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Abstract 

 

 This thesis seeks to understand the portrayals of animal sacrifice in the Old 

Comedy of classical Greece, a genre commonly considered for vulgarity, personal 

invective, and roots far removed from sacred acts. Recognizing that even fictional 

representations of sacrifice are based on real religious ritual, and that Old Comedy had a 

responsibility to present to the polis a reflection of its own attitudes and behaviors, comic 

sacrifice scenes become a valuable mode of insight on a culture that we struggle to 

understand through limited evidence. Approaching the plays with this in mind uncovers a 

richer and more complex relationship between comedy and sacrifice than might initially 

be expected.  

Before being able to appreciate the meaning of sacrifice scenes in the plays, the 

first step is to establish a relationship between comedy and ritual. This study considers a 

progression of ideas around the identity of Greek drama, beginning with CtkuvqvngÓu"

Poetics and moving through the centuries as scholars identify the likely formative 

influences of comedy. After establishing comedy as a valid participant in the religious 

discourse of classical Athens, this study considers a progression of theories about the 

religious forces behind animal sacrifice as well as how the Greeks incorporated and 

gzrtguugf"vjqug"hqtegu0"Htqo"Oktegc"GnkcfgÓu"eqpegrv"qh"vjg"ucetgf"vq"Ycnvgt"DwtmgtvÓu"

use of sacrifice to peer into the Greek psyche, we come to understand the interplay of 

ritual and performance as a culture communicates its own beliefs and attitudes.



 

iv 

Among the extant comedies of Aristophanes, Frogs, Peace, and Birds receive 

major focus for their provocative use of sacrifice and related ritual behavior. Encounters 

with ritual practices move the protagonists toward their end goals, and control over 

cpkocn"ucetkhkeg"ku"cp"kpfkecvqt"qh"gcej"ejctcevgtÓu"rqygt0"Ucetkhkeg"kp"gcej"qh"vjgug"ecugu"

is presented not as a reverent act but a tool to be manipulated to achieve human aims. 

Ctkuvqrjcpgu"ku"wukpi"eqogf{Óu"wpkswg"nkegpug"vq"gzrtguu"c"oqtg"rtcevkecn"wpfgtuvcpfkpi"

of the human benefits of sacrifice and to demonstrate the shifting attitudes of the polis, 

away from reliance on traditional models and toward a preference for human action.  
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Chapter I 

Introduction 

  

Ritual sacrifice is a pervasive presence in our evidence of classical Athens, 

represented on iconography, in formal records of religious festivals, and in the extant 

literature. This recurrence suggests the great importance of sacrifice in ancient Greece. Yet 

the limited surviving evidence provides just enough detail to inspire ongoing speculation 

about this widespread cultural manifestation of a religion that had no church, no formal 

hierarchical structure, and no authoritative documents. Outside of a core outline consisting of 

pre-kill, kill, and post-kill,1 the performance of animal sacrifice can vary from time to time 

and place to place. To cobble together a sense of what the sacrifice contained and what 

purpose it served, we rely on the trio of sources listed above, but for any depth of detail about 

how the sacrifice was performed and what motives and expectations surrounded it we are 

particularly dependent upon the literature. Epic gives us the mythic origins, while drama 

gives us the more human dimensions.  

Stage plays give us characters who voice their concerns, follow certain prescribed 

steps, and deal with the consequences (intended and unintended) of sacrifice. They present 

the act as both a divinely ordained religious event and a practical tool for achieving certain 

ends in the mortal world. This dual perspective offers perhaps our best chance of 

wpfgtuvcpfkpi"ucetkhkegÓu"tqng"kp"Itggm"tgnkikqp"cpf"culture. Accordingly, sacrifice scenes 

and sacrificial language in Greek drama have been analyzed in-depth for clues that might 

contribute to a firm, long-vgto"wpfgtuvcpfkpi"qh"ucetkhkeg0"K"wug"vjg"rjtcug"ÐItggm"ftcocÑ"
                                                 
     1. Most succinctly identified by F.T. van Straten. 
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here deliberately: first, for its inclusive value, as it encompasses tragedy with its appended 

satyr play and comedy; and second, to demonstrate a bias that causes readers to lean towards 

tragedy when the discussion turns to matters of sacrifice, religious meaning, and cultural 

significance. In this well explored territory comedy is often overlooked, though its sacrifice 

scenes are not without value.2  

Sacrifice occurs in comedy, conveyed in great detail and often playing an integral role 

in the plot. Surely its multiple occurrences, playing to a vast public audience in the sacred 

setting of the festival, can contribute something of value to our understanding of what 

sacrifice meant. To dismiss comic sacrifice out of hand would be to deliberately limit our 

understanding of a topic that the scholarship still struggles to fully grasp. I have found no 

article offering explicit reasoning that would invalidate an approach that looks to pull 

uqogvjkpi"kpuvtwevkxg"htqo"Cvvke"eqogf{Óu"ucetkhkeg"uegpgu0"Uq"kv"uggou"yg"owuv"dwknf"c"ecug"

to show that a thorough study of comic sacrifice is worth the effort. A few basic things will 

be important to this endeavor: to show sacrifice as an integral part of the structure of 

comedyÏthat is, as something more than a component in a grab bag of stock jokes; to show 

that the use of humor does not negate the value of its subject but rather casts it in a different 

light; to show that a comic treatment does not preclude substantive expressions of religion; 

and to assert that comedy forms one indispensable part of a dramatic tradition carried out in 

the sacred setting of the Greek festival.  

                                                 
     2. As c"tgegpv"u{orvqo"qh"vjg"eqpfkvkqp"cv"jcpf."cflcegpv"ctvkengu"kp"Ejtkuvqrjgt"C0"HcttcqpgÓu"cpf"H0U0"
PckfgpÓu"Greek and Roman Animal Sacrifice: Ancient Victims, Modern Observers approach this point from 

dqvj"ukfgu0"Cndgtv"Jgptkeju."kp"ÐCpkocn"Ucetkhkeg"kp"Itggm"Vtcigf{<"Tkvwcn."Ogvcrjqt."cpf"Rtqdngocvk|cvkqpu.Ñ"
uc{u."Ðvjgtg"jcu"dggp"c"rtqnkhgtcvkqp"qh"dqqmu"cpf"ctvkengu"qp"vjg"hwpevkqp"qh"tkvwcn"kp"Itggm"vtcigf{Ñ"*3:5+0"
James Redhkgnf."kp"ÐCpkocn"Ucetkhkeg"kp"Eqogf{<"Cp"Cnvgtpcvkxg"Rqkpv"qh"Xkgy.Ñ"ku"swkem"vq"ocmg"vjg"rqkpv"vjcv"
Ðnkvvng"cvvgpvkqp"jcu"dggp"rckf"vq"cpkocn"ucetkhkeg"kp"eqogf{Ñ"*389+0" 
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Upon this foundation an argument will be made to show that the multiple occasions to 

laugh at sacrifice in Attic Comedy indicate an apparent obligation to balance the religious 

tenor of fifth century BCE Athens. This analysis will take into account scenes of religious 

significance from Aristophanes plays. It will look in-depth at Frogs, Peace, and Birds, taking 

into account the full significance of plot, character, and comic tropes in three plays that 

thoroughly embody religious elements. The content of the plays will be weighed alongside 

relevant scholarship on comedy, religious ritual, and festival. While individual pieces of 

scholarship in these areas do not focus specifically on the occurrence of comic sacrifice in 

classical Greece, when taken together they form a complementary argument. When applied 

vq"eqogf{Óu"ucetkhkeg"uegpgu"vjg{"qhhgt"c"fgrvj"qh"kpukijv"kpvq"CvjgpuÓ"tgnkikqwu"vjqwijv"cpf"

practice unexpected and largely unattended due to the light nature of the genre. 

Immediate objections may come from the perception that Attic comedy is simply a 

collection of jokes roped together by a thin plot. But the notion of the genre as a loose 

compilation of unrelated burlesque scenes has been in question since the early twentieth 

egpvwt{0"Htcpeku"Ocefqpcnf"EqtphqtfÓu"Origins of Attic Comedy identified a common plot 

structure in the extant comedies, where the sacrifice marks the important transition from the 

agon in the first phase of the play to the collective gathering of the feast in the second phase 

(3). Cornford notes that much of the action in the second act of early comedies took place 

during the feast, and that as the form evolved (beginning, notably, with Birds) the sacrifice 

became marked by interruptions from various intruders (3). Two conclusions can be drawn: 

first, sacrifice scenes were put to deliberate use in comedy, and second, as the genre evolved 

so too did the content of the scenes. By introducing and creatively dispatching recognizable 

members of Attic society, the sacrifice scene in the play becomes a venue for contemporary 
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issues.3 That is, what happens during the sacrifice is a useful measure for how the 

playwrights adapted to the changing attitudes and expectations of their audience.  

So sacrifice in comedy had a role to play, but does it have meaning beyond its use as 

a  formulaic transition piece from the agon to the concluding feast? A simple reading of the 

plays would indicate that it does. Comic sacrifices, like their tragic counterparts, do present 

the act as a religious occurrence with the power to change the course of events by the will of 

the gods.4 One example for illustration is the appearance of Prometheus in Birds (lines 1494 

hh0+0"H0G0"TqogtÓu"uvwf{."ÐCvjgksm, Impiety and the Limos Melios in Birds.Ñ"vcmgu"

Prometheus to be a reminder of the mythic origin of the act (361). Romer also reminds us 

vjcv"ÐCtkuvqrjcpgu"ecp."ujqwnf."cpf"fqgu"yqtm"qp"oqtg"vjcp"qpg"ngxgn"qh"ogcpkpi"yjgpgxgt"

jg"uq"fguktguÑ"*574+0"Eqwrng vjku"ykvj"EqtphqtfÓu"tgeqipkvkqp"vjcv"vjg"ucetkhkeg"ku"vjg"rtkoct{"

vqqn"hqt"eqogf{Óu"dwodnkpi"rtqvciqpkuvu"vq"dtkpi"cdqwv"c"pgy"uqekcn"qtfgt."cpf"vjg"eqoke"

sacrifice suddenly has both mythic significance and purpose.  

If we allow sacrifice as a part of comedy, and something more than a simple 

component, we then have to account for its use as parody. In this regard comic sacrifice 

exists as a response to a more serious and earnest counterpart in tragedy. It is mockery, 

explicitly intended to get a laugh. At first glance it seems possible to dismiss a serious 

examination of the elements of comedy on that statement alone. Such a line of thinking, 

though, would rely on an assumption that creating the conditions to laugh at a serious subject 

strips the meaning from that subject. Actually, the comedy in this case relies on meaning. It 

relies on audience awareness of the tragic counterpart, of the common points between the 

                                                 
     30"U0"Fqwincu"QnuqpÓu"ÐPcogu"cpf"Pcokpi"kp"Ctkuvqrjcpgu.Ñ"ku"c"wughwn"gzcorng"in aligning characters with 

tgcn"hkiwtgu"kp"CvjgpuÓ"rwdnke"rgtegrvkqp"cv"vjg"vkog"qh"vjg"rnc{u0 
 

     4. Whether or not, and how, that potential is realized by the end of the play could be seen as one definitive 

difference between comedy and tragedy. 
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original and the parody, and of an independent, intrinsic value of the subject of the joke 

which allows the subject to transcend genre.  

