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Seriously Funny: The Hows, Whys, and Wheres of Greek Comedy

From Strepsiades to Shakespeare’s plays to Saturday Night Live, Comedy has always delighted the masses and the elite alike. Everybody loves a good laugh, and laughing is indubitably more conducive to felicity than crying. But for some reason the art associated with crying –Tragedy –is often considered a higher art form than laughter-inducing Comedy. The common opinion is that Comedy is merely entertainment, with no deeper elements, and is not as important, literarily or historically, as Tragedy. Nothing could be further from the truth. When looked at from a comprehensive perspective, Comedy is equal in both historical and literary consequence to Tragedy. It has a structured form, and conveys messages and themes beyond its face value. It affected the society around it, and serves an accurate depiction of this society even now.  Greek Comedy is as valid an art form and as important a topic of study as Greek Tragedy because of its intricate and artistic form, its sociopolitical significance, its deeper themes and meanings, and the window it gives into Ancient Greek life.
According to Gilbert Norwood, “Comedy is that type of drama which employs action tolerably close to real life and an expression light, charming, often laughable” (1). But also grouped under the name ‘Greek Comedy’ along with plays that fit this description are plays that are technically farce. In fact, “most of 5th century ‘comedy’ is farce, not strictly comedy at all. The difference between these types is that in comedy people act in a fairly logical and natural way; in farce they, with their author, play the fool: comedy has poise, farce is lopsided” (Norwood 356). But for all intents and purposes, both these types are considered Greek Comedy. Greek Comedy is generally divided into Old and New Comedy. Old Comedy includes the comedians Eupolis and Aristophanes, and is mostly farce, with absurd, romance-free plots. New Comedy, of which the dominant playwright was Menander, has romance, more plausible plots, and more female characters.
Like Tragedy, Comedy originated in the religious rites of Ancient Greece, specifically fertility rituals such as processions of Dionysus and Phales and the phallic songs. These rituals were mixed with animal mummeries, and gradually from these primitive forms the art of Comedy grew. The first comedic playwright was Epicharmus, whose “work was admirable but primitive drama” (Norwood 110). After Epicharmus came Cratinus, of whom Norwood states: “Old Comedy owes its literary manner to Cratinus: the rich vigour, the poetical power, the zestful fun, the command of the idiom” (144); then Crates, who introduced drunkards to comedy; next Eupolis; and finally the greatest of the Old Comedians, Aristophanes. The usual topics of Old Comedy were the mocking of contemporary manners and politics, the burlesque of legend, and fantasy. Comedy evolved and developed into New Comedy in Menander’s plays. He was not crude or overtly political, and dealt with love and emotions as well as the earlier motifs. He “understood that art should not inculcate opinions but illumine the soul, bestowing not facts but spiritual appreciation” (Norwood 362).
Though similar in their beginnings, Comedy and Tragedy are different in several significant ways. For one, the use of the chorus differs in Comedy and Tragedy. In Tragedy it voices the deeper feelings and truths which cannot be spoken by any of the characters. In Comedy it provides laughter and furthers the play in comedic dialogue with characters. The focus is also different in Comedy and Tragedy. In Tragedy the emphasis is on plot. Character development is secondary to and comes about as a result of dramatic action. There is a certain inevitability about the plot: “the sense of structural necessity seems indispensible to the tragic effect” (Cornford 171). In Comedy it is the opposite: while there are delightful plots, their purpose is to illustrate the characters. There is no necessity, just comic serendipity. Comedy’s “bent is always towards the representation of a set of characters, turned loose to bring about the action by their interplay” (Cornford 172). The characters control the action, not vice versa. Another significant variance is that while Tragedies are based on myths, and must stay within the confines of the story already known in the myth, Comedies are pure invention, and so can take any direction the author chooses. Because of this, and the natural reluctance of authors to change the existing structure, Comedy retained more of the original ritual forms than Tragedy did. Thus, ‘the very freedom of the comic plot left standing the old scaffolding which Tragedy, bound to its epic sources and itself requiring the utmost internal coherence, was obliged to break up” (Cornford 174).
This ‘scaffolding’ is a structure of artistic legitimacy and poetic composition. Greek Comedy has an intricate and specific form. It consists of several parts: the prologue, the Parados (the chorus’ entry), the Agon (a confrontation), the Parabasis (in which the chorus directly addresses the audience), a Sacrifice and Feast, and the Komos (a wedding procession). This complex order and structure reflects a ritual importance as opposed to a simple slapstick sketch. In addition, Comedy contains Aristotle’s three elements of poetic art: rhythm, language, and harmony. It has rhythm and harmony in the songs and dances of the chorus, and rhythm and language in the witty dialogue. In fact, Comedy even exceeds Tragedy in fulfilling these three components. In rhythm and harmony they are equal, but Comedy has a greater emphasis on the language itself, while Tragedy, although it uses beautiful language, is primarily about the plot. Comedy is all in the words. Because of this Aristotelian artistry and ceremonial construction, Comedy is a true poetic art.
Like any great phenomenon, this art affected public events outside and beyond its obvious domain, the theatre. Playwrights openly attacked politicians such as Cleon, Cleonymus, and Cleisthenes, whom Aristophanes derided as fat, cowardly, and effeminate, respectively. Comedy poked fun even at the gods, such as in Birds: “And just how will we maintain order in a city where our god is a woman wearing armor and carrying a spear…?” (Aristophanes 322). Being attacked from the stage could seriously damage a person’s reputation, as in the case of Socrates, whose trial and execution were due in part to his negative portrayal in Aristophanes’ Clouds. This mocking of contemporary figures was an aspect of Comedy from its beginnings. But Comedy also affected society positively. The 5th Century B.C., during which Comedy flourished, was a time of great turmoil for Athens, which was then engaged in the Peloponnesian War. Comedy was a relief from the pains of the day into fantasy and laughter. Even the political attacks, dangerous to politicians, were welcome to the people, who then as now, enjoyed a funny jab at their leaders. Positive and negative effects aside, Comedy was an integral part of Ancient Greek Culture. It was rooted deeply in Athenian society from very early on, and was intertwined into the fabric of the polis, at least as much so as Tragedy.
