                                              AP/HUMA 1780 6.0 SECTION 
                                              STORIES IN DIVERSE MEDIA

Week One – COMEDY AND DRAMA
Conventions of Comedy
· The key to any definition of comedy is the use of wit and humour.
· Humour can be derived from a variety of sources:  verbal, physical, situational. 

· Most conventional comedies avoid death (while the action of comedies often closely approaches death, this action transitions to the reaffirmation of life rather than death). Please note how this is treated in Frank Oz’s film Death at a Funeral where the central premise of the story is about death and the rituals of the funeral and yet the comedic tone is maintained throughout the film.
· Action involves ordinary people rather than godlike or ideal characters; comedy deals with people in their human state with all their fallibilities and inconsistencies. Representations of human action are treated more realistically and highlight human failures and weaknesses and hence comedy tends to contrast appearance and reality and to deflate pretense and mock excess.  Consider how the fairies in Shakespeare’s A Midsummer Night’s Dream exhibit human characteristics even though they are extraordinary characters with powers beyond human capabilities 
· The action of a comedy usually ends happily with the re-establishment of social harmony and order; this harmony is often marked by a wedding or communal celebration at the conclusion of the story.  In Aristophanes’ Lysistrata, the reunification of the male with the female choral groups signals the end to armed conflict through a peace treaty and harmony of couples as they come together.
· The word komoidia (the origin of the word, comedy) comes from the Greek word komos meaning a group of revelers in intoxicated procession and idia meaning song;  the very origins of the word comedy is linked with revelry that crosses social boundaries and accepted norms.  This revelry is linked to the Greek god of wine and fertility, Dionysus (Please view the film From Ritual to Theatre (2002) that is provided with a link in Week One)
· Normal social conventions and roles are often turned upside down;  comedy usually involves role reversals as in Lysistrata where women move away from their domestic roles and take on important social and political functions dealing with the war and the economy 
· Comedy can involve the use of the profane and the indecent; this type of humour is called bawdy comedy.  This is particularly present in Lysistrata.
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· Comic effect can arise from some form of incongruity of action, speech or character and this incongruity can be verbal and/or physical.

· Comedy can contain social satire and mockery of religious, political and military institutions as well as social conventions and economic forces.

· Two well known conventional characters (stock characters or archetypal characters) in Greek comedy are the alazon, a character who is typically bombastic, pretentious and egotistical who is linked to the eiron, a character who is deceptive often pretending to be ignorant;  the eiron through this feigned ignorance is able to take advantage and trick the alazon.