Comedy draws a laugh by catching the audience off guard with such understood, 

transcendent truths shown in a different, surprising or challenging way. With this in mind it 

becomes worth noting which aspects the playwright chooses to draw attention to in order to 

inspire laughter. The playwright does this by disrupting the usual portrayal of events and by 

lowering the prestige of components that are assumed to have high value, thus drawing 

attention to elements that normally go unquestioned in other genres. For example, A.M. 

Bowie in Aristophanes: Myth, Ritual, and Comedy asserts that in the introduction to Birds, 

the implements carried by the characters are ambiguously identified, so that they could either 

be common cooking items or the items used to perform sacrifice (152). Such ambiguity may 

raise questions about the assumed importance of the tools of sacrifice when they are likened 

in form and function to the common tools used to prepare a daily meal.  

Further than casting old things in new light, comedy provides a coded way of saying 

things that the other genres cannot say. Simon Goldhill and Charles Platter each build a case 

dcugf"qp"Okmjckn"DcmjvkpÓu"Rabelais and His World as they comment on the unique license 

provided by the Greek festival to discard the standard reverence for the gods and the heroic 

past.5 Comedy speaks not of the idealized version of sacrifice from the heroic age but of the 

worldly version the audience knows as tainted and made imperfect by human participation. 

The victim does not go willingly; bones and fat are not suitable sustenance for the gods. 

Comedy then holds a certain degree of practical honesty when dealing with sacrifice, and so 

may be able to reveal things that tragedy cannot. 

                                                 
     5. Goldhill with an essay in Vjg"RqgvÓu"Xqkeg<"Guuc{u"qp"Rqgvkeu"cpf"Itggm"Nkvgtcvwtg, and Platter in  

Aristophanes and the Carnival of Genres. Each will be applied more specifically in the following pages. 
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Eqogf{Óu"cdknkv{"vq"eqoogpv"qp"uwej"ocvvgtu"ku"uvtgpivjgpgf"yjgp"yg"eqpukfgt"vjg"

broader context for presentation of the plays. Though the joke may be vulgar, the festival 

theater is too sacred a space for what was presented on stage to be devoid of meaning. In 

Tragedy and Athenian Religion (which, despite the title, acknowledges and considers 

eqogf{Óu"tqng"kp"vjg"yqtnf"qh"Cvvke"ftcoc+."Ejtkuvkcpg"Uqwtpxkpqw-Inwood presents stage 

drama as not just a theater performance but a Ðritual occasionÑ"*72+0"Qp"jgt"vjgqt{."vjg"

participants welcomed and recognized Dionysos as a presence witnessing the events on the 

stage (73). In a study that both legitimizes and effectively counterbalances aspects of 

Sourvinou-Inwood, Anton Bierl gives us Ritual and Performativity: The Chorus of Old 

Comedy. Bierl recognizes a ritual basis for dramatic performance and sees the chorus as the 

connector from pre-dramatic ritual to organized plays. Comedy in particular, he says, is 

Ðfgvgtokpgf"d{"tkvwcn"rqkpvu"qh"xkgyÑ"*32+0"Yjkng"uwej"xgpvwtgu"kpvq"qtkikpu"cpf"vjg"Itggm"

perspective provide intriguing avenues, they remain hypothetical. It is enough for now to 

simply recognize the theater as a space where ritual was maintained and communicated. 

Comedy and tragedy shared the same space, and so we need to read comedy with the 

mindset that it was one of two dramatic forms that were part of a social dialogue in a public 

ugvvkpi0"DqykgÓu"yqtm."hqt"kpuvcpeg."wpfgtvcmgu"vjg"uvwf{"qh"vjg"Itggm"hguvkxcn"qp"vjg"rtgokug"

that the stage presented an opportunity for the polis to present itself to itself (10). Drama then 

had a role to play in shaping public opinion, with comedy and tragedy presenting different 

sides of the public mind. Comedy, a loosening of strictures and an acknowledgment of the at-

times banal nature of human activity and existence; tragedy, awe and reverence for a sacred 

past with prescriptive lessons regarding honor and virtue. The interplay of the genres is 

jkijnkijvgf"kp"O0U0"UknmÓu"uvwf{."ÐCtkuvqrjcpke"Rctcvtcigf{.Ñ"yjkej"kpuvtwevu"wu"vq"ycvej"hqt"
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meaning in comic moments that echo tragedy (such as sacrifice scenes), and to distinguish 

such informative moments from instances of simple parody (479). For all of the difference 

between the genres, comedy is no less a reflection of the society that produced it than 

tragedy, and as such it naturally communicates certain social characteristics, attitudes, and 

beliefs that the informed reader will notice.  

Doubt may persist from questions that comedy automatically evokes. What to make 

qh"Itggm"tgnkikqpÓu"oquv"hwpfcogpvcn"cev"yjgp"kv"crrgctu"cnqpiukfg"xwnict"lqmgu"cpf"etwfg"

mockery? How can a consideration of irreverent treatment of sacrifice add to our 

understanding of Attic life and religion? We must remember that the basic structure of 

comedy, including the sacrifice scene, has its origins in a significant primal aspect of Greek 

religionÏthe communal gathering for a meal around the sacrificial animal. The relationship 

between early religious ceremony and the birth of the dramatic stage suggests a ritually 

significant performance phase from which sprang both comedy and tragedy. Sourvinou-

Inwood builds a theory on the world thymele and its dual meaning as a formal altar and as a 

platform on which a ritual singer would perform with a chorus, i.e., a precursor to the 

dramatic stage (143).6 

By emphasizing the presence of this sacred root and coming to terms with its 

influence in comedy we can begin to find ways in which the lighter genre could function as a 

legitimate voice on Greek religion, if only to establish the point that not all comic encounters 

with the sacred can be dismissed out of hand. This study will set out to present specific 

examples of sacrifice in comedy that are substantial and complex enough to provide genuine 

insight on Greek religion. Examples chosen from the extant body of work are particularly 

effective at re-casting the sacrifice and presenting its individual components in the liberated 

                                                 
     6. Multiple uses of thymele will be explored in context in a subsequent chapter. 
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setting of the festival stage. The first case will be Frogs for its explicit focus on Greek 

religion. With its divine characters and underworld setting, the play provides an introduction 

to the relationship between comedy and the gods. Of particular value, it offers the rich 

proposition of Dionysos as a character watching a ritual sacrifice made in his honor.  

After using Frogs vq"fgoqpuvtcvg"eqogf{Óu"rtqxqecvkxg"tgncvkqpujkr"ykvj"Itggm"

religion, I will move on to Peace. This play uses animal sacrifice as a bargaining tool with 

one god and later finds the act unsuitable for the newly summoned divine figure of Peace. 

The play also demonstrates an inarguably proper sacrifice (including an altar, a herd animal, 

and the motive of pleasing the gods) yet questions its value in a new social order.  

After exploring the implications of the comic employment of proper sacrifice in 

Peace, the study will move on to Birds, which plays with the relationship between the 

prescribed act of animal slaughter and common cooking. The play confronts sacrifice 

immediately and directly, as the protagonist enters with the express intent of depriving the 

iqfu"qh"ucetkhkegÓu"dgpghkvu"*Dqykg"374+0""Kp"vjgug"vjtgg"rnc{u"yg"ugg"c"rtqitguukqp"htqo"c"

divine act performed by the divine, to proper sacrifice deemed no longer worthy, to a 

dangerously secularized version.  

After considering each play in terms of genre, setting, and audience (both past and 

rtgugpv+."vjg"ejqugp"gzcorngu"htqo"CtkuvqrjcpguÓ"yqtm"yknn"ujqy"pgy"uignificance of his 

sacrifice scenes in the larger consideration of Greek religion. This approach will highlight 

deliberately placed flaws in comic sacrifice, revealing them not as fleeting jokes but rather as 

instructive representations. The sacrifice presented with comic license on the festival stage 

allows the audience to confront its own ritual through a new lens and to view critically the 

component parts of a violent and bloody event.   
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With this perspective, new questions come to mind and demand answers: What does 

it mean to set up a ritual sacrifice in a genre laden with profanity and irreverence? What 

might the characters expect to gain from their sacrifice? What does the audience expect to 

see? What would it mean for the sacrifice to succeed, both within the plot and within the 

genre? What does it mean for the sacrifice to fail? How does the setting of the religious 

festival in which the drama was presented inform these expectations? 

Answers to these questions will support the idea that while tragedyÏas a morally 

prescriptive form of Greek literatureÏoffers somber illustrations of ritual sacrifice, 

eqogf{Óu"crrctgpvn{"unkrujqf"xgtukqpu"ykvj"vjgkt"swguvkqpcdng"qwveqogu"rnc{"vq"fkhhgtgpv"

expectations and compromise the distinctions of sacred and profane. By acknowledging this 

rqkpv."yg"ecp"igv"c"dgvvgt"itcur"qh"vjg"Cvvke"cwfkgpegÓu"vqngtcpeg"hqt"kttgxgtgpeg"cpf"eqpuvtwev"

a plausible scenario for how such socially accepted transgression would have played an 

integral role in Greek religious understanding. In the sections that follow, we will look first at 

a progression of ideas about what Greek comedy is, then at a progression of ideas about what 

Greek religion is, and finally at examples of religion in comedy. 

 



 

 

Chapter II 

The Development of Attic Comedy 

 

If comedy could perform such functions, we must then acknowledge an instructive 

nature more commonly attributed to tragedy. We will need to look at where comedy comes 

from. This is not to take on the impossible task of identifying a specific moment of origin, 

but to track down forms that contribute something to what we now know as Old Comedy. 

We can begin by tracing two essential elements of its identity. The first element encompasses 

the basics of comic behavior, i.e., insults, sexual and scatological jokes, and mockery of 

traditional practices. We will think of these as ground-level characteristics that spring from 

performances and processions in which the players are eye to eye with spectators. The 

second element is the origin of stage drama, i.e., a structured plot elevated for mass public 

perception. We will think of traits related to this second element as stage-level 

characteristics. Both of these elements seem to exist on their own before the advent of comic 

plays. Aristotle gives us a nice foundation rooted at a time close to the works that we are 

studying. Modern theorists still rely on his observations, so this seems a good place to start.  

In The Poetics Aristotle says with some certainty that comedy began with phallic 

songs (1449a.10-12). Beyond that though there is no formal record to explain how such 

kortqxkucvkqpcn"rgthqtocpegu"gxqnxgf"vq"vjg"hqto"vjcv"yg"ugg"kp"CtkuvqrjcpguÓ"rnc{u0"

Aristotle explains vjg"ncem"qh"c"hqtocn"tgeqtf"d{"uc{kpi"Ðhtqo"vjg"dgikppkpi"eqogf{"ycu"pqv"

vtgcvgf"ykvj"tgurgev"cpf"ygpv"wppqvkegfÑ"*366;c059+07 His comments on what preceded 

Aristophanes were a matter of supposition based on existing forms, even with the relatively 

                                                 
     7. All translations of Greek text are my own unless otherwise noted. 
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cozy position of being only a century removed. We must use this same approach of relying 

qp"tgncvgf"hqtou"vq"ftcy"eqpenwukqpu"cdqwv"vjg"igptgÓu"nkmgn{"qtkikpu"cpf"c"rncwukdng"eqwtug"

for its evolution.  

We know it did not begin with fifth century Athens. As explained in The Poetics, 

ÐVjg"rgthqtocpegu"jcf"egtvckp"hqtou"d{"vjg"vkog"eqoke"rqgvu"ygtg"mpqypÑ"*366;d04-4). 

