.13
(F 151). Apulian bell-krater early fourth century BC ©Trustees of the British Museum.

Transvestism

Gender alteration and transvestism is not exclusive to comedy. In Homer the
instances of Athena being transformed to a man are plenty. In the pseudo-
Hesiodic Melampodia there was the story of Teresias being transformed into a
woman by Hera, as a punishment for killing two snakes.” In Statius’ Achilleid,
whose source was probably Euripides’ lost play Zxdptor, Thetis dresses up her son
Achilles as a maiden, in order to hide him in Lycomedes’ court and not allow
him to die at Troy.”” The most famous case of transvestism in mythology is
Hercules’, when he was Omphale’s captive.” However, such instances are rare
and marginal: the former two are transfigurations (thus the magic/divine
element overcomes the sex/gender itself) and the latter two have been
interpolated or stretched out by Roman sources. As for ritual transvestism, it
was certainly a fact in Greek cult (we have firm evidence of boy’s crossdressing
at least for the Athenian Oschophoria),” but as such it should remain hidden. It
is comedy that openly and insistently embraced this theme/trope and stabilized
it as a generic convention; apart from any ‘inherent’ comicality of transvestism,
its appropriateness lies in the metadramatic intention of comedy. Apart from

" fr. 275 Merkelbach-West (with thanks to the reviewer who pointed this out); Apollod. Bibl.
3.6.7.

** Hesling (2005) 193-8.

* Loraux (1990) 35-36, Alonso (1996) 103-20, Kampen (1996) 233-246 and Cyrino (1998) 214. The
cross-dressing is an invention of Roman love poets; indicatively, Ov. Her 9.53-118.

** Parke (1977) 77, Simon (1983) 89f, Calame (1996) 128f, 143-8 and Waldner (2000) 102-34.



being a funny spectacle, transvestism is a comment on the theatrical practice of
males acting female roles. Therefore, the colourful crossdressing scene in the
Bacchae, apart from its association with ritual, inevitably echoes comedy;* and
this is why this tragedy is so metadramatic.”

Pentheus’ transvestism under the directions of the foreigner, announced
in 810-846 and applied in 912-976, is Dionysus’s resentful revenge for the King’s
previous questioning of his masculinity:

[evh. [...] dtdp T& uév o’ odx dpoppos &l, Eéve,
wg &g yuvaixag, €p’ omep &g OnPag mapel:
TASxapds Te Ydp gov Tavads, o0 TaANS Umo, 455
Yévov Ttap’ adTV xEXVMEVOS, ToBou TALwG:
Agux)v O€ Xpoldv €x TUPATXEVTG EXELS,
ovy NAlov BoAaiow, dAX’ Vo oxidg,
™V Agpodityv xadlovf) Onpwpevos.
[Mevd. g Opaads 6 Bducyog xolx dryduvaaTog Adywy.
Awdv.  €elp’ 6 Timadety del Tl pe 6 dewov Epyday;
[Mevd.  mpdTov uév afpdv Béatpuyov Tepd oebev. 493
Adv.  lepog & mASxauog T) Bed 87 adTov Tpépw.

In this first encounter of the rivals, Pentheus started talking as an eiron (note the
multiple litotes), but was quickly revealed as a violent alazon (teu@) and the cut
mAdxapos became his trophy; and the ironic peak of his audacity was that e
called Dionysus a $pagis (another word for alazon).” Now Dionysus, paying him
back ‘in the same coin’, becomes a vindictive alazon by being an eiron:

Adv.  xpnlw 3é vv yélwta Oy)Balols dpAelv
Yuvaopop@ov dyduevov 3’ dotewg 855
€ TOV dmeh@v TAV Tply, alat Sewdg .

The yélwra is ‘an explicit hint with respect to the intended effect of the scene’,*
a deixis of paracomedy.” The status of being at the boundaries of eiron and
alazon, a dipole which applies both to Pentheus and Dionysus, is characteristic
of the ‘comic heroes’.”

