Dimitrios Kanellakis

Paracomedy in Euripides’ Bacchae®

The term “paracomedy” was introduced by Sidwell (1993), denoting Ar-
istophanes’ parodying of Eupolis’ comedy. Soon later, Scharffenberger
(1995 & 1996) used it for the appropriation of specific comic themes in trage-
dy. By analogy with “paratragedy’, the term was eventually established
with the later, inter-generic sense, which I adopt in this paper!. I will discuss
the basic manifestations of paracomedy in Euripides’ Bacchae, namely the
themes / scenes of illusory youthfulness and transvestism2 To establish their
status as paracomic, I draw on earlier and later Aristophanic comedies, lo-
cating 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 be-
fore “paracomedy” appears as a term, has unsurprisingly focused on Eurip-
ides’ later tragedies,* and occasionally on Aeschylus’ Oresteiz and Sopho-
cles” Antigones. In any case, the scholarship on paratragedy is incomparably

“I am deeply indebted to Dr. Angus Bowie, for repeatedly reviewing this manu-
script. Thanks are also due to the anonymous reviewer of the journal for their de-
tailed feedback.

1. In the same line are KIRPATRICK - DUNN (2002) and JENDZA (2013).

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

3. Some of the ideas found here are also in MORWOOD (2016); I arrived at them in-
dependently, having written this paper in 2015. SEIDENSTICKER (1978), though fun-
damental on the topic, is now old and methodologically weak, not offering a close
reading or comparing with passages from comedy.

4. KNOX (1970), BURNETT (1971), DUNN (1989), SEIDENSTICKER (1978) and (1982),
MATTHIESSEN (1989-1990), SEGAL (1995) and GREGORY (1999-2000).

5. HERINGTON (1963); SOMMERSTEIN (2002); MCCARTHY (2008).
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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 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 con-
tempt on part of the“superior”genre, nor to some stylistic inappropriate-
ness 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 charac-
ter to speak of a modern comedian. What also obscures the identification
and acceptance of paracomedy is the misunderstanding that something com-
ic is necessarily something that causes laugher and, as such, has no place in
tragedy. But, reversely, has anyone ever suggested that paratragedy in com-
edy 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 characterises
liminal moments (in terms of rites de passage) and borderline personalities (in
psychiatric terms).

Musory Youthfulness

To call rejuvenation a comic theme would be arbitrary. For rejuvenation,
whether as a metamorphosis to, or a semblance of, a young person, is a

6. See RAU (1967), GOLDHILL (1991), SILK (1993), TAPLIN (1986) and (1996), MEDDA
ET AL. (2006), DUTTA (2007).

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.
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common theme across literature and mythology. Already in Homer, we find
both the concepts of actual and metaphorical rejuvenation of Odysseus®. In
mythology, youth was deified as "Hfn, who was serving the Olympians with
véxtap and dpppooie (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 baccha-
nal 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 re-
juvenation!?. Indeed, the elders display a youthful enthusiasm and once
claim to have forgotten their age:

Kéd. [..] émAeAnoped’ 1déawg
YéQOVTEG OVTEC.
Tewp. tadt’ éuotl mdoxels doa-
KAY®W YA P KATILXELQTOW XOQOLG. 190

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 yépwv vocabulary, occasionally
emphasised with paronomasia (npéofvc wv yepaitépw, 175; yépwv yépovy,
186; yépwv yépovta, 193), there are also scenic motifs typical of old age!:

Tewp. [..] GAA” €mov pot Kiootvov Baktoov uéta, 365
e O’ dvoeBOovv oW’ EUOV, KAYW TO OOV
Yéoovte O aloxQOV dVO MeCELV: {Tw O’ Suwe,

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

8. Od. 16.172-176, 23.153-163.

9. Hes. Theog. 950; Hymn Hom. 15.

10. MURRAY (1963%) 91-99, Roux (1972) 303, STEIDLE (1968) 34.
11. Cf. Ion 738 ff.
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Tewp.  [...] & te EuveBéunv moéoPuc v yepartéow, 175
Bvpooug avamrtely Kal vepowv doag Exety
OTEPAVOVYV TE KQATA KLOOWVOLS BAaCTHHAOLY.

Oel Ya viv dvia maida Buyatog €€ Eung 181

Kad. [Awdvvoov 6¢ épnvev avOpwToLs Bedg]
60ov kab’ fuag dvvatov avecbat péyav.