Aristotle speculates on an influential plot form emerging in Sicily and credits an Athenian 

named Krates for building its popularity through the use of more generally appealing stories 

(1449b.7-9). We can safely conclude that there were influences beyond the phallic songs that 

helped comedy take its more familiar shape. 

Lacking a definitive explanation, The Poetics resorts to what will become a familiar 

theme in any deep study of comedy: definition by contrast to tragedy. Aristotle asserts that 

tragedy is a higher form proceeding from epic, telling of life and action, while comedy 

follows from the lower phallic songs, imitating people and portraying character types.8 

Tragedy creates enemies among those who had previously been aligned, while comedy 

brings enemies (that is, divergent characters with selfish interests) together (1453a.39-43). 

There is a noteworthy reciprocity here. In many ways these seem to be two sides of the same 

coin. Such direct contrast confounds a simple explanation that one came from high epic and 

the other came independently from low phallic songs. Rather than seeing the two as 

converging conveniently from two very different starting points we may reasonably remain 

open to the possibility of an additional, common root that fed both genres. 

For all of the definition by contrast Aristotle does identify elements of tragedy that 

are shared with comedy: prologue, episode, exodus, choric song (divided into parodos and 

                                                 
     8. Ctkuvqvng"uc{u"Ðvtcigf{"ku"c"tgrtgugpvcvkqp"pqv"qh"ogp"dwv"qh"cevkqp"cpf"nkhgÑ"*3672c"39-18). The 

ÐpqvÈdwvÑ"eqpuvtwevkqp uggou"vq"ecnn"dcem"vq"c"rtgegfkpi"uvcvgogpv."Ðeqogf{"ku"c"tgrtgugpvcvkqp"qh"c"nqygt"uqtv"
qh"rgqrngÑ"*366;c"53-32). 
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stasimon) (1452b.16-3:+0"Vjg"vyq"igptguÓ"kpvgtkqt"uvtwevwtg"ku"xgt{"owej"vjg"ucog="vjg"oqtg"

superficial aspects are where they really differ. With these elements as a starting point, 

Aristotle tells us the comic playwright differentiates his play from the tragic counterpart by 

Ðrwvvkpi"vqigvjgt"c"uvqt{"d{"wukpi"nkmgn{"gxgpvuÑ"cpf"vjgp"kpvtqfwekpi"Ðpcogu"vjcv"jcrrgp"vq"

eqog"vq"okpfÑ"*3673d035-14). The plot will typically bring enemies together (as noted 

above), while freedom in choosing character names will allow for playful ridicule of certain 

types familiar to the polis.9 The latter aspect seems to have a clear predecessor in the jeering 

nature of the phallic songs, but the core structure does not. Prologue, episode, exodus, and 

choric song are crucial plot elements that define both comedy and tragedy, and yet there is no 

attempt here at identifying an underlying form. So how do we get from phallic songs to the 

structured plays of Old Comedy? 

It will help to know what the phallic songs did and did not offer. Before we move 

deeper into the scholarship let us look at an example of a phallic song provided by 

Aristophanes in Acharnians.10 It is worth noting that the oldest of his complete extant plays, 

i.e., the one closest in time to its preceding form, is the only to feature an unmitigated phallic 

song. As a younger playwright in a relatively early stage of Old Comedy, he seems to lean on 

this trusted structure. 

Making way onto the scene, the protagonist Dikaiopolis makes it immediately clear 

vjcv"vjku"ku"c"rjcnnke"rtqeguukqp"cu"jg"eqoocpfu"vjg"uncxg"Zcpvjkcu"vq"Ðuvcpf"vjcv"rjcnnwu"

wrtkijv#Ñ"*tòn phallòn orthòp"uvƝuávǀ) and refers to his daughter carrying a sacrificial basket 

                                                 
     90"C"pqxgn"rnqv"rqrwncvgf"d{"ejctcevgtu"etgcvgf"cpf"pcogf"qh"vjg"rnc{ytkijvÓu"qyp"ceeqtf"icxg"eqogf{"c"
certain dramatic distinction, as ygnn0"U0"Fqwincu"Qnuqp."kp"ÐPcogu"cpf"Pcokpi"kp"Ctkuvqrjcpke"Eqogf{.Ñ"
recognizes that while the characters in a tragedy would be known by the audience from the start, characters in 

comedy would for the most part be thoroughly unknown. The comic playwright Ðjcf"pq"ftcocvke"kpegpvkxg"vq"
pcog"jku"ejctcevgtu"cu"uqqp"cu"vjg{"crrgctgfÑ"*528+0"Ctkuvqrjcpgu"eqwnf"ejqqug"yjcv"vjgkt"pcogu"eqwnf"dg."
what they would mean, and when to reveal them.  

 

     10. The relevant lines for this example are 241-279. 
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(tò kanoûn) (lines 243-44). With his fellow participants thus directed, Dikaiopolis officially 

begins with a call to Lord Dionysos (O Diónuse déspota) (247). Dikaiopolis then states what 

he is looking to achieve (a thirty-year peace) and subjects his daughter to some sexual word 

play before going on to say explicitly that he will sing the phallic song (aísomai to phallikón) 

*483+0"Kp"vjg"nkpgu"vjcv"hqnnqy"jg"ecnnu"qp"Rjcngu."Ðeqorcpkqp"vq"vjg"Dceejke"tkvguÑ"*hetaîre 

Bakchíou) (263). Dikaiopolis uses the vocative for the phallic god five times in the space of 

thirteen lines. That is, after an initial invocation of Dionysos, the lesser Phales receives the 

thrust of the prayer. Aside from one contemporary reference to Lamachos, the general to 

crrgct"cpf"dg"ncorqqpgf"ncvgt"kp"vjg"rnc{."FkmckqrqnkuÓ"rtqeguukqp-song expresses his desire 

to enjoy the special brand of elation that Phales provides, which has been in short supply 

during years of war. The revelry is abruptly brought to an end when the hostile chorus 

confronts Dikaiopolis.  

For a sense of the meaning of the phallic procession in proximity to comedy we turn 

pgzv"vq"Htcpeku"Ocefqpcnf"EqtphqtfÓu"Origin of Attic Comedy.11 He posits an early ritual 

procession similar to the structure of the plays in the presence a chorus, a standalone 

character to speak freely and lead the chorus, and playful verbal abuse (41).12 Cornford aligns 

with Aristotle in asserting this last item as Ðvjg"guugpvkcn"hgcvwtg"qh"vjg"Qnf"Eqogf{Ñ"*63+0"

Cornford and Aristotle both saw the invective evident in such processions as proof of a 

tgncvkqpujkr"vq"eqogf{0"Qh"vjku"xgtdcn"curgev"Eqtphqtf"uc{u."ÐVjgtg"ecp"dg"pq"fqwdv"vjcv"vjg"

element of invective and personal satire which distinguishes the Old Comedy is directly 

                                                 
     11. Any attempt to find such an origin, of course, relies on incomplete evidence and is forced to make some 

tenuous connections. Origin-seeking has gone out of fashion, as it is seen as an impossible task with limited 

tgngxcpeg0"Vjcv"uckf."EqtphqtfÓu"yqtm"rncegu"vje extant comedies side by side and draws some sound 

conclusions based on structural similarities and recurring themes. 

 

     12. Cornford later points to a relationship between abuse and play as demonstrated etymologically by 

loídoros (abuse) and ludus (play) (50). 
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descended from the magical abuse of the phallic procession, just as its obscenity is due to the 

ugzwcn"ocikeÑ"*72+0"Vjku"kfgc"qh"c"rtkoct{"rtqigpkvqt"tkvwcn"jcu"hcnngp"d{"vjg"yc{ukfg."dwv"yg"

can see in the attempt a consistent strain of concern in scholarship that seeks an ordered 

transition of a purely ritual form to a purely dramatic form.13 The persistence of this idea 

rtqxgu"cp"wpokuvcmcdng"uvtckp"qh"tkvwcn"kphnwgpeg"kp"eqogf{Óu"ocmgwr0" 

When we see comedy in this lightÏand avoid reflexively treating it as a light-hearted 

break from the more serious concerns of tragedyÏwe get a more accurate sense of its true 

identity and in turn stand a better chance of recognizing its multiple strains of influence. 

Eqtphqtf"uwiiguvu"vjcv"eqogf{Óu"gctnkguv"hqtou"oc{"jcxg"dggp"dcuke"tgnkikqwu"tkvgu"egpvgtgf"

around what he believes to have been an early approximation of or stand-in for Dionysos: the 

rough character of Phales (51).14 Based on his understanding of Phales as a thinly veiled 

u{odqnke"rjcnnwu."Eqtphqtf"tcvjgt"eqphkfgpvn{"cuugtvu."Ðvjg"rtqvciqpkuv"kp"eqogf{"owuv"

qtkikpcnn{"jcxg"dggp"vjg"urktkv"qh"hgtvknkv{"jkougnhÑ"*42+0"Eqpukfgtkpi"vjg"pwodgt"qh"vkogu"

Rjcngu"eqogu"wr"kp"FkmckqrqnkuÓ"uqpi."vjku"ku"pqv"jctd to imagine. Of course the spirit of 

fertility would be important to a civilization whose existence depended directly on sufficient 

agriculture, livestock, and growth of their own numbers.  

Whatever role the phallic aspect had in comedy, it was only one part in a series of 

events that took shape as Greek culture developed around the preparations, performance, and 

egngdtcvkqp"qh"cpkocn"ucetkhkeg0"EqtphqtfÓu"rqukvu"c"vjtgg-rctv"qtfgt."Ð*3+"c"rtqeguukqp"vq"vjg"

place of sacrifice; (2) the sacrifice itself; (3) the procession resumed with a Kômos song 

cfftguugf"vq"RjcnguÑ"*5:+0"Yjkng"vjku"ku"wpegtvckp"htqo"c"jkuvqtkecn"rgturgevkxg."kv"fqgu"eqog"

                                                 
     13. Bierl explores this relationship, weaves together coexisting strains of ritual and theater with the common 

thread of performance (270). 

 

     14. Phales would jcxg"dggp"c"oqtg"vjkpn{"xgkngf"u{odqnke"hkiwtg0"Eqtphqtf"fguetkdgu"jko"cu"Ðvjg"phallus, 

dctgn{"rgtuqpkhkgfÑ"*42+0 
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across in varying degrees within the plays. We see in Acharnians a format loosely situated 

along these lines. Comedy, though, does consistently embody in its core structure one of the 

vjtgg"rjcugu0"Eqtphqtf"uggu"vjg"ciqp"rtgegfkpi"vjg"rctcdcuku"kp"vjg"rnc{u"cu"Ðvjg"gswkxcngpvÑ"

of the sacrifice preceding the phallic song kp"vjg"tkvg"*325+0"Dwknv"kpvq"eqogf{Óu"htcogyqtm"

then is a micro-representation of the real-world sequence. This gives comedy legitimate ties 

to the act of sacrifice and strengthens the claim that it inherited traits from more than just the 

phallic songs. 