Cultural Context of Lysistrata
Take note of important information on the type of stage spaces in which Aristophanes’ play would have originally been performed and the links this play has in themes to the Dionysian rites.  This information is provided in the film resource, From Ritual to Theatre (2002) that I am asking students to view this week.
It is important to note that these venues were largely open-air performances with minimal set changes.  The Acropolis is represented by the skene.  Performers wore masks and props were largely symbolic.  The importance of burning logs used by the men and the vessels of water carried by the women are important sexual references for the power the women claim over male desire. Performances were monumental in scale and required exaggerated action and stylized symbols for effect.  
Lysistrata was written approximately in 411 BCE and Aristophanes makes satirical comment on the political upheaval in Athens regarding the rise of radical democracy that limited the power of the aristocracy and encouraged civic involvement of all qualifying citizens (defined as male) and encouraged social mobility.  The Magistrate becomes an important vehicle through which this criticism of the state is expressed. Aristophanes is also satirizing the waste he saw in the war between Athens and Sparta (431-421 BCE and the new conflict in 416 BCE which ended with Athens’ defeat in 404 BCE).  It is this continual military conflict that threatens the fertility and regeneration of Athenian culture and is counterintuitive to the Dionysian spirit.
While contemporary performances of the play have been used to emphasize the power of women who challenge male-dominated sources of power and the play lends itself to contemporary references and protest theatre, we need to be cautious in referring to Aristophanes as a playwright with feminist tendencies.  The very premise of the play is based on the absurdity of women taking a central role in political and social life and issues.  Calonice gives voice to this when she
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states: “In our hands? Then Greece hasn’t much hope!”(line 31) Is Aristophanes commenting on the absurdity of extending civic rights to include women?  The women’s control of the Acropolis would be analogous to feminist organizations occupying Wall Street or Bay Street and demanding demilitarization of the economy and equal pay and working conditions for women.  This is perhaps the incongruity upon which the humour in the play depends.
Another important cultural context is the importance of Dionysian rituals to ancient theatre and this play in particular.  The festival of Dionysus was a celebration in honour of the Greek god, Dionysus, the god of wine and fertility.  Plays and songs would be performed and a theatrical competition would take place and of course, lots of wine-drinking and dancing.  The Dionysian often refers to state of ecstatic, orgiastic and irrational states associated with the lunar-nocturnal creative and imaginative power and contrasts to the critical and rational qualities represented by the solar-diurnal Appollonian states.  When the women take their oath of celibacy at the beginning of Lysistrata, they do so by drinking from a communal cup of wine and an oath of sacrifice (lines 202-204).  The visual presence of the phallus in the play is also related to Dionysus.  Much of the humour is bawdy in nature.  The interaction between Myrrhine and Cinesias in Pan’s Grotto (starting a line 870 and continuing to line 954) is an example of this type of humour and how women prove themselves to be eirons to male alazons. The reference to Pan links the male characters to satyrs, the rustic fertility spirits of the countryside and companions to Dionysus and Pan.  The satyrs are animalistic men with tails of horses and erections. The phallus is central to the bawdy humour of Lysistrata and a direct reference to Dionysian rituals.
The Role of the Chorus
One of the framing questions that I have asked students to consider in the course is the structure of story and how the medium in which a story is delivered shapes the story.  Alan Sommerstein’s translation of Lysistrata does not include act and scene divisions.  This is in keeping with the early theatre of Athens.  What provides a structure in the play is the chorus.

There are several key roles that the chorus fulfills in this play and in ancient theatre:

· Provides a structure – a beginning, middle and end to the story (The male chorus introduced at line 254, gives voice to the central conflict of the play, the revolt of women and their challenge to male power.  This choral song articulates the outrage and reaction to the actions of the women and is
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quickly responded to by a female chorus beginning at line 335.)  The division of the two choral groups by gender builds in intensity until the final reconciliation and reunification of the male and female choral groups.  This reunification signals the dance of thanksgiving and tribute to Athena, the goddess of wisdom, and Lysistrata represents her at the end of the play.  The dance of couples and communal song sung by a united chorus marks the resolution of the play’s action and provides a pleasing ending.
· The chorus also reinforces the themes of the play and reminds the audience of  what has happened (remember that plays were performed in the midst of a festival involving a lot of wine-drinking so the audience often needs to be retold what has just happened and what are the key ideas in the plays).  Repetition of points regarding the importance of unified action and the importance of peace are necessary to intensifying the effect of the play’s plot on the audience.  The male choral song beginning at line 626 reinforces what the Magistrate says to Lysistrata at line 587.
· The chorus acts as an interpretative guide to the audience and is a representation of the citizenry on stage; it comments on the action of the play often mocking particular characters and ideas and it encourages the audience towards a common consensus of meaning.  Before the appearance of Reconciliation, a naked women who facilitates peace at line 1114, the chorus encourages to audience to view her favourable (see lines 1107-1111).  Because participation in the chorus was viewed as a civic duty much like present day jury duty, the chorus consisted of citizens and was quite literally the representation of the People on stage. (please keep in mind how citizenry was defined in the time of Aristophanes).
Role Reversals and Incongruity
I have already discussed the importance of role reversals in creating the occasion for the humour of the play.  There are many examples of these reversals throughout Lysistrata.  I want to focus on the dialogue between the Magistrate, a key alazon in the play, Lysistrata, a leading eiron.  The dialogue I want to comment on begins at line 565 and continues to line 599.

Many times in this exchange with Lysistrata, the Magistrate as the swaggering official of Athens, voices the ridiculous idea that women can decide anything serious or have anything to contribute to Athens.  The metaphor of wool gathering is used by Lysistrata to demonstrate the art of governance and good civic practices and is also used to emasculate the Magistrate as the other women put adornments on him readying him for the grave and signalling the loss of power he is experiencing under the verbal art of Lysistrata. 
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