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This book provides a new interpretation of the nature of Old Comedy
and its place at the heart of Athenian democratic politics. Professor
Sidwell argues that Aristophanes and his rivals belonged to opposing
political groups, each with their own political agenda. Through dis-
guised caricature and parody of their rivals’ work, the poets expressed
and fuelled the political conflict between their factions. Professor
Sidwell rereads the principal texts of Aristophanes and the fragmented
remains of the work of his rivals in the light of his arguments for the
political foundations of the genre.
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T. Panofka, ‘Komödienscenen auf Thongefässen’,
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Preface

The reader may reasonably enquire, ‘Why (yet) another book on Old
Comedy?’ I sympathise. We have for some time been pretty well equipped
with texts and commentaries and scholars have recently raced to pack the
bookshelves with volumes devoted to the interpretation of Aristophanes,
of Eupolis and of the genre as a whole. Yet I have felt obliged to add
to this stockpile because I think that still we have not reached any real
understanding of several crucial matters which relate to the context and
impact of satirical comedy in the fifth century, and that I have discovered a
new way to resolve them. In the welter of severe ignorance which pervades
the study even of Aristophanes, to say nothing of his fragmentary rivals, this
may seem like a bold claim. Nonetheless, since what I have to say arises in
the first instance from an authorial address (the revised parabasis of Clouds)
and then from external evidence, I feel that it is worth proceeding, even if
the journey ahead is parlous and fraught with lacunae.

I begin by challenging the general assumption (for which see among
others Ste Croix, Sommerstein, Henderson and Edwards) that insofar as
we can know where Aristophanes stood politically, it was on the ‘right’
of Athenian politics. A new interpretation of the context envisaged for
the Clouds revision, together with a reexamination of some external evi-
dence, points in a very different direction, towards an Aristophanes whose
ideological anchor is at the radical end of the democratic spectrum. This
same context, together with some meagre, but important and neglected,
evidence for Eupolis will suggest equally that Aristophanes’ main rival set
up his political stall at the opposite extreme. It is the stark contrast between
these findings and the usual inferences from the interpretation of Aristo-
phanic plots which impels a reevaluation of the role of irony in these plays
and thence of the modes of satire employed in the pieces.

The basic proposition that we can begin our study of Aristophanes and
Eupolis from the premiss that they were politically opposed, but in a way
previously unthought of, not only provides a new key into the political
agenda of the surviving and fragmentary plays, but also helps us gain a new

ix
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x Preface

handle on the ‘poets’ war’, that series of attacks and counter-attacks which
can be seen in various parabatic comments and is most prominent in our
evidence in relation to the Knights. And here too, reinterpretation of the
Clouds parabasis both casts new light upon the attitude of Aristophanes
towards politically oriented poetic rivals like Eupolis, and also reveals the
possible existence of a satirical method – metacomedy – which brings into
play a whole swathe of lost dramas by competitors which will have been
reused, in full expectation of audience recognition, in order to subvert
and satirise rival poets’ earlier political satires. The role of metacomic
intertexts in Aristophanic drama especially, when examined via a process
for detection of them decocted from parabatic statements, reveals in fact
that Aristophanes appears to have conducted a campaign against Eupolis
which continued (despite Eupolis’ absence from the comic competitions
after around ) right down to the end of the war.

The same text, the Clouds parabasis, may reveal a third tool for rein-
terpretation of Old Comedies. For in the course of determining what it
is that Aristophanes can possibly be defending as he stresses his rivals’
repetitiveness versus his own originality in a play which is clearly a repeat,
and attacks some of them for their attacks on Hyperbolus, it becomes a
reasonable inference that he regards the central satirical device available to
him (and his rivals) as on-stage caricature of real individuals. Since the main
characters in his Clouds apart from Socrates are not given real names, it
appears that the type of subterfuge we can detect in Paphlagon/Cleon or
Labes/Laches because it is blatant was in fact the norm, except that it is (for
some reason) normally textually understated. Once this aperçu is applied
to the on-stage representation of comic poets (as with the main character
of Cratinus’ Pytine, Ephialtes and his mentor in Eupolis’ Autolycus, and
Dicaeopolis in Aristophanes’ Acharnians), we can begin to locate the main
lines of the poetic-ideological debates of the war period, and to suggest
new interpretations of Aristophanic dramas, together with reconstructions
of the rival plays which they often parody and subvert. The book thus
proceeds from detailed re-examination of a single – authorial – statement
towards a reconsideration of the author’s politics, relationships with his
rivals and their plays, and modes of satirical engagement, to a detailed
reconsideration of the meanings of individual plays and their avatars.

To some, the book may seem under-theorised, especially in comparison
to recent work (such as that of von Moellendorf (Bakhtinian analysis of the
grotesque), Kloss (Pragmatics), Robson (Humour Theory). Revermann
(Performance Theory) and Platter (Bakhtinian dialogism)). The work’s
basic premiss, that we can recover something vital about fifth-century
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Preface xi

assumptions about the genre from Aristophanes’ own words, disallows the
application of theory in advance of the articulation of the consequences
of this reorientation. In fact, however, the need to treat much fragmen-
tary material, especially in the detailed second half, will necessitate the
formulation of a clearly articulated methodology, which may stand as my
contribution to such theorisation. Moreover, since part of the basic thrust
of the work is to reveal how Aristophanes in particular (but his rivals too)
made constant use of the fact that the audience for the dramatic festival
was fairly consistent in order to make fun of verbal and visual material
from their rivals’ comedies to satirise them and their political coteries, it
is clear that recent ideas about ‘intertextuality’ will be important to the
argument. In particular, it is crucial at the outset that the reader be clear
that what I mean by this term is specifically the intended reuse by an author
of an existing text (in the widest sense) known to the audience, as a tool with
which the audience may construct the meaning of his own new text.

One final point needs to be made in respect of intertextuality. In order to
illuminate comic techniques – especially those involving visual intertextu-
ality – I have occasionally had recourse (in footnotes) to modern examples
(in particular from the TV cartoon series ‘The Simpsons’ and the now
defunct satirical puppet-show ‘Spitting Image’). In a modern drama we
can actually know and, more importantly, see what is going on when such
intertextuality is used – unlike in Old Comedy. For example where Homer
Simpson is clubbed by baby Maggie in the basement of their home, the
scene then unfolds visually and musically precisely in terms of Hitchcock’s
Psycho. The viewer who has not seen Psycho will still be able to follow the
narrative and some of the humour, but the intertextual layer will escape her.
Meanwhile, the dialogue itself makes no reference at all to the intertext.
Readers should not infer that the use of such analogies is an argument: it
is, rather, an illustration of possibilities. It is important to bear in mind that
much of what I suggest here can readily be paralleled in modern culture.
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