The mingling of comedy, phallic song, and ritual sacrifice leads us to the next 

analysis. Christiane Sourvinou-KpyqqfÓu"Tragedy and Athenian Religion looks for the 

origins of tragedy in religious behaviorÏbut her study inevitably discusses comedy as well, 

as an inextricable part of the larger shared construct of Greek drama. She initially conceives 

of comedy as a form that finds its identity by deconstructing tragedy, with the goal of 

ctqwukpi"ncwijvgt"kp"eqogf{Óu"ecug"*8+0"Cickp"yg"ugg"c"uvwf{"vjcv"fgvgtokpgu"eqogf{Óu"

meaning by describing how it works in relation to tragedy. It will be important to think of 

comedy on its own terms, but her definition at this point does offer something useful. When 

vtcigf{"ku"fgeqpuvtwevgf"hqt"ncwiju."Ðkv"fgrgpfu"qp"c"ujkhv"qh"hqewu"htqo"vjgÈrgthqtocpeg"

and the audience to thg"rqgv"cpf"vjg"rtqeguu"qh"eqorqukvkqpÑ"*9+0"Vjg"cwfkgpeg"ycu"nkdgtcvgf"

to think about the form itself and how it interacted with the world around it. 

Sourvinou-KpyqqfÓu"uvwf{"fqgu"fghkpg"eqogf{"oqtg"urgekhkecnn{"cu"ujg"dwknfu"c"ecug"

for an organized performance that grew out from the proceedings around animal sacrifice. 

Specifically, the sacrifice ritual included narrative hymns sung by a chorus with a designated 

leader (154). This choral performance gradually separated from the sacrifice it initially 

celebrated, and the leader took on a level of individual significance suggestive of later 
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dramatic characters (158-59). Sourvinou-Inwood does set this up as the emergence of what 

ujg"ecnnu"Ðrtqvqvtcigf{.Ñ"dwv"kh"kv"vtwn{"ku"vjg"rtg-dramatic form she suggests, it must have 

contributed to the emergence of comedy, too. In this construction comedy can be seen as 

being generally founded on some of the same religious concerns, and as complementing 

vtcigf{Óu"tgrtgugpvcvkqp"qh"Itggm"ewnvwtg0"Kh"c"ukping"wpfkuvkpiwkujgf"form came from a 

performance related to sacrifice and later branched out, this may account for the similarities 

in plot structure noted but not explained by Aristotle.  

 To add a connective thread between sacrifice and the earliest stage performances, 

Sourvinou-Inwood presents a small but intriguing bit of linguistic evidence. She makes a 

case on the dual meaning of thymele cu"dqvj"ÐcnvctÑ"cpf"Ðuvcig0Ñ"Nkffgnn"cpf"Ueqvv"ikxg"

exactly two meanings for thymele<"Ðc"rnceg"hqt"ucetkhkeg."cp"cnvct=Ñ"cpf."Ðkp"vjg"Cthenian 

vjgcvtg."c"rncvhqto"kp"vjg"qtejguvtc."qp"vjg"uvgru"qh"yjkej"uvqqf"vjg"ngcfgt"qh"vjg"Ejqtwu0Ñ"

The lexicon entry also gives the root as the unequivocally sacrifice-related thuǀ. Sourvinou-

Inwood delves into the reasons for the association. After consulting a multitude of sources on 

thymele, she identifies four interrelated meanings whose sheer coexistence under one word 

reinforces the close relationship between sacrifice and early stage performance. They are, 

Ð*3+"cp"eschara-type altar; (2) a table for cutting sacrificial victims; (3) a table on which 

uvqqf"rgtuqppgn"kpxqnxgf"kp"vjg"gctnkguv"vtcike"rgthqtocpeg="cpf"*6+"c"urgcmgtÓu"rncvhqtoÑ"

(143).15 If venturing to say that sacrifice gave birth to tragedy or comedy is too far, it is at 

least possible to see this confluence of meaning as indicating that sacrifice gave rise to a 

chorus with an elevated leader, and that is enough. It links the two genres at an early phase, 

                                                 
     15. On point (3), note prior assertion that a form emerging immediately from sacrifice before genres or 

organized stage drama had been defined need not only be a precursor to tragedy but could be a forebear of any 

structured theater performance. 
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accounts for otherwise unexplained commonalities in plot structure, and allows time for them 

to grow into differentiated forms with separate influences. 

Sourvinou-Inwood asserts the plays as something more than just theater performance, 

ecnnkpi"kv"c"Ðtkvwcn"qeecukqpÑ"*72+0"Jgt"rqukvkqp"tguvu"nctign{"qp"vjg"kfgc"qh"vjg"rnc{u"vcmkpi"

shape around the procession through Athens of a statue of Dionysos.16 With this 

constructionÏboth genres forming in relation to the representation of DionysosÏshe builds 

vq"vjg"eqpenwukqp"vjcv"Ðvtcigf{"cpf"eqogf{"jcf"dggp"igpgtcvgf"kp"vjg"eqpvgzv"qh"vjg"Ekv{"

DionyskcÑ"*342+017 These two different genres, with supposedly different roots and widely 

different cultural roles, formed in the same place. 

To chart the course from these earliest phases to the structured plays of Old Comedy, 

Sourvinou-Inwood attempts a theory qh"eqogf{Óu"qtkikp0"Kp"jgt"ugeqpf"ejcrvgt."

Ð]Tg_eqpuvtwevkpi"vjg"Dgikppkpiu.Ñ"ujg"ikxgu"wu"c"ugevkqp"vkvngf."ÐKômos cpf"Eqogf{0Ñ"Kv"ku"

not a definitive explanation of the origin, but it attempts to identify the conditions that 

hquvgtgf"eqogf{Óu"fgxgnqrogpv. On her theory, the kômos in the City Dionysia coincided 

with a phase of ritual dining before the statue arrived, i.e., before the god had established his 

presence (172). Such a phase before the symbolic foundation of a cult would have been one 

of abnormankv{0"Ujg"uwooctk|gu."ÐKh"yg"kocikpg"c"okzvwtg"qhÈgzejcpigu"kpxqnxkpi"

obscenity and jeering, interspersed with animal or other choruses of men, this would give us 

c"uejgoc"yjkej"yqwnf"pqv"dg"tcfkecnn{"fkhhgtgpv"htqoÈQnf"Eqogf{Ñ"*395+0"Vjku"egtvckpn{"

accounts for those characteristics of comedy that distinguish it from tragedy, completing the 

picture when combined with the birth of the stage noted above.  

                                                 
     16. Whom Cornford saw as associated with the earliest plays. 

 

     17. She discounts an origin at the Lenaia thoroughly, relying on records of dates of performance while 

discounting some prior theories (120-121). 
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Sourvinou-KpyqqfÓu"ctiwogpv"vq"cvvtkdwvg"cnn"qh"vjku"vq"c"ukping"hguvkxcn"ku"kpvtkecvgn{"

structured, relying on interpretations of Greek sources supported by what she sees as likely 

patterns of behavior. Her points depend on a certain amount of supposition, and the Greek 

sources can be interpreted, admittedly, in different ways. Even if the broader conclusions are 

debatable, the relationship she posits between comedy and tragedy is sound enough for 

further consideration. Comedy and tragedy exist on a continuum of activity built around the 

reception and stewardship of the god as part of a religious festival. If we think of all of these 

elements operating together, comedy and tragedy presenting ritual sacrifice each in its own 

way in proximity to a real, large, public sacrifice, we can discard simple dichotomies, unseat 

certain comfortable distinctions, and open up to reading every play as if it had something to 

say about sacrifice.  

Wukpi"ukoknct"gxkfgpeg."DkgtnÓu"Ritual and Performativity seeks a balanced 

gzrncpcvkqp"hqt"vjg"tqng"qh"tkvwcn"kp"eqogf{0"Yjkng"cempqyngfikpi"Ð]v_jg"rnqv"uvtwevwtgu"qh"

Qnf"Eqogf{"ctgÈvq"c"eqpukfgtcdng"gzvgpv"eqpuvtwevgf"qp"vjg"hqwpfcvkqp"qh"tkvwcn"oqfgnu.Ñ"

he avoids making claims to a primal origin (268). He makes the necessary point that the 

phallic influences recognized by Aristotle and relied upon by so many since are described in 

sources that come after Aristophanes (270). For Bierl, this makes the notion of such phallic 

processions as the main precursors to comedy highly unlikely. Instead of looking for an 

origin, we must realize their coexistence as parallel modes of performed ritual.  

There are, though, certain key attributes of comedy that will inform our readings of 

the plays. Drama was unquestionably performed in honor of Dionysos, making it a religious 

occasion. Portrayals on stage of sacrifice and of the gods would take place under the gaze of 

the god of theater. Secondly, the theater performanceÏespecially comedyÏdraws the 
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audience into the ritual action. The spectator becomes part of the performance by absorbing it 

and reacting to it (5). The chorus draws the audience in further. They embody ritual in song 

and dance. They span two worlds, alternately engaging with the fictional world of the play 

and addressing the audience as contemporaries (6). Everyone in the space of the theater 

becomes a part of a ritual performance, occupying a middle space between the larger ritual 

setting of the festival and the small presentations of ritual on stage in cases where comedy 

presents sacrifice. Any such cases should be read with this multi-layered ritual context in 

mind. 

Thinking about the setting around the plays also involves thinking about the audience, 

as fraught as reconstructing a Greek audience may be. The plays, as Bierl points out, entail a 

certain amount of exchange between performance and viewer, and if we take the text in strict 

isolation we miss part of the conversation. The festival would have featured three tragedies 

follow by a satyr play from each of the competing tragedians along with individual comic 

plays, and given this format the audience watching comedy inside the theater would have 

been conscious of the tragedies taking place in the same venue and of the very real animal 

sacrifices happening around the plays. When a comedy presented a sacrifice, it did so in the 

shadow of the serious undertones of the real thing. In the physical and chronological senses, 

comedy is closer to actual animal sacrifice than we realize when we read the plays in 

isolation. Without taking on the impossible task of delving into the psyche of the Greek 

audience member, we can reasonably expect the fictional sacrifice to call to mind some sense 

of the real oneÏwhich would have had a strong pull on sight, sound, smell, and even tasteÏ

kp"vjg"xkgygtÓu"okpf0"Rwv"cpqvjgt"yc{."ctqwpf"c"eqoke"rgthqtocpeg."ucetkhkeg"ycu"cnyc{u"in 

the air. 
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With the ground-level characteristics of profanity, animal choruses, and exchanges 

with the audience, and the stage-level aspects of a structured dramatic plot all accounted for, 

this is a serviceable platform from which to assess the roots of comedy. All three present a 

structured stage drama that incorporates aspects of less formal yet socially salient ground-

level performance. To align our three most recent sources thus far, the comedy of classical 

Athens comes from the phallic songs (according to Aristotle), and it takes from them not just 

the humorous sexual references but also an essence of religiously significant fertility rites 

(according to Cornford), and along with these religious ties it takes on a self-reflective aspect 

with a contemporary voice (according to Sourvinou-Inwood). Comedy is able to present the 

sacred act of ritual sacrifice alongside commentary on the here-and-now of the audience with 

the self-awareness to refer to the action as it is happening.  