This great connection between Comedy and culture makes Greek Comedy of use in understanding Greek life. As above stated, Comedy is primarily about character, and because of this, “comedy is …the mirror of society” (Cornford 178). Because Comedy is so focused on character, it gives good insight into the Athenian people. In Tragedy the characters are all larger than life, even godlike. This can show what kind of men the Athenians wished to be, but does not show what they truly were. Comedy does show this, because, if not taken entirely literally, a depiction magnifying the faults of a man will give a fair idea of what he actually is. No matter how much a fault may have been exaggerated, the fact remains that the fault existed, and by seeing the exaggeration one can approximate the original character. For example, if read with an understanding of the comic license and exaggeration taken, the character of Socrates in Clouds reveals many truths about the Sophists. Since comic plots generally take place in more everyday situations than magnificent Tragedy, Comedies are a better portrayal of the Athenian lifestyle. And finally, much is revealed about a man by his sense of humor. To know what makes a man laugh is to know a great deal about his character. Because Greek Comedy shows the humor that appealed the early Athenians, it gives modern readers a window into the mind of the ancient Attic man.
Not only is Comedy socially and historically relevant, it is also morally and mentally so and has deeper underlying meanings, messages and themes. Even in the middle of silly dialogues there are hidden truths: “Is it not wise to learn from one’s enemies? Is not an open mind the best defense? Men do not build walls, towers, and warships because of their friends. No, it is enemies that make them protect their loved ones” (Aristophanes 294). There are deeper themes that run through all or most plays of old comedy. One theme is death and resurrection, found in the Agon (the fight between the agonist and antagonist). Sometimes the antagonist is killed, but often it is the hero who dies only to come back to life and lead the Komos at the end. Another theme is that of a new god or king replacing an old one. This symbolizes the new year replacing the old, and came from symbolic marriage rituals. Cornford states that “it can hardly be a mere chance that so many of the extant plays are based on the general idea of an inversion of the existing order” (72). One element of Tragedy considered profound is hubris. “The comic counterpart of the tragic hubris” is Alazoneia (Cornford 209). This is found in the recurring character of the Imposter, a conceited, pretentious secondary character who is mocked and brought down by the protagonist’s irony. Alazoneia leads to another profundity of Comedy in the emotions it induces. Included in Alazoneia is what is known as the ridiculous, which Plato defines as the quality of believing oneself to be better, stronger, smarter, or richer than one really is (Cornford 209). This is laughable, but at the same time pathetic and universally pertinent, so laughing at it brings a twinge of pathos –a bittersweet mirth. Thus Comedy, like Tragedy, gives an adulterated enjoyment. Comedy, filled with profound philosophical concepts, elevated themes, and thought-inducing truths, is a serious literary genre, and by no means purely for entertainment.
Adding even further philosophical, political, and moral weight to the art form is the fact that Comedies were used as allegories, to show political idealisms. One such ideal is Utopianism. David Konstan holds that there are four types of Utopian theory: anomian- the lack of social distinctions, rules or laws; antinomian- the reversal of all laws and social norms; eunomian- an ideal of good and just laws; and  megalomanian- the excess of laws, an “exaggeration or inflation of norms” (8). Aristophanes’ Birds contains all four, making it a very sophisticated allegorical work. The Utopian city in Birds “is a complex image of Athens’ own contradictions, its communal solidarity and its political and social divisions, the conservatism that looked to the image of an ancestral constitution and an imperial will to power” (Konstan 17). Thomas H. Hubbard says that Greek Comedy contains not only Utopianism but also Arcadianism. Arcadian philosophy idolizes a former time where the contradictions and faults of modern times didn’t exist, Utopian a future time in which these problems have been solved. In Arcadia a man did as he liked, in Utopia he would like what he did. An example of a Utopian comedy is Birds, where a new city is founded with new principles. Clouds is an Arcadian comedy, where the new Sophistic ways are discarded in favor of returning to the old Olympian ones. Hubbard states that “this distinction between the re-creation of a vision of bounty and individual freedom in the past and the creation of a new state promising collective security and happiness in the future is fundamental to the consideration of Old Comedy” (24). There are many examples in Greek Comedy of all these different ideologies, and although they were not known by the same fancy names, they were certainly intentional, and show a thoughtful, rational pursuit of truth that entirely debunks the opinion that Comedy is frivolous. And in addition to political theories being put forth in Greek Comedy, they are also brought down. Comedy was often used as satire to ridicule a particular person or group of people, such as the Sophists in Clouds. Oxymoronic as it may seem, Comedy is very serious. 
Comedy, “a plot engendered by our sense of the amusing wedded to our instinct for impersonation” is a unique art, similar in origins and yet very different from Tragedy (Norwood 1). Because Greek Comedy has an ordered structure and contains all the Aristotelian elements, it is a poetic art. It had great social and political impact in its time, and now provides a portal to the society and politics of that era, and therefore is important historically. Greek Comedy has recurring themes and messages throughout, showing it to be a serious literary genre, not just a few cheap laughs. It was a medium for the expression of political ideologies and satire, and so was important in political science and philosophy. Greek Comedy is an art form equal in literary, social, historical, and philosophical worth to Tragedy.[image: image1.png]