Tewp. [...] moAwx Evvawols, AAA" Spws xogevTéov 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 paivecBat and eivar, but a
contradiction within their paivecOat itself: their appearance and scenic ac-
tion construct an inept‘age-hybrid"and the language emphasises this ironic
paradox. For instance, in Cadmus’ utterance to Tiresias yépwv yépovta mai-
daywynow o’ &y (193), the climax being constructed with the paronomasia
Yépwv yépovta ends up with the oxymoron natdaywynow. Given their con-
sciousness of their old age, this line expresses self-irony, which is considered
the highest form of irony??.

Pentheus characterises the sight of the two elders as a Oavua (and specif-
ically as a 706’ &dAAo Oavua, which is ironic)* causing or deserving moAvY
yéAwv (248-250). Seidensticker argues that here Pentheus is an eyewitness
who encourages the audience to laugh along with him; Gregory contradicts
him on the basis of Pentheus’ unreliability in assessing Dionysus and con-
cludes that “the audience is unlikely to interpret the scene as comic or hu-
morous on his account”®. I agree that laughing here, within a long and ag-

12. 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: 33-35), Roux (1972: 301f) and LESKY
(°1971: 451) object.

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

14. Oavua here should be translated as “wonder” rather than “miracle”, which
would stand for a true rejuvenation.

15. GREGORY (1999-2000) 66-67. She ignores that Seidensticker had already an an-
swer 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 inade-
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gressive 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 felt1e.

The dramaturgic function of this emphasis on old age, beyond any par-
acomic intention, is to demarcate youth, which is ascribed to Dionysus par
excellence; within this senescent atmosphere, to call him oaiuwv véoc (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 uwpdc, emphasised by the exclamation. The
rivalry with the god, even in terms of age, is vain. In the corresponding scene
of Penth€us crossdressing, Dionysus will pronounce his victory like this:

Kadpov Buyatégeg: tov veaviav dyw
TOVO' elg dywva péyav, 6 Vikiiowv 0’ éyw 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 high-
er 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 ar-
mour, 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:

ToA. kaAwg éAeloac: AAN" éuol edxep’ Exwv 736
TevXN KOULLE, XEWOL O’ EvOeg OEVMY,
Aaov T Emaige mnxvv, eVOHVWV TOdAL.

Bep. 1) MAdAYWYELV YAQ TOV OTAITNV XQeWV;

quate. 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).
16. WINNINGTON-INGRAM (1948) 40 n. 1.
17. For the scene, see ZUNTZ (1963) 26-31; FALKNER (1989) 114-31 [= (1995) 179-192].


,
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In both cases, illusory youthfulness is linked to wearing an improper out-
fit for the elderly, military or celebratory. maibaywyeiv in the passage given
stands exactly in the same point (during preparation for departure) and with
the same function (sarcasm) as matdaywynow in Bacch. 193 and the scenic
direction énaipe mnyvv is similar to dAA’ éunc éxov xepoc 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.

Yto. Ilwg ovv yégwv v KATUAOUWY Kol Beadle
AdYwV akoBav okvdaAapovs pabnoopar; 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 (véoc yap eip,
1355). But self-sarcastically, he betrays himself when, referring to his penis,
he calls it cantpov oxorviov (1344), like with Tiresias and Cadmus’ confession
of physical inability. Moreover, Philocleon’s bursting enthusiasm is of a bac-
chanalian quality similar to theirs:

18. 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 po-
et’s intention was to make these heroes — and the ideas represented by them — like-
able, 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 intend-
ed to be ridiculed. For old age in comedy, see CORNFORD (1914) 87-94, ByL (1977),
HUBBARD (1989), HANDLEY (1993), POLYAKOV (2013).
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EavO. vi) tov Atdvuoov Amopd Y’ ULV TodyHata
dalpwv TIc €okeKUKANKEV E¢ TV olkiav. 1475
0 Y& YéQwV ¢ ETLe dlx TOAAOD XodVou
NKovoé T ADAOD, TTEQLXAQNS TG TIOAYHATL
0QXOVLLEVOG TNE VUKTOG OUDEV TTaveToL