Now that we have looked at a progression of ideas around comedy, each building on 

the previous and delving a bit deeper than the last into the generative forces behind the genre, 

we can form a reasonable working definition to assist with the readings. Even if comic 

behavior is successful because of simple mechanisms that evoke primitive laughter, as it took 

form throughout the evolution of Greek culture it became a venue for confronting religious 

and social factors in ways that the other forms of presentation could not. Out of Old 

Eqogf{Óu"ownvknc{gtgf"hqtoation sprang some unique characteristics, amounting to 

something rather complex for a genre whose formative history was initially not worth 

recording. By reacting to the other genre with which it shares the stage, comedy is self-

conscious. It is aware of its own identity and purpose. It is free to express that awareness 

with a degree of transparency not afforded to tragedy. Comedy openly acknowledges its 

contemporary surroundings and raises audience awareness of tragedy, festival, and the 
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connected animal sacrifice. It conveys a sense of the poet as a human member of society who 

ku"ocmkpi"c"fgnkdgtcvg"crrgcn"vq"vjg"cwfkgpegÓu"eqpvgorqtct{"ugpukdknkvkgu0"Eqogf{"ugtxgu"

the useful social role of identifying, acknowledging and regulating how drama appears to the 

audience and what it asks of them. We see this illustrated most blatantly in Frogs, when 

Dionysos weighs in on the merits of Aeschylus, Sophocles and Euripides.  

What does it mean for comedy to present its founding figure in this way? The action 

of the play underscores the idea that drama is a presentation for Dionysos, but it also 

acknowledges a measurable benefit that playwrights bring to humanity. As with the sacrifice 

itself, we have to wonder if the production would be worth it, regardless of what fulfillment it 

gave the gods, if not for some human benefit. To fully understand why the Greeks were 

concerned with such mutual benefit for gods and mortals we will need to look deeper into 

Greek religion. 

 



 

 

Chapter III 

Understanding and Communicating the Sacred 

 

While there is evidence of practiced religion in their temples, in their stories, and in 

public records, there is no unifying document. There is no set code to say what their beliefs 

were. The practical evidence points to variations among city-states with a fluid process of 

assimilation and obsolescence. To know Greek religion, it is necessary to take those 

prevailing topics and combine them with a set of principles from comparative religion. This 

will supply the ways that they enacted their beliefs and the motivations behind them. It will 

also convey some of the grave importance behind an act such as animal sacrifice that may be 

nquv"hqt"vqfc{Óu"tgcfgtu0"Yg"jcxg"uggp"cwvjqtkvcvkxg"uqwtegu"qp"encuukecn"Itggeg"wug"vjku"

approach before, and we will look at those studies to help us assimilate outside theories with 

Greek religion. In this regard we will look to Walter Burkert as the author of a longstanding 

predominant view on Greek religion and sacrifice. We will follow Burkert with a different 

take from Robert Parker, a perspective adapted to more recent changes in the critical 

landscape. With this comprehensive picture of core human motivations for religion tied 

specifically to the Greeks, we will be ready to assess scenes depicting religious acts within 

the plays. The goal of this approach is to understand both the theological aspects of religion 

as well as the human dimensions of religious experience, or put another way, how universal 

ideas are enacted and interpreted through human activity. Knowing the process behind this, 

we can better understand the end result we see in the plays. 
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Theoretical Approaches to the Sacred 

To understand the applicability of religious theory to the plays at hand, it will be 

necessary to elaborate on some basic concepts as revealed to us by a few foundational 

uejqnctu0"Ngv"wu"dgikp"ykvj"vjg"eqtg"qh"tgnkikqwu"hggnkpi0"Twfqnrj"Qvvq."kp"ÐQp"Pwokpqwu"

Experience as Mysterium Tremendum et Fascinans.Ñ"eqkpu"c"rjtcug"hqt"Ðvjg"fggrguv"cpf"

oquv"hwpfcogpvcn"gngogpvÑ"qh"c"ugpug"qh"c"rqygt"itgcvgt"vjcp"vjg"ugnh."ecnnkpi"kv"Ðmysterium 

tremendumÑ"*9:-79). With an air of the unknown and the overwhelming, it is an experience 

that leaves the witness feeling insignificant by comparison. Approaching a divine likeness, 

opening a channel of communication with the gods, or participating in a vast crowd at a 

uvtwevwtgf"gxgpv"oc{"etgcvg"vjku"ghhgev0"Qvvq"hwtvjgt"fghkpgu"kv"cu"Ðvjcv"yjkej"ku"swkvg"dg{qpf"

vjg"urjgtg"qh"vjg"wuwcn."vjg"kpvgnnkikdng."cpf"vjg"hcoknkct.Èhknnkpi"vjg"okpf"ykvh blank wonder 

cpf"cuvqpkujogpvÑ"*:5+0"Vjg"rj{ukecn"eqpvgzvÏdifferent sights, sounds, and scentsÏas well 

as contentÏunusual choices or formulations of words, grand themesÏpull the witness out of 

an ordinary state of mind.  

It seems on some level the experience of the play shares something with religious 

experience, whether the subject matter explicitly covers religious ground or not. Encounters 

with the mysterium tremendum rqug"c"wpkswg"ejcnngpig"vq"vjqwijv."cu"Qvvq"uc{u."Ðvjg"

fcwpvkpi"cpf"vjg"hcuekpcvkpiÈeqodkpg"kp"c"uvtcpig"jctoqp{"qh"eqpvtcuvuÑ"*:7+0"Vjg"ykvpguu"

is simultaneously repelled and drawn. This aligns nicely with the contrast of the grotesque 

masks that comic characters wear and the welcome laughter their words inspire. Think also 

of the revulsiqp"vjcv"uqog"okijv"hggn"cv"uggkpi"vjg"ucetkhkekcn"cpkocnÓu"vjtqcv"ewv"eqorgvkpi"

with the desire to see the carefully ordered sacrifice play outÏa source of tension that plays 

may borrow from the religious ritual, with unlimited potential for variation to heighten or 
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downplay the effect. Think too of the built-in paradox of the sacrifice itself in the division of 

the spoils between gods and mortalsÏa glaring point acknowledged frequently in the plays. 

These competing urges create an effect that allows Otto to do the work of tying his theory 

dcem"vq"vjg"Itggmu"hqt"wu."yjgp"jg"uwou"kv"wr"cu"Ðfk||{"kpvqzkecvkqp="kv"ku"vjg"Fkqp{ukce-

gngogpvÑ"*:7+0"Yg"cntgcf{"jcxg"Fkqp{uqu"cu"vjg"hqwpfgt"qh"vjg"vjgcvgt"cpf"pqy"qp"QvvqÓu"

theory as the power behind feelings of religious awe. 

In its power, the mysterium tremendum calls the attention of the witness away from 

ordinary concerns. All of the things that fade away during a moment of religious experience, 

i.e., the non-tgnkikqwu"gngogpvu"qh"nkhg."Qvvq"ncdgnu"cu"ÐrtqhcpgÑ"*9;). In our discussions of 

tgnkikqwu"dgjcxkqt"yg"owuv"tgogodgt"ÐrtqhcpgÑ"cu"ogcpkpi"gxgt{vjkpi"pqp-religious, rather 

than the generalized sense of something vulgar or inappropriate. So when a phallic 

procession finds creative ways to describe the sex organs, what might seem to call for the 

ncdgn"qh"Ðeqoke"rtqhcpkv{Ñ"ku"oqtg"ceewtcvgn{"crrtgjgpfgf"cu"eqoke"ncpiwcig"ykvj"c"urgekhke"

tgnkikqwu"rwtrqug"*hgtvknkv{"ocike."qp"EqtphqtfÓu"vjgqt{+0"Yjgvjgt"kv"ku"c"rtqeguukqp"

anticipating the arrival of Dionysos or a sacrifice scene in a play taking place in the midst of 

c"tgnkikqwu"hguvkxcn."vjg"eqoke"dgjcxkqt"godqfkgf"kp"CtkuvqrjcpguÓ"yqtm"ku"pqv"ukorn{"

profane. Not every scene will have religious significance, but a well-rounded reading will 

consider the possibility. 

Lqqmkpi"hwtvjgt"kpvq"QvvqÓu"fghkpkvkqp."ngv"wu"eqpukfgt"vjg"rjtcug"Ðdg{qpf"vjg"urjgtg"

qh"vjg"wuwcn0Ñ"Eqoke"rnc{u."rctvkewnctn{"vjqug"fkuewuugf"kp"vjku"uvwf{."dgikp"ykvj"cp"ghhqtv"vq"

remove the setting from ordinary life. Frogs takes us to Hades, Peace takes us to Olympus on 

the wings of a dung beetle, and Birds seeks a new space between the known and unknown. If 

not outright religious events on their own, the plays at least seem intent on creating the same 
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effect. We see a deliberate interest in presenting the audience with locations that leave the 

normal world far behind. The festivals that hosted the plays were already a step removed 

from ordinary life, and the further distancing in the plays would have added to the effect.18 

Taken out of the framework imposed by daily life, viewers would have been liberated to 

think about the ideas presented on-stageÏpolitical or religiousÏin new ways, without the 

usual associations required by the normal world. 

Oktegc"GnkcfgÓu"The Myth of the Eternal Return provides the next step in the 

rtqitguukqp."cu"kv"dtkpiu"QvvqÓu"dtqcf-brush theory a bit closer to human activity. Eliade 

addresses sacrifice and elucidates the concept of the sacred as an answer to the profane. On 

his theory, human cultures attempt to make meaning by ordering their physical space and 

their actions within it on the model of a hallowed predecessor. Of human actions, Eliade 

uc{u."ÐVjgkt"ogcpkpi."vjgkt"xcnwg."ctg"pqv"eqppgevgf"ykvj"vjgkt"etwfg"rj{ukecn"fcvwo"dwv"ykvj"

their property of reproducing a primordial act."qh"tgrgcvkpi"c"o{vjkecn"gzcorngÑ"*6+0"Kp"qtfgt"

vq"oczkok|g"vjg"ejcpegu"qh"gpeqwpvgtkpi"QvvqÓu"mysterium tremendum, people attempt to get 

as close as possible to the gods by performing their best approximation of what the gods did.  

Through this process the places and items involved in the human performance take on 

special meaning, become sacred. In this way ritualized sacrifice grows out of the necessary 

cev"qh"mknnkpi"cp"cpkocn"hqt"hqqf0"Gnkcfg"gzrnckpu."ÐVjg"etwfg"rtqfwev"qh"pcvwtg."vjg"qdlgev"

fashioned by the industry of man, acquire their reality, their identity, only to the extent of 

vjgkt"rctvkekrcvkqp"kp"c"vtcpuegpfgpv"tgcnkv{Ñ"*7+0"Vjg"xkevko"cpf"vjg"mpkhg"dgeqog"oqtg"vjcp"

mere objects of human activity when they are treated according to the mythic prescription. 

For readers of comedy this opens a question of what happens when the characters do not 

                                                 
     18. Sourvinou-Inwood speaks of the distancing effect of using the heroic past in tragedy, seeing it as a mode 

of religious exploration (46). The same effect can take place with the fantastic distancing that comedy employs. 
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follow  the steps of ritual sacrifice. How many missteps before the objects of the sacrifice fail 

to rise to the level of the sacred? Outside of the play, this may create dramatic tension for the 

audience. Within the play, it may deprive the characters of the anticipated benefits of 

ucetkhkeg0"Vjg"eqpugswgpegu."qt"ncem"vjgtgqh.""tgxgcn"vjg"rnc{Óu"rqukvkqp"qp"jqy"owej"

sacrifice actually means. 