Moving to the dressing scene itself, Pentheus’ transvestism has so many

striking similarities with Kedestes’ in the Thesmophoriazusai (204-268), that it

* Muecke (1982: 32) views the scene as following the conventions of tragedy, not comedy.

** See Foley (1980).

%5 Soxel 8¢ xal dAadwy elvat 8 Spacvs (Arist. Eth.Nic. m5b. 29). For Aristotle’s definitions of eiron and
alazon, c.f. Eth.Nic. no8a 19—22, 1127a 13—32, 1127b 9—32.

* Seidensticker (1978) 317.

7 Dodds (ad loc.) maintains that Dionysus’ motive here, to humiliate Pentheus in public, is
arbitrary, for it is inconsistent with 841 (6d0d¢ éofjuovs iuev), and that the disguise was just a ritual
necessity. But 841 could well be a fake reassurance by Dionysus to persuade his rival who, after
having being instilled with édagpa Adooa (851), wouldn’t notice very much.

** Cornford (1914) 132-71; Whitman (1964) 281-7; McLeish (1980) 53ff; Baldwin (1997) 120-237; Silk
(1990) 163ff.



can fairly be argued that Euripides directly drew on Aristophanes, in an
ostentatiously paracomic way.” The temporal proximity of the two plays
(Thesm.qu1 — Bacch. probably written in 406/407)* strengthens this hypothesis.
Firstly, the purpose of the disguise of the two men is the same: to spy on a secret
and hostile gathering of women, within a religious ritual, by becoming a
member of their group.

Edp.  &udwmoidoovt’ év tals yuvaikl kv 3¢y 90
koD’ Omép Epod. g1a
Edp.  AdBpa, aTOAN yuVaUXOG NUPLETUEVOV. 92
Edp.  eavyap eyxabelépeves Adbpa 184
&v Tarls yuvou&fy, wg Sox@y evat yuv, 185
Thesm.

Awv.  BodAy o’ év Speat auyxalbnuévag idely; 81

[evb.  ti dM 83’; &g yuvaixag €& dvdpds TeAd; 822
Av. W) ge xTdvawa, v dvp 0elfig Exel. 823
[Mevd.  dpBddg- moAety ypn TpdToV Elg ¥ATAgXOTNY. 838
Awv.  unTpds TE TG T xal AdYOL XATAgKOTOS 916
Adv.  xphy o xpUhw #v o€ xpuebivat ypewy, 955

EABOVT SOAIOV aVASWY K ATATHOTIOV. Bacch.

The lexical correspondences are telling: eyxadelduevos — quyxadnuévags; Addpq —
xpoy, xptiry, xpupdijvar; doxdv — (Gety, dpds, xaraoxomijv; yuvauxds, yuvauély, yuvij —
yuvaixas.

A second common point is the progress of these makeovers. In Kedestes’
case, the transformation starts with shaving and waxing (215-48), then moves to
the dressing up (249-66), and ends up with instructions on speaking like a
woman (267-8). In Pentheus’ case, hair is again the first concern (928-33), fixing
the clothes comes second (934-8) and instructions follow on how to walk and
hold the $Jpoos like a proper bacchant (940-4). Moreover, the dressing itself is
similar. Kedestes’ costume consists of a xpoxwtos (tunic), a orpdpiov (belt), a
xexpipalos and a uitpa for the head, an éyxuvxdov (cloak), and female dmodyjuara
(253-262). Correspondingly, Pentheus wears Buoaivovs méndovs modjpets, {@vat, et
xapq uitpa, and vefBpol arixtov épas as a cloak (821 ff.); female shoes are not
mentioned, but the instructions by Dionysus on how to step like a maenad are
an equivalent (943). The following detail is extremely similar:

Mwo. [...] alpe viv otpéeprov. 255
Evp.  dod.
Mwyo.  Buvuv xatdoTetAdy pe Ta epl T oxéAel.  Thesm.