A persistent treatment of old age and illusory youthfulness, now not in ran-
dom 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 (¢ic dpoc mepaoouev, 191) and is overpowered ex-
actly with the same self-encouragement:

AAA” Spwg PBadotéov (Lys. 292) AAA’ Spwg xopevtéov (Bacch. 324)

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.
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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 pseu-
do-Hesiodic Melampodia there was the story of Tiresias being transformed
into a woman by Hera, as a punishment for killing two snakes’. In Statius’
Achilleid, whose source was probably Euripides’ lost play Z«vpiot, 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 transves-
tism in mythology is Hercules’, when he was Omphale’s captive?’. How-
ever, such instances are rare and marginal: the former two are transfigura-
tions (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 boys crossdressing at least for the Athenian Oschophoria)?, but as
such it should remain hidden. It is comedy that openly and insistently em-
braced this theme/trope and stabilised it as a generic convention; apart from
any “inherent” comicality of transvestism, its appropriateness lies in the
metadramatic intention of comedy. Apart from 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’ resentful revenge for the
King’s previous questioning of his masculinity:

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

20. HESLING (2005) 193-198.

21. 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; indica-
tively, Ov. Her 9.53-118.

22. PARKE (1977) 77, SIMON (1983) 89f, CALAME (1996) 128f, 143-8 and WALDNER
(2000) 102-134.

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

24. See FOLEY (1980).



Paracomedy in Euripides” Bacchae 71

ITevO. [..] dtap O pev owp’ ovk AROQEYOG ei, E€ve,
WG & yvvaikag, €@’ 6mep &g Onfac mager
MAOKAOG TE YAQ 0OV Tavads, o0 mMaAng vmo, 455
Yévuv map’ avTnv keXxLVpévos, méOov mAéwe:
AEUKIV D€ X0OLV €K TAQATKEVNG EXELS,
ovy MjAiov BoAaiow, dAA’ OO oKkiag,
Vv A@poditnv kaAAovr) Onowpevoc.
ITevO. e Bpaove 6 B0 KOUK AYOUVAOTOG AdywV.
Aov. el 6 Tt maBelv del- Ti pLe TO dewvov €QyAaot);
ITevO. mowtov pév aPoov Bdotouxov Tepw oé0ev. 493
Aov.  1eQdg 0 MAOKANOG: T Oe@ O AVTOV TEéPW.

In this first encounter of the rivals, Pentheus started talking as an eiron (note the
multiple [itotes), but was quickly revealed as a violent alazon (Teuw) and the cut
ntAdkapoc became his trophy; and the ironic peak of his audacity was that he
called Dionysus a Opaocti¢ (another word for alazon)®. Now Dionysus, paying
him back “in the same coin”, becomes a vindictive alazon by being an eiron:

Aov. xonlw d¢é viv YéAdwta Onpaios 0¢pAeiv
YUVALKOUOQQPOV &XYOLEVOV DL’ AOTEWS 855
€K TOV ATEEA@V TV TELV, alot devog Mv.

The yéAwta is “an explicit hint with respect to the intended effect of the sce-
ne”%, 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 charac-
teristic of the “comic heroes™?.

Moving to the dressing scene itself, Pentheus’ transvestism has so many
striking similarities with Kedestes’ in the Thesmophoriazusae (204-268), that it

25. doket 6¢ kai adaCwv eivar 6 Opacic (Arist. Eth.Nic. 1115b. 29). For Aristotle’s
definitions of eiron and alazon, c.f. Eth.Nic. 1108a 19-22, 1127a 13-32, 1127b 9-32.

26. SEIDENSTICKER (1978) 317.

27. DopDs (ad loc.) maintains that Dionysus’ motive here, to humiliate Pentheus
in public, is arbitrary, for it is inconsistent with 841 (06ov¢ éprjuove {uev), 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 been instilled with éAappa Avooa
(851), would not notice very much.

28. CORNFORD (1914) 132-171, WHITMAN (1964) 281-287, MCLEISH (1980) 53ff;
BALDWIN (1997) 120-237; SILK (1990) 163ff.
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can fairly be argued that Euripides directly drew on Aristophanes, in an os-
tentatiously paracomic way?®. The temporal proximity of the two plays
(Thesm. 411 — Bacch. probably written in 406/407)% strengthens this hypothe-
sis. 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 becom-
ing a member of their group.