Along that line and more to our purposes, let us look specifically at what sacrifice 

means under Eliade. As suggested, each performance of the ritual commemorates a mythic 

place and time, creating a relationship to an ideal predecessor and giving the chosen site 

reliikqwu"ukipkhkecpeg."yjkej"Gnkcfg"vgtou"cu"Ðtgcnkv{0Ñ"Jg"uc{u."Ð]V_jg"Òtgcnkv{Ó"qh"vjg"ukvg"ku"

secured through the consecration of the ground, i.e., through its transformation into a center; 

then the validity of the act of construction is confirmed by repetition of the divine sacrificeÑ"

(20). Pqvkeg"vjg"wug"qh"vjg"yqtf"Ðeqpuvtwevkqp<Ñ"vjku"uwiiguvu"ucetkhkeg"cu"c"igpgtcvkxg"cev0"

When a group performs sacrifice, especially in a new place or during a time of uncertainty, 

they are imposing order on disorder. The shift to order from disorder mimics the original act 

qh"etgcvkqp."cu"Gnkcfg"tgokpfu"wu"vjg"gctnkguv"iqfu"Ðqticpk|gf"ejcqu"d{"ikxkpi"kv"hqtou"cpf"

pqtou.Ñ"cpf"vjcv"cp{"uwdugswgpv"ugvvnkpi"d{"jwocpu"tgrtgugpvu"Ðvjg"vtcpuhqtocvkqp"qh"ejcqu"

kpvq"equoqu"d{"vjg"fkxkpg"cev"qh"EtgcvkqpÑ"*32+0"Yjkng"sacrifice takes a life and dismembers 

the victim, its intended effects are seen to give more than they take away. 

Vq"fkuugev"vjg"cdqxg"uvcvgogpv"c"dkv"oqtg."eqpukfgt"vjg"rjtcug"Ðrepetition of the 

fkxkpg"ucetkhkegÑ"*gorjcuku"cffgf+0"Vjg"kornkecvkqp"jgtg"ku"that the act gains power through 

the re-performance of prescribed steps hearkening back to the deeply valued original form. 

With this perspective readers of Greek plays should be primed to notice instances where the 

sacrifice goes off-script, so to speak, that is, the repetition is inexact. This is often the case in 
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Attic comedy; intruders interrupt the proceedings, the objects at-hand may not be the proper 

implements, or the protagonist may be committed to changing the formula. Such disruptions 

may happen kpcfxgtvgpvn{."cu"uqogvjkpi"dg{qpf"vjg"rgthqtogtÓu"eqpvtqn"iqgu"ytqpi0"Yg"

may reasonably expect the good will and blessings of the gods not to follow. This may also 

happen deliberately, a sacrifice breaking tradition as an act of defiance. Such a break makes a 

statement in two directions: the old way is no longer worthy, and a new standard is begun, 

establishing a new center. 

Kv"dgeqogu"pgeguuct{"jgtg"vq"enctkh{"kfgc"qh"vjg"Ðegpvgt0Ñ"Qp"GnkcfgÓu"vjgqt{"vjg"

initial sacrifice marks a place where heaven, earth, and the underworld connect.19 He remains 

heavily focused on the idea of an axis mundi as a point of origin for sacrifice, but for our 

purposes pinpointing the original center or mythical first performance is not necessary. What 

matters is not so much that these align to the same single instance but that they are the same 

as each other over time. Each sacrifice is built on the last, which is the best approximation of 

its predecessor, extending immeasurably back in time. Whether or not a performer makes a 

good-faith effort to reproduce the prior traditional sacrifice is a good indicator of where the 

character stands in relation to his or her society. The assurance in knowing that a sacrifice is 

the same as the last is part of what gives it religious power, as it ensures social stability. 

Allowing or willing the sacrifice to be altered threatens to send the society into dangerous, 

wpmpqyp"vgttkvqt{0"Vjg"ucetkhkeg"kvugnh"dgeqogu"c"vqqn"kp"vjg"ejctcevgtÓu"jcpfu"vq"gkvjgt"

support or subvert the social status quo. In subsequent pages when we look at scenes from 

the plays, we will consider how characters attempt to use sacrifice along these lines. 

                                                 
     19. Think of how comic plots seem to access this kind of space. Frogs brings us to Hades, Peace to Mount 

Olympos, and Birds to a place in between, not quite up and not quite down. 
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Cnqpi"ykvj"vjg"korqtvcpeg"qh"ucetkhkeg."GnkcfgÓu"vjgqt{"gzvgpfu"vq"cpqvjgt"ukipkhkecpv"

aspect of comedy: the marriage.20 Hg"rqukvu"c"ucetgf"qtkikp."uc{kpi."ÐKp"Itggeg."octtkcig"

tkvgu"kokvcvgf"vjg"gzcorng"qh"¥gwu"ugetgvn{"wpkvkpi"jkougnh"ykvj"JgtcÑ"*46+021 Again we see 

the importance of mimesis. As with sacrifice, human marriage comes to be a ritual ceremony 

based on a divine model. This rings true for more than just one specific mythological 

gzcorng."cu"Gnkcfg"gzrnckpu"Ðjwocp"octtkcig"tgrtqfwegu"vjg"jkgtqico{."oqtg"gurgekcnn{"vjg"

wpkqp"qh"jgcxgp"cpf"gctvjÑ"*45+0"Oqtg"vjcp"¥gwu"cpf"Jgtc."kv"ku"cdqwv"Qwtcpqu"cpf"Ickc0"Cu"

with the axis mundi, it is a way of connecting the world above to the human world. It is not 

urgekhkecnn{"octtkcig"vjcv"oc{"jcxg"vjku"ghhgev."Gnkcfg"vgnnu"wu."dwv"kp"igpgtcn"Ðcp{"qvjgt"

egtgoqp{"yjqug"gpf"ku"vjg"tguvqtcvkqp"qh"kpvgitcn"yjqngpguuÑ"*47+0"Tgecnn"CtkuvqvngÓu"rqkpv"

that comedy is about bringing enemies together, as the standard plot features two sides in a 

htcevwtgf"uqekgv{"hktuv"ctiwkpi"cpf"vjgp"wpkvkpi"cu"c"tguwnv"qh"vjg"rtqvciqpkuvÓu"uejgog0"Jgtg"

we see yet another way that comedy is built on the same framework as religion itself.    

To take such rituals from divine ideals to practical relevance, we turn to Peter L. 

Berger. In The Sacred Canopy."Dgtigt"gzrnqtgu"yjcv"jg"fguetkdgu"cu"Ðvjg"tgncvkqpujkr"

between human religion and human world-dwknfkpiÑ"*5+0 Under this theory religion plays an 

guugpvkcn"tqng"kp"fghkpkpi"cpf"wrjqnfkpi"c"ewnvwtgÓu"uqekcn"qtfgt0"Cu"hqt"vjg"dgjcxkqtu"

cuuqekcvgf"ykvj"tgnkikqp."Dgtigt"cuugtvu"vjcv"tkvwcn"ÐÒocmgu"rtgugpvÓ"vq"vjqug"yjq"rctvkekrcvg"

in it the fundamental reality-definivkqpu"cpf"vjgkt"crrtqrtkcvg"ngikvkocvkqpuÑ (40). Ritual, 

then, reminds a culture of its identity, and the performance and observance of these acts 

become fundamental rites of social membership.  

                                                 
     20. Recall how Cornford identified the concluding marriage as an essential part of the plot. 

 

     21. As his source, Eliade cites Pausanias, II, 36, 2. 
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For the cultural products that enforce the social order Berger uses the Greek term 

nomoi,22 yjkej"oc{"dg"vcmgp"jgtg"cu"ÐewuvqouÑ"dwv"cnuq"jcu"vjg"kpvgtguvkpi"rquukdknkv{"qh"

suggesting the force of law (Liddell). Challenges to established rituals may throw the known 

world into question, threatening to unravel the trusted rules and lead citizens toward a state of 

terrifying disorder, or anomy.23 Dgtigt"rjtcugu"kv"pq"nguu"ftcocvkecnn{."uc{kpi."ÐVjg"yqtnf"

dgikpu"vq"ujcmg"kp"vjg"xgt{"kpuvcpv"vjcv"kvu"uwuvckpkpi"eqpxgtucvkqp"dgikpu"vq"hcnvgtÑ"*44+0"C"

traditional ritual such as animal sacrifice functions to reestablish nomos and ward off the 

specter of anomy.  

Ykvj"vjku"pqoqu1cpqo{"fkejqvqo{"kp"okpf."eqpukfgt"vjcv"CtkuvqrjcpguÓ"rnc{u"qhvgp"

start in the midst of a phase of dissolution, as the protagonist laments the state of the world 

and sets about hatching a scheme to change it. In this way comedy taps into an underlying 

vtwvj"cu"xqkegf"d{"Dgtigt."vjcv"Ð]c_nn"uqekcnn{"eqpuvtwevgf"yqtnfu"ctg"inherently precarious. 

Supported by human activity, they are constantly threatened by the human facts of self-

kpvgtguv"cpf"uvwrkfkv{Ñ"*4;+0"Qnf"Eqogf{"uggou"vq"vjtkxg"qp"vjku"qpiqkpi"vjtgcv0"Ykvj"vjg"

igptgÓu"guvcdnkujgf"vgpfgpe{"vq"cfftguu"vjg"eqpvgorqtct{"eqpegtpu"qh"kvu"qtkikpcn"cwfkgpeg."kv"

is easy to imagine its plots as creative extensions of genuine fears, for instance, about how 

kpvgtokpcdng"{gctu"qh"yct"oc{"etkrrng"Cvjgpu0"Kpkvkcnn{."vjg"rtqvciqpkuvÓu"uejgog"oc{"

worsen the condition, as the early phases of the plan further divide the people.24 As the action 

proceeds, the plays often incorporate a familiar ritual as an attempt to either reunite the group 

or establish a new, more stable society. This ritual may be an animal sacrifice, and very often 

                                                 
     22. For the collective whole of these, he uses the singular nomos. 

 

     23. This, of course, bears echoes of the progression from chaos to cosmos in Eliade. 

 

     24. And, for practical purposes, giving cause for the agon phase of the plot. 
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the closing exodos includes a marriage.25 In the end, these two rituals acknowledged for their 

procreative and unifying powers, respectively, allow most of the characters to dance off 

happily. They have reestablished order and restored wholeness. 

Kp"vjku"yc{"vjg"rnc{u"fgoqpuvtcvg"cp"kfgc"kpeqtrqtcvgf"d{"DgtigtÓu"vjgqt{."vjcv"

legitimating rituals work to overcome challenges to the social order (31). A sacrifice, ordered 

on a tradition based in a past time when things were more stable than they are now, works to 

put fears of an unstable society at ease. The power of ritual to do this points to one of 

DgtigtÓu"mg{"vgpgvu<"pqoqu"cu"Ðc"ujkgnf"cickpuv"vgttqtÑ"*44+0"Vq"iq"ykvj"vjku"xgt{"rj{ukecn"

metaphor, nomos, for all of its claims to divine heritage, is something that people make. It 

comes to exist through what Berger establishes as a dialectic relationship between humans 

cpf"vjg"yqtnf"vjg{"kpjcdkv0"Eqpukfgt"jku"hqtocn"fghkpkvkqp"qh"pqoqu<"ÐC"ogcpkpihwn"

qtfgtÈkorqugf"wrqp"vjg"fkuetgvg"gzrgtkgpegu"cpf"ogcpkpiu"qh"kpfkxkfwcnu0"Vq"uc{"vjcv"

society is a world-building enterprise is to say that it is orderipi."qt"pqok|kpi."cevkxkv{Ñ"*3;+0" 

He explains that humans form and grasp this order through a three-part process: 1) 

externalization of human product into the world; 2) objectivation, when humans see the 

externalized products as objects with a reality and identity of their own; and 3) 

internalization, the attempt to intellectually assimilate external objects, which inevitably 

gives them characteristics that were not there when they were initially externalized (4). In 

short, we create, we see our creations as other, we redefine those creations in an attempt to 

understand their otherness. The social order and all of its components result from this 

rtqeguu."kpenwfkpi"tgnkikqp."ejctcevgtk|gf"cu"Ðvjg"hctvjguv"tgcej"qh"ocpÓu"ugnh-gzvgtpcnk|cvkqpÑ"

(27). 