* Not seeing the parallelisms, Dodds (1960:192) cited the scene as opposite to Pentheus’
crossdressing.

30 «

written by 407" according to Webster (1967) 238, 257.



Adv.  Lavai té oot xahdat xoly E&R¢ mémAwy 935
aToAdeg Ud ggupoiat Telvouaty g€bev.

[evb.  xdpol doxodot mapd ye Se&év méa
Tav02vde &’ 0pBidg Topd TEVOVT EEL TTETTACS. Bacch.

The main differences are that Pentheus is also given $Jpoov ye yeipi (835)
and that instead of a kerchief he has xdunv tavaov (831) with a mAdxauos (928)
attached. And the more the Aristophanic intertext is recognized, the more
evident this discrepancy is. Indeed, these are the two most significant dressing
elements. The mAdxauos is the symbol of femininity which was jeeringly and
forcibly taken from Dionysus (454, 493-4) and is now being vengefully attached
by him to Pentheus. The 9dpcos is the symbol and instrument of the bacchic
ritual, one of the most repeated words in the tragedy (22 times) and, most
importantly, the weapon on which Pentheus’ head will be pegged. These two
paraphernalia are the scenic expression of Pentheus’ tragic fate, and their
placement in a paracomic context stretches out their gruesome symbolism: ‘his
bacchic dress will not be a dancing costume, but his shroud’.*

However, the core of the paracomedy does not lie in the transvestism
itself, but in Pentheus’ attitude towards it. Listening to the stranger’s proposal to
disguise him, he alternately expresses refusal (822, 828, 836) and withdrawal
(824, 830, 838), until he ultimately and unreservedly submits, just like Kedestes:

Mwyo. dAAa mtpétt’, el oot Soxel.
1) W) mdodv’ EuauTov HEEASY TOTE. Thesm. 216-7

ITevd. 000, b xbauel- ool yap dvoxeipeada & Bacc.934

Just like Kedestes, Pentheus progressively espouses his role so as to internalize
his acquired femininity. From a compulsory means for spying, crossdressing has
become an enjoyable end in itself for him. From now on he is not like a woman
— he is a woman, coquettishly primping his outfit:

Mwo. i odv Adfw; [...]
i) v Appodityy 130 Y’ 8let moabiov. [...]
&p’ dppdoet pot; [...] dp’ dppdoet pot; Thesm. 252-63 sel.

[Mevd. Tl @aivopat 37jt’; odyt Thv 'Ivolg otaatv
1) ™y Ayadng Eatdvat, uteds Y UG [-..]
1800, ab xbauel- ool yap dvaxelpeabo 8. Bacch. 925-934 sel.

It is now interesting to turn to the Frogs, to see how the theme of
transvestism is reused. And I suggest that it is reused filtered through the
Bacchae; in that case, we have a vigorous, bi-directional dialogue, where the
paracomic device becomes paratragic (Thesm.> Bacch.> Frogs). Even though a

¥ Seidensticker (1978) 318. For this interpretation, it is noteworthy that the Bicoos linen was
known as an Egyptian mummy-wrapping material (Hdt. 2.86.6).



historically attested relation of the two plays is unavailable, the parodos of the
Frogs emblematically suggests a direct dialogue with the Euripidean tragedy,
through its striking verbal, stylistic and pictorial similarities.*” As Dover puts it,
the Bacchae ‘was not produced until after the poet's [Euripides’] death; how
long after, we do not know. Conceivably, on the same occasion as Frogs, or two
months later, at the City Dionysia; [...] If Bacchae was produced in 405,
Aristophanes and many other people will have known in advance what it was
about; [...] If it was not produced until a later year, it is still possible that a text
of it arrived in Athens in the course of 406. Comic parody of a text not yet
performed is unlikely, given the small size of the reading public, and if the
occurrence in Frogs of certain words and phrases found also in Bacchae is
anything other than coincidence, they must be allusions for connoisseurs rather
than reminders to the audience as a whole.’*