Evo. EKKANOLAoOVT &V taic yuvaul kv dén 90
AéEovO’ UTep éuov. 91
Evo. AdBoq, OTOATV yLVALKOC TIUPLETLLEVOV. 92
Evo. gav yap &ykabeCopevog AaOoa 184
&v taic yvvalélv, wg dokwy eivat yvvr, 185 Thesm.
AoV,  PoVAN 0@’ €v 0peoL oLYKABNUEVAG QELY; 811
ITevO. Tl d1) 10d’; € yuvaikag €€ avdoc TeAw; 822
Abv.  un oe KTAvwowy, TV avne 0eONg éxket. 823
ITevO. 60Owc: pOAelv XOM) TTOWTOV €1 KATATKOTI V. 838
ALov. LNTOOG TE TG ON¢ kKl AOXOL KATATKOTIOG: 916
Awov. koL ol kLYY 1jv 0 KQLEBN VAL XQEWV, 955
EA0OVTA DOALOV HALVADWY KATATKOTIOV. Bacch.

The lexical correspondences are telling: éyxaOeCouevoc — ovykaOnuévac;
AdBpa — xpvyn, kpoyPv, kpveOnvar, dokwv — idelv, dQOnS, KataokoTm;
yvvaikog, yvval&iv, yove — yovaikac.

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 speak-
ing 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 8vpooc like a proper bacchant (940-4). Moreover,
the dressing itself is similar. Kedestes’ costume consists of a xpoxwToc (tu-
nic), a oTpopiov (belt), a kexpvpadoc and a uitpa for the head, an &yxviAov
(cloak), and female vmodnuata (253-262). Correspondingly, Pentheus wears
Bvooivove mémAove modnpeic, Coval, émt kapa pitpa, and veFpPoD oTIKTOV
0épac as a cloak (821 ff.); female shoes are not mentioned, but the instruc-

29. 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.
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tions by Dionysus on how to step like a maenad are an equivalent (943). The
following detail is extremely similar:

Mvno.  [..] alge vOvV atlé@LOV. 255
Evo. 1dov.

Mvno.  (BL VUV KATAOTEAOV pe T TEQL TW OKEAEL. Thesm.
ALov. Caoval té ool xaAwot kovy £ENG MEMAwWVY 935

0ToAideG VMO O@UQOLOL TeivovoLy 0€0¢ev.
KApOoL doKoDOL AR Ye deELlov moda
TavOévde ' 000wc mapa Tévovt éxet TémAOG. Bacch.

The main differences are that Pentheus is also given Gvpoov ye xeipi
(835) and that instead of a kerchief he has xéunv tavaov (831) with a mAoxa-
poc (928) attached. And the more the Aristophanic intertext is recognised,
the more evident this discrepancy is. Indeed, these are the two most signifi-
cant dressing elements. The mAdkapoc 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 Gvpooc is the symbol and
instrument of the bacchic ritual, one of the most repeated words in the trag-
edy (22 times) and, most importantly, the weapon on which Pentheus’ head
will be pegged. These two paraphernalia are the scenic expression of Pen-
theus’ 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 it-
self, but in Pentheus’ attitude towards it. Listening to the stranger’s proposal
to disguise him, he alternately expresses refusal (822, 828, 836) and with-
drawal (824, 830, 838), until he ultimately and unreservedly submits, just like
Kedestes:

Mvno. AAAQ patt, €l oot dokel.
N 1) 7TO0UV EUAVTOV WPEAOV TTOTE. Thesm. 216-7
ITevO. 1doY, oU kOOoHEL OOl YXQ avakeipeoOa d1)  Bacch. 934

31. SEIDENSTICKER (1978) 318. For this interpretation, it is noteworthy that the fvo-
oo¢ linen was known as an Egyptian mummy-wrapping material (Hdt. 2.86.6).
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Just like Kedestes, Pentheus progressively espouses his role so as to internal-
ize his acquired femininity. From a compulsory means for spying, cross-
dressing 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:

Mvno.  ttovv Adfw; [...]
Vi) TV Agoditnv 110V vy’ éCet mooBiov. [...]

&Q’ apuooet pog; [...] &’ aouooeL poy Thesm. 252-63 sel.
ITevoO. i patvopal dNt’; ovyi v Tvovg otaoy

1N v Ayaing éotavat, pnteog v’ Eung; [...]