                                                 
     25. Recall EqtphqtfÓu"kfgpvkhkecvkqp"qh"octtkcig"cu"c"hkzgf"rnqv"rqkpv0 
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When this process works, the social order becomes so ingrained that it seems akin to 

natural order, and there we find the justification for a divine predecessor. Human actions, 

rightly or wrongly, can be attributed value beyond the sum of their parts. Of religions such as 

vjcv"qh"encuukecn"Itggeg."Dgtigt"uc{u"vjcv"Ðpqoqu"crrgctu"cu"c"oketqequoke"tghngevkqp."vjg"

yqtnf"qh"ogp"cu"gzrtguukpi"ogcpkpiu"kpjgtgpv"kp"vjg"wpkxgtugÑ"*46-25). Religion assumes the 

role of channeling and interpreting this higher meaning, and its conduit is the sacred. Berger 

eqpvkpwgu."ÐVjg"sacred ku"crrtgjgpfgf"cu"Òuvkemkpi"qwvÓ"htqo"vjg"pqtocn"tqwvkpgu"qh"gxgt{fc{"

life, as something extraordinary and potentially dangerous, though its dangers can be 

domesticated and its potency harnessed to the neefu"qh"gxgt{fc{"nkhgÑ"*48+0"Vjku"ku"c"tcvjgt"

broad definition, and that works for our purposes. If human products that break from the 

ordinary stand to reveal higher meaning, then comedy can do sacred work, without being 

religious, or even from an anti-religious position. Berger broadens this potential further, 

uc{kpi."ÐVjg"tqwvkpgu"qh"gxgt{fc{"nkhg"ctg"rtqhcpg"wpnguuÈproven otherwise."kp"yjkejÈecug"

vjg{"ctg"eqpegkxgf"qh"cu"dgkpi"kphwugf"kp"qpg"yc{"qt"cpqvjgt"ykvj"ucetgf"rqygtÑ"*48+0"C"

character may set out and perform no established ritual, but if the result of the action is an 

audience with the gods or a transformational new social pact, these actions may do the work 

of the sacred and (within the fictional world of the play) provide the basis for future ritual.  

As noted above, the comic plot typically begins with the protagonist dissatisfied with 

the current state of society. There is from the outset a sense that the old waysÏthe old 

politics, the old ritualsÏare no longer working. The protagonist is driven to begin anew 

rather than to uphold the old. Reaching back to Eliade, the best way to establish credibility 

and durability is through a founding ritual. Berger gives us the primary question for the 

hqwpfgt"qh"c"pgy"qtfgt."ÐJqy"ecp"vjg"hwvwtg"eqpvkpwcvkqp"of the institutional order, now 
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established ex nihilo."dg"dguv"gpuwtgfAÑ"*55+0"Vjg"cpuygt"ku"vq"tghgt"vq"c"jkijgt"equoke"qtfgt."

qt"kp"DgtigtÓu"yqtfu."ÐNgv"vjg"rgqrng"hqtigv"vjcv"vjku"qtfgt"ycu"guvcdnkujgf"d{"ogpÈKp"uwo<"

ugv"wr"tgnkikqwu"ngikvkocvkqpuÑ"*55+0"Ykvj"vjku"kp"okpf."yg"owuv"ycvej"hqt"eqoke"ejctcevgtuÓ"

attempts to rely on ritual as it suits their purposes. 

Vjgtg"ku"qpg"cffkvkqpcn"curgev"qh"DgtigtÓu"vjgqt{"ykvj"rctvkewnct"tgngxcpeg"vq"eqogf{0"

Part of the ongoing process of world creation involves defining identities to take part in that 

yqtnf0"Dgtigt"gzrnckpu"vjg"etgcvkqp"qh"rgtuqpu"cu"ygnn"cu"vjkpiu."Ð]U_qekgv{"pqv"qpn{"eqpvckpu"

an objectively available assemblage of institutions and roles, but a repertoire of identities 

endowed with the same status qh"qdlgevkxg"tgcnkv{Ñ"*36+0"Itggm"eqogf{"rwvu"vjku"Ðtgrgtvqktg"

qh"kfgpvkvkguÑ"qp"rctcfg0"Kpvtwfgt"uegpgu"hgcvwtg"c"uweeguukqp"qh"ejctcevgt"v{rgu"*eqokecnn{"

exaggerated, of course) whose value in society is quickly measured by the protagonist, often 

in terms of whether or not they are worthy to share in the sacrificial feast.  

By using the fictional world on stage to dismiss figures recognizable as part of the 

tgcn"yqtnf"qh"Cvjgpu."CtkuvqrjcpguÓ"rnc{u"ejcnngpig"vjg"ewttgpv"uqekcn"qtfgt0"Kh"kfgpvkvkgu"ctg"

socially constructed, how they are seen by society matters. This is true under the auspice of 

DgtigtÓu"vjgqt{"vjcv"eqpukfgtu"kfgpvkv{"c"ocvvgt"qh"rwdnke"rgtegrvkqp<"ÐUwdlgevkxg"kfgpvkv{"cpf"

uwdlgevkxg"tgcnkv{"ctg"rtqfwegf"kp"vjg"ucog"fkcngevkeÈdgvyggp"vjg"kpdividual and those 

ukipkhkecpv"qvjgtu"yjq"ctg"kp"ejctig"qh"jku"uqekcnk|cvkqpÈ]V_jg"kpfkxkfwcn"dgeqogu"vjcv"

yjkej"jg"ku"cfftguugf"cu"d{"qvjgtuÑ"*38+0"Kp"vjg"ecug"qh"kpvtwfgt"uegpgu"yjgtg"ycnm-on 

characters offer their services and are met with witty appraisals by the protagonist we may 

venture a new phrase: a dialoguic process rather than a dialectic process. The verbal 

exchange on stage sets out to influence social order. This may apply to a general type, such 

as a weapons-maker, or a specific figure, such as the general Lamachos in the Acharnians, 
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whose services are of no good use. By saying who stays or goes based on their worth to 

society, comedy plays a role in the ongoing social construction of the world.  

To form a necessary connection between ritual and stage drama we turn to Victor 

Vwtpgt0"Kp"vjg"guuc{."ÐCtg"Vjgtg"Wpkxgtucnu"qh"Rgthqtocpeg"kp"O{vj."Tkvwcn."cpf"FtcocAÑ"

Vwtpgt"rtqxkfgu"tgcuqp"vq"itqwpf"Cvvke"eqogf{"kp"c"tkej"cpf"wughwn"vtcfkvkqp"qh"Ðuqekcn"

ftcoc.Ñ"kp"yjkej"ogcpkpi"ku"guvcdnkujgf"d{"Ðoctt{kpiÈrtqdngou"qh"vjg"nkxkpi"rtgugpv"vq"c"

tkej"gvjpke"rcuvÑ"*;+0"Cvvke"Eqogf{Óu"eqpvgorqtct{"cukfgu"lwzvcrqugf"ykvj"vjg"xgpgtcdng"cev"

of sacrifice take on added dimensions with this in mind. Turner seems to invoke Attic 

Comedy directly when he specifies, ÐVjgcvtg"ku"qpg"qh"vjg"ocp{"kpjgtkvqtu"qh"vjcv"itgcv"cpf"

ownvkhcegvgf"u{uvgo"qh"rtgkpfwuvtkcn"tkvwcn"yjkejÈkpvgtfkikvcvgu"enqypu"cpf"vjgkt"hqqngt{"

ykvj"iqfu"cpf"vjgkt"uqngopkv{Ñ"*34+0"VwtpgtÓu"rgturgevkxg"qp"vjgcvgt"qrgpu"wr"cxgpwgu"hqt"

consideration of both the performance inherent in ritual and the self-conscious performance 

of ritual in stage drama. 

To Turner, what happens on stage is not a break from the real world but a distinct 

manifestation of it. Society, as an inherently unstable product, perpetually fluctuates between 

eqokpi"vqigvjgt"cpf"hcnnkpi"crctv0"Vjku"rtqeguu"ku"yjcv"Vwtpgt"ecnnu"Ðuqekcn"ftcoc.Ñ"yjkej"

cnnqyu"itqwru"vq"Ðvcmg"uvqem"qh"vjgkt"qyp"ewttgpv"ukvwcvkqp<"vjg"pcvwtg"cpf"uvtgpivj"qh"vjgkt"

social ties, the power of their symbols, the effectiveness of their legal and moral controls, the 

sacredness and soundness of their religious traditionsÑ"*;+0"Cu"c"itqwr"tgeqipk|gu"kvu"qyp"

destabilizing behaviors, it represents them in theater. The stage drama, witnessed at a safe 

distance and from a different perspective, influences public opinion to the extent that it 

motivates society to address its ills. If the behaviors can be repaired, society stabilizes. If not, 

it further divides.  
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Drama, then, is key to the survival of the social order. In the Greek context, tragedy 

reminds the audience of the sacred past, while comedy is free to more transparently represent 

the social ties, legal controls, and religious traditions mentioned above. Seeing comedy as a 

manifestation of real social events allows us to put more weight behind something like a 

character dismissal, seeing it as an integral part of a process through which society is 

constantly evaluating and balancing itself. This process of channeling social drama suggested 

d{"Vwtpgt"kpxqnxgu"Ðc"ejctcevgtkuvke"fgxgnqrogpvcn"tgncvkqpujkr"htqo"tkvwcn"vq"vjgcvtgÑ"*:+0"

This further strengthens the case to be made for comedy to address sacrifice in a meaningful 

way. Theater naturally develops from social events and has a distinct role to play in shaping 

them. 

Cfftguukpi"vjgcvgt"fktgevn{."Vwtpgt"uc{u."Ðdqvj"tkvwcn"cpf"vjgcvtg"etwekcnn{"kpxqnxg"

liminal events and processes and have an important aspect of social metacommentaryÑ"*:+0"

The capacity for social metacommentary has been expressed immediately above. Equally 

important is the liminal aspect he mentions. Ritual sends viewers into liminal space for an 

actively participating audience, while drama finds a way to portray liminal space for a 

rcuukxgn{"rctvkekrcvkpi"cwfkgpeg0"Yjgp"Vwtpgt"fguetkdgu"Ðc"uvcigÈhqt"wpkswg"uvtwevwtgu"qh"

gzrgtkgpegÈkp"oknkgwu"fgvcejgf"htqo"owpfcpg"nkhg"cpf"ejctcevgtk|gf"d{"vjg"rtgugpeg"of 

ambiguous ideas, monstrous images, sacred symbols, ordeals, humiliations, esoteric and 

paradoxical instructions."vjg"gogtigpeg"qh"Òu{odqnke"v{rguÓ"tgrtgugpvgf"d{"maskers and 

clowns."igpfgt"tgxgtucnu."cpqp{okv{."cpf"ocp{"qvjgt"rjgpqogpcÈÑ"jg"eqwnf"rncwukbly be 

describing comedy, but this is how he defines liminal space (11). In the plays we will look 

for ways that the plots probe liminal space. We will also consider ways in which the theater 

makes a liminal space of its own. Turner describes the multitude of factors that theater uses 
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vq"rwnn"xkgygtu"cyc{"htqo"vjg"pqtocn"yqtnf."fguetkdkpi"Ðvjg"kpvgtvykpkpi"qh"fcpeg."dqf{"

languages of many kinds, song, chant, architectural forms (temples, amphitheaters), incense, 

burnt offerings, ritualized feasting and drinmkpiÑ"*34+0 With such overlap, we can expect 

comedy to have some of the same effects. So what does liminal space do? It is an area in 

which the absence of normally prevalent ordinary forms allows new forms to take shape. 