The theme of disguise in both plays is linked with those of humiliation,
tribulation, and finally, omapayuds: the one who dresses up is the one who
suffers. In this sense, Dionysus of the Frogs is a comic alter-ego of Pentheus of
the Bacchae — as if Aristophanes wanted to take revenge on behalf of Pentheus.
Both characters have to disguise themselves in order to execute their plan,
which in both cases is the transition to a spooky and hostile place (Cithaeron —
underworld). The Dionysus of the Frogs has a reverse transvestism: inherently
feminine, he is awkwardly wearing a manly Herculean outfit. And just as the
cross-dressed Pentheus is humiliated by the stranger (remember the yéAwra in
845), so is he, by Hercules:

GAN” oty olég T’ el dmogoffioat oV YéAwY 45
6pQV AEOVTHV T XPOXWTE KEWUEVNV.

Tig 6 volg; Tl x6Bopvog xai pdmoakov EvyABETY;

ol Yig dmednpelg;

The chiasmus (Agovtijy, xpoxwtd, x690pvos, pémalov) underlines the comic paradox
of this mixture.* In both cases, the one who humiliates is the ‘proper wearer’ of
the relevant costume (Dionysus of the Bacchic costume and Hercules of the
Agovtyj), who as an expert laughs at his clumsy imitator. In his transgender
disguise, Frogs’ Dionysus undergoes a series of comic tribulations, leading to a
comic orapayuds: virtual suicides (117-135), rowing with difficulty across the lake
of death (203-5), hiding from the "Eumovoa (285-308), soiling himself at Aeacus’
threats (479-75):

% See Cantarella (1974) 292-301; Corbato (1990); Saetta Cottone (2o11).

% Dover (1993) 37-8. More directly but without evidence, C. Segal maintains that the Bacchae’
first official performance in Athens was in 405 B.C. (Gibbons and Segal 2001: 6).

% According to the scholia, éxnAjrretar d¢ 6 HpaxAijs opdv mjv dromov tadtyv oxevijy, xai 6Tt ta dutxra
Euidev.o pév yap xpoxwtds xal 6 x6dopvos yuvauxeld éotry, 1 6¢ Aeovts xai 0 pémadov dvipda. Stanford
(1958: 75) denies transgender implications in the costume. Lada-Richards (1999: 21-32) on the
other hand, and more correctly, acknowledges a complex of counter-meanings, among which is
the opposition male-female.
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Alods [ ...] Tola Xtuyds oe peravoxdpdiog TETPA 470
AxepbvTidg TE TXOTEAOS AUMATOTTAYS
gpovpodat, Kwxutod te mepidpopot xiveg,
Ex1dvd 0’ Exatoyr€parog, 1) T& oAy VoL GOU
Sromapd&et, TAsupubvwyY T dvldpetat
Tapmyoio udpava: Tw veppw 3¢ cov 475
adTOlaY EVTEPOLTIY JJUATWUEV®
Saondoovtat Fopydveg Tetbpdatal,
¢’ ag &yw dpopaiov dppunow moda.

This could fairly been seen as a comic / paratragic rewriting of Pentheus’ fate.
And even if someone does not accept Dover's and others’ conjecture about
Aristophanes and the Athenians’ familiarity with the Bacchae in 406/5, even if
influences are not involved, the analogies with the Frogs are striking and would
suffice to establish this tragedy as paracomic.