1OV, oL KOOUEL OOL YO avakelpeoBa on. Bacch. 925-934 sel.

It is now interesting to turn to the Frogs, to see how the theme of trans-
vestism 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 par-
acomic device becomes paratragic (Thesm.> Bacch.> Frogs). Even though a
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 [Euripi-
des’] death; how long after, we do not know. Conceivably, on the same oc-
casion 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 allu-
sions for connoisseurs rather than reminders to the audience as a whole”3.

The theme of disguise in both plays is linked with those of humiliation,
tribulation, and finally, onapayudc: 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 Pen-
theus. Both characters have to disguise themselves in order to execute their

32. See CANTARELLA (1974) 292-301; CORBATO (1990); SAETTA COTTONE (2011).

33. DOVER (1993) 37-38. More directly but without evidence, C. Segal maintains
that the Bacchae’ first official performance in Athens was in 405 B.C. (GIBBONS - SEGAL
2001: 6).
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plan, which in both cases is the transition to a spooky and hostile place
(Cithaeron — underworld). The Dionysus of the Frogs has a reverse transves-
tism: inherently feminine, he is awkwardly wearing a manly Herculean out-
fit. And just as the cross-dressed Pentheus is humiliated by the stranger (re-
member the yéAwta in 845), so is he, by Hercules:

AAA’ oDy ol6G T’ el amocofnoat TOV YéAwV 45
00V AeOVTNV €TTL KQOKWTQ KELLEVNV.

Tic 0 voug; Tl k6OoEVOG Kot OTaAov ELvnABETnv;

TOL YNNG ATEDNHELS;

The chiasmus (Aeovtny, kpokwtw, K0Bopvog, portadov) 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 Aeovtn), 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 omapayudc: virtual suicides (117-135), row-
ing with difficulty across the lake of death (203-5), hiding from the "Eunovoa
(285-308), soiling himself at Aeacus’ threats (479-75):

Alaxdg  [...] Tola Xtuyodc oe peAavokadlog métoa 470
AxedVTIOG TE OKOTTEAOC AXlpATOOTAYTS
@oovpovat, Kwkutol e mepidgopot kKUVeg,
EXxWva 0’ ékatoyképalog, ) T OMAAY XV oov
draomapadel, mAevuovwyv T avOdpetat
Taptmota pvoavar T vepow dé oov 475
avTOLOLV EVTEQOLOLY T)UATWHEVW
draonaoovrtal I'opydveg TelBodoat,
€@’ &g éyw doopatov OpUN oW TodA.

This could fairly be 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,

34. According to the scholia, ékmAnttetar 6¢ 0 HpaxAnc opwv tnv dtomov tav-
TNV OKEVNY, Kl OTL T& ikt Eiev.0 uév yap xpoxwtoc kal 0 k60opvoc yvvarkeid
o, 1 8¢ Aeovt) kai 10 poTtarov dvopwa. 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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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 sepa-
rately, 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, cos-
tumes are worn and scenic directions are assigned, sometimes using tech-
nical terms:

Kad.  ..1Mkw d étolpog vd’ éxwv okevrv Oeovr 180

Awov. ... IlevOéa...
..OKEVT|V YLVAIKOG Hatvadog Paxxng éxwv,  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®.

Telo. tic év moAawoy; Kadpov éxkdaAet dopwv 170

Aov. €801 magolBe dwpatwy, deOnTi pot, 514

(b) Both scenes contain a maenadic disguise entailing contradictory identi-
ties (old vs young, male vs female), signifying the transition (liminal) phase
of the bacchanalian rite de passage. (c) Pentheus is scornfully called veaviac in
both 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: yéAwv (250), yéAwta (854). (e) The excuse with which Tiresias and
Cadmus, on the one hand, and Pentheus, on the other, use to encourage

35. See SEGAL (1997) 215-271.
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themselves in their improper behaviour (illusory youthfulness — transves-
tism) is exactly the same:

Koad. det yao (181) Tewn. AA’ Spwg xopevtéov (324) ITevO. poAeiv xor (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 humiliat-
ed Dionysus and his supporters, is now the one being humiliated and in-
deed, 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 compo-
nents [the tragic and the comic] are less intense than at its climax, immediate-
ly 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 Uppiotric Oeoudyoc; Tiresias and Cadmus are
faithful, so cannot be placed in the same level with Pentheus, otherwise the
reverence for the god would be undermined. Thus, beyond the evident simi-
larities 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.