Connection

Having analysed the two paracomic themes / scenes of the Bacchae separately,
it has already been suggested that they are linked to each other, but a
concentrated record of similarities would be illuminating. (a) Apart from being
paracomic, both scenes are metadramatic; roles are distributed, costumes are
worn and scenic directions are assigned, sometimes using technical terms:

Kad. .. 1Hxw 3 Etotpog Tvd’ Exwv oxeunv Beod- 180

Adv. . TIevBéa..
..TXEVV YOVauxds natvadog Bangms Exwy,  913-5

More accurately, it is largely this metadramatic aspect that makes these scenes
paracomic, or vice versa. For example, both Cadmus’ and Pentheus’ paracomic
entrances (emerging strangely from a building is a central motif in Aristophanic
stagecraft) are entrances of actors who play old men who, like actors, pretend
the young bacchants.®

Tep.  tig év mdAatot; Kaduov éxxdiet S6uwv 170
Adv.  EEBL mdpolde Swudtwy, 8Oy ti o, 514

(b) Both scenes contain a maenadic disguise entailing contradictory identities
(old vs young, male vs female), signifying the transition (liminal) phase of the
bacchanalian rite de passage. (c) Pentheus is scornfully called veaviag in both

% See Segal (1997) 215-271.
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cases (247, 974), firstly for contemning the ritual and later for falling into the
trap to follow. (d) The humiliation of the improperly dressed men, apart from
any paracomic layer, is explicitly dictated to the audience in both scenes: yélwy
(250), yéAwta (854). (e) The excuse with which Tiresias and Cadmus, on the one
hand, and Pentheus, on the other, use to encourage themselves in their
improper behaviour (illusory youthfulness — transvestism) is exactly the same:

Kagd. S¢et yap (181) Tetp. dAX’ Spwg xopevTéov (324) ITevd. poAetv ypv (838)

If all these explain how the scenes are connected, it logically emerges
why they are connected. The reason for the existence of the first one is to
prepare the latter, creating a circle of bitter revenge: Pentheus, the one who
humiliated Dionysus and his supporters, is now the one being humiliated and
indeed, in the same exactly manner. The abuser now becomes the victim.

For the functionality of this concept, the two scenes are not equivalent,
though similar. Aptly but without clarifying its purpose, Seidensticker points
that ‘in the earlier scene towards the beginning of the drama, both components
[the tragic and the comic] are less intense than at its climax, immediately before
the horrible death of Pentheus.*® Apart from the necessity of a dramatic climax
towards the end, Pentheus’ scene has to be more tragic and (para)comic because
he is the fpiatrs Seoudyos; Tiresias and Cadmus are faithful, so can’t be placed in
the same level with Pentheus, otherwise the reverence for the god would be
undermined. Thus, beyond the evident similarities of the scenes, there are some
differences that demarcate the two cases. As regards paracomedy, this
demarcation emerges from the fact that Tiresias and Cadmus are not
rejuvenated and their illusory youthfulness is conscious (so their enthusiasm is
moderated). Pentheus’ queerness, on the other hand, is unconscious: he does
become a woman and a maenad. The latter scene is more paracomic because it
needs to be more tragic.

X2

As a play engaging with Dionysus, the god of both tragedy and comedy, the
Bacchae has inevitably an impressive proportion of paracomedy (just like the
Frogs of paratragedy). Paratragedy is studied incomparably more than
paracomedy, partially due to misconceptions about the latter, such as that
comicality destroys the tragic effect, or that to characterize something as comic,
it must be hilarious. Methodologically, to base oneself on our (subjective)
humour in order to identify paracomedy, is equally arbitrary. In order to
establish the paracomic quality of the scenes of illusory youthfulness and
transvestism in the Bacchae, 1 drew on relevant passages from Aristophanes’
plays. Whether they constitute analogies or influences (at least for the

% Seidensticker (1978) 319.
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Thesmophoriazusai the latter is tenable) is a minor issue, for both paracomedy
and paratragedy transcribe themes and tropes of their sister-genre, without
necessarily parodying specific poets, plays, or lines. And through the connection
of the two scenes, the Bacchae manages to coordinate the comic element with
its tragic purpose so perfectly, that paracomedy becomes gruesome.

The Queen’s College, University of Oxford

dimitrios.kanellakis@classics.ox.ac.uk
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