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 comi-
cality destroying the tragic effect, or that to characterise 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 es-
tablish the paracomic quality of the scenes of illusory youthfulness and

36. SEIDENSTICKER (1978) 319.
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transvestism in the Bacchae, I drew on relevant passages from Aristophanes’
plays. Whether they constitute analogies or influences (at least for the
Thesmophoriazusae 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 connec-
tion of the two scenes, the Bacchae manages to coordinate the comic element
with its tragic purpose so perfectly, that paracomedy becomes gruesome.
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TIEPIAHWVYH

Kat’ avadoylov moog TV «Tagatoaywdior, 0 000¢ «TaXQAKWHWO,
mov etomnxOn to 1993, kabepwOnke we dMAwTikdS TG ekpeTAAAEVOTC OQL-
OHEVWV KWHUIKWV OepdTov and v toaywdia. H mapatoaywdia peAeta-
Tl acVYKQOLTA TEQLOOOTEQO aTtd OTL 1 TaaKwHwdIx efattiag, wg éva
BaBpo, oplopévav meokataAPewv ava@ogtka pe TV devTeQ (0TS OTL
1 KOUIKOTNTA JLQQIYVUEL TO TOAYLKO ATOTEAETUA 1] OTL, YLX VA XAQA-
KTNOIOOVHE KATL WG KWHULKO, TIRETIEL Vot elval Kat EEKAQOLOTIKO). LTO Tiat-
06V &pBpo avaAvovTal oL KUOLEG EKPAVOELS TAQAKWUWOLlAS oTig Bakyec
tov Evoumtidn, fjtot ot oknvég/Bépata e Weat’ g emMLOTEOPNS 0T VEOTI)-
Ta kaL NG magevdvoiag. I'a va amtodeiéw v WOTNTA TOVE WS TAQAKW-
UKWV, KATAQEVYW O& TOOYEVEOTEQES KAL LETAYEVEOTEQES AQLOTOPAVL-
KéG kwHwdleg, evtomilovtag avaloyleg kai/n emwdoaoec. Ev ovveyela,
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Wiaitepn éupaot divetal 0TV KATAVONOT] TOV TQOTIOV LLE TOV OTIOl0 TO
MEOOANPOEV KWUIKO VALKO LTINEETEL TNV TOAYIKOTNTA: YLt TO OKOTIO Av-
0, oLINTW T oVVOEDT] TwWV dVO TAQAKWHIKWY OKNVWV. Omws axoBag
avayvwlCovpe OTL 1] TapatEaywdiat TNV KwWHwdl €XEL XIOVHOQLOTIKO
oxoTtd, TEémel emiong va dex0ovpe OTL 1 TtapakwHwWdiat oTNV T Ywdla
elval katt ov e€umnpetel ™V toaywotnTa. Kat otig dvo meguntaoelg
ONAadT), To AOYOTEXVIKO €DOG—ATODEKTNG HETAYQAPEL TO adeAPS eldOg
Yot toug dikovg Tov okomovs. YTootnoilw Tws, 0TS 1) TAEATOA YW
elvatl eEapetikd aoteia, €TOL KAL 1) TAQAKWUWOLX OTIC TIO DOVAEVUEVES
exdoxéc e elval eEalpeTid TOayIKT): efvat 1 @OIKTH KALUAKWON TIOL Xa-
QaKTNEICEL TIG 0QLAKES KATAOTAOELS KAL TIG OQLAKEG QOO WTTILKOTITEG.

ABSTRACT

By analogy with “paratragedy”, the term “paracomedy”, introduced in
1993, 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 de-
stroys the tragic effect, or that to characterise something as comic, it must be
hilarious. In the present paper, I discuss the basic manifestations of para-
comedy in Euripides’ Bacchae, namely the themes/scenes of illusory youth-
fulness and transvestism. To establish their status as paracomic, I draw on
earlier and later Aristophanic comedies, locating analogies and/or influ-
ences. Secondly, a special emphasis is placed on understanding how the re-
ceived 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 recipi-
ent-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 characterises liminal moments (in terms of rites de

passage) and borderline personalities (in psychiatric terms).