 

Religion in Greek Culture 

Up to this point we have looked into the origins of comedy to expand its possibilities 

as a mode of religious discourse and at certain diachronic aspects of religion to clarify its 

relationship to comedy. This has been necessary to provide groundwork for a look at 

scholarship that deals specifically with ritual as manifested in Greek culture (i.e., the plays) 

and Greek religion. Some scholars take this as a de facto combination, but for our purposes 

of trying to establish meaning from the seemingly disparate entities of religion and irreverent 

comedy this is an important step. Prepared in this way, we can now safely infer when 

discussions of religion paired with more serious aspects of Greek culture extend to comedy 

as well. This will be especially useful as we draw conclusions from scholars focus on Greek 

ritual sacrifice. We will look next to Walter Burkert for his long-standing theory on the topic, 

followed by more recent work which tunes the debate to the more practical likelihoods of 

Greek life and behavior. 

BurmgtvÓu"Homo Necans uses Greek sacrifice as a relatively well attested early form 

of ritual, employing it as a demonstrable link to a primal, bloody instinct that has been 

gradually suppressed over the course of human social development.26 His conclusions have 

                                                 
     26. While uejqnctn{"eqpugpuwu"qp"DwtmgtvÓu"eqpenwukqpu"jcu"ejcpigf."qwt"uvwf{"fqgu"pqv"gpvgt"vjg"ctiwogpv"
about sociological implications, as they do not serve our present purpose. 
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been increasingly questioned over time, but if we can put sweeping statements about human 

pcvwtg"cukfg"yg"hkpf"uqog"jgnrhwn"tgxgncvkqpu"cdqwv"ucetkhkeg0"DwtmgtvÓu"uvwf{"eqpukfgtu"c"

wide array of evidence, identifying the key elements as he builds his case.27 While tracing 

these things back to point zero remains unnecessary, it does not negate the entire work. Let it 

suffice to say that there was enough of a relationship among ritual, religion and theater to 

convince Burkert and others to reach for ultimately unverifiable conclusions. That is to say, 

there is an undeniable matrix of influence among the three. They are interactive. The simple 

fact of this interaction is enough to encourage our efforts to explore the religious significance 

in portrayals of ritual sacrifice in comedy.  

Dwtmgtv"fguetkdgu"Ðvyq"dcuke"ejctcevgtkuvkeu"qh"tkvwcn"dgjcxkqtÈtgrgvkvkqp"cpf"

vjgcvtkecn"gzciigtcvkqpÑ"*45+0"Vjg"hqtogt"gejqgu"Gnkcfg."cpf"vjg"ncvvgt"gejqgu"Vwtpgt0"

Dwtmgtv"iqgu"qp"vq"uc{"vjcv"yjgp"Ðtgkphqtegf"d{"eqpuvcpv"tgrgvktion to avoid 

okuwpfgtuvcpfkpi"qt"okuwugÈvjg"tkvwcn"etgcvgu"cpf"chhktou"uqekcn"kpvgtcevkqpÑ"*45+0"Vjku"

cnkipu"ykvj"Dgtigt0"Uq"kp"DwtmgtvÓu"ugv-up for a study particularly focused on the Greek 

treatment of ritual sacrifice he is quick to touch on three of the comparative religion theories 

eqxgtgf"cdqxg0"Cu"hqt"vjg"hqwtvj."Dwtmgtv"uggou"vq"jkv"oquv"jgcxkn{"qp"QvvqÓu"kfgc"qh"vjg"

mysterium tremendum, saying that animal sacrifice best embodies the mingled feelings of 

terror and bliss captured by that phrase (40). Indeed, it seems an apt expression for the 

ineffable, subconscious killer instinct he is out to prove. The preference for these juxtaposed 

feelings, for this singular aspect of ritual may be what leads him to his now-questionable 

conclusion. He emphasizes this religious connection over the others, and this is 

understandable when a study privileges the literary evidence provided by tragedy and 

                                                 
     27. It is important to note that he cites Peace very early in Homo Necans as a model portrayal of animal 

sacrifice (4). 



37 

 

 

 

undervalues the contributions of comedy, as has been the running assumption. De-

emphasizing the distinct perspective of comedy makes for a skewed perspective, deprived of 

the fully developed light and dark, somber and celebratory range of sacrifice collectively 

presented to Greek society.  

If we consider presentations of sacrifice in terms of these four elements of ritualÏ

repetition, theatricality, social order, terrifying aweÏwe approach a more nuanced 

understanding. Each of the studies cited above contributes to the full shape. We can then 

measure any presentation of sacrifice by the extent to which it incorporates each element. 

Does it call attention to its predecessors? Does it focus on the performative aspect? Does it 

emphasize communal gathering? Does it play to a sense of awe? In deliberately reconstructed 

presentations of sacrifice, any one of these could be favored over the others to give a 

different impression. Each is a dial that the playwright could turn up or down to provide a 

completely unique mélange with different effects for the audience. Burkert might agree with 

this, as he conceives of ritual as a mode of communication in its own right, while recognizing 

that it is communicated by myth and drama (41). With so many options for uniquely stylized 

sacrifice scenes we can see the possibility of Athens using these presentations to 

eqoowpkecvg"uqekgv{Óu"gxqnxkng attitudes about ritual to itself. If this is true, we should pay 

special attention to scenes that do not conform to the expected balance. 

 Bolstering the relevance to social order, Burkert points out that ritual requires social 

interaction (33); it depends on members coming together for the shared experience of a 

culturally unique product. He goes on to say that the sacrificial community, specifically, is a 

model of society as a whole, reinforcing the hierarchy (37). We can expect ritual to retain the 

power of a social experience even when dramatized. The communal aspect is heightened and 
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re-cast in interesting ways by the layers inherent in theatrical sacrifice. In comedy, we have a 

model sacrificial community on stage, composed of the protagonist, his closest allies, and 

deliberately selected individual intruders; we have society as a whole represented in the 

chorus and their differing opinions on a social issue; all of this presented on stage in front of 

the actual society; all taking place within a religious festival which is itself based on ritual. 

Ultimately we have a ritual community watching a ritual community. This is the important 

function of society presenting itself to itself, as observation allows insight not available 

through action. 

Continuini"qp"ykvj"DwtmgtvÓu"mg{"hgcvwtgu"qh"tkvwcn"yg"hkpf"c"ukorng"uvcvgogpv"yqtvj"

gzrnqtkpi<"Ðc"tj{vjo"fgxgnqru"htqo"tgrgvkvkqpÑ"*46+0"Vjku"kfgc"uwiiguvu"c"nctig-scale pattern 

forming over the course of multiple performances. With the weight of tradition depending on 

that repetition, breaks in the rhythm become all the more jarring. The consequences of 

disruptingÏor worse, discontinuingÏit would be severe. The tradition is challenged. The 

social order is shaken. In comedy such breaks would be expected, and we should ask what 

purpose that would serve. When we consider the liberties taken with sacrifice, comedy seems 

intent on throwing the rhythm off. What does rhythm do? It lulls us, confirms our 

expectations. Waiting for the rhythm to break creates a tension of its own. The surprise when 

it happens would have the immediate effect of generating laughter, but when the rhythm is 

stopped and started, the whole tradition is thrown askew. The break in what had been a 

satisfyingly familiar sequence snaps the viewer to attention. A trusted progression, once a 

united whole, falls into its component parts.  

Robert Parker, in On Greek Religion, attributes to the Greeks a much more practical 

sense of their own ritual behavior. Regarding the role of sustaining a cosmic order, he says, 
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Ðvjg"equoke"crrtqcej"oc{"qxgt-o{vjqnqik|gÑ"vjg"eqooqp"rqkpvu"yg"pqy"ugg"yjgp"nqqmkpi"

at their rituals collectively (212). A broken rhythm then would have been less earth shattering 

and more a tolerable reversion to the profane, ordinary world. Parker recognizes sacrifice as a 

gift to the gods, as a feast and as a mode of communication, and he insists that the 

participants would have been aware of each of these as well. This is to say it was less a 

fearful encounter with death than a multifaceted experience spanning a range of needs. 

Parker considers the work of Eliade and others in the comparative religion camp, and he 

addresses Burkert and those classicists with whom Burkert was in conversation.28 Reflecting 

a more recent outlook with the benefit of decades to process and react to this progression of 

gctnkgt"yqtm."RctmgtÓu"ghhqtv"vgorgtu"uqog"qh"vjg"rtgxkqwu"vgpfgpe{"vq"wpkh{"cpf"ocmg"itcpf"

vjg"ItggmuÓ"kpvgpvkqpu0"Vjgtg"ku"pq"dctgn{"uwrrtguugf"dnqqfvjktuv{"jwpvgt."vjgtg"ku"pq"

towering, immaculate original form. 

Parker emphasizes the localized nature of Greek ritual sacrifice. This view 

encourages an appropriately cautious approach to forming expectations about what it looked 

like and how it was used. As tempting as it is to attribute its causes and effects to a universal 

primal human urge, we must remember the fact of disparate and isolated populations that 

made up Greek culture. The ritual itself would have been a combination of constants and 

variables highly dependent on the occasion and local customs (225). As for what it achieved, 

this is a bit more consistent (both for the Greeks themselves and in line with previous 

uvwfkgu+0"Rctmgt"gzrnckpu."ÐÒHgcuvkpi"kp"eqoowpkecvkqp"ykvj"vjg"iqfuÓ"ku"egtvckpn{"vjg"

description that would cover most cases, but the dcncpeg"ujkhvu"dgvyggp"ÒhgcuvkpiÓ"cpf"

ÒeqoowpkecvkqpÓ (151). We can say then that sacrifice operated on a continuum between 

                                                 
     28. For this conversation among classicists, Parker begins with Karl Meuli as linking sacrifice to primitive 

hunting behavior. Jean-Pierre Vernant follows to focus less on the kill and more on the feast, which Parker sees 

as a more reasonable outlook. Burkert, of course, is less interested in the food and more in the kill (127-129). 
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satisfying human needs and interacting with the gods. In a sense we have here the lowest and 

the highest reaches of human experience. As we have seen, it is a little too simplistic to think 

of comedy as addressing bodily needs and tragedy addressing spiritual needs. Instead we 

should give fair consideration to how presentations of sacrifice explore that range in either 

genre.  

Another way that Parker aids a reading of the plays is through analysis of common 

sacrificial terms. The often-used verb thuein."jg"rqkpvu"qwv.""ku"Ðvjg"enquguv"ownvk-purpose 

xgtd"kp"encuukecn"Itggm"hqt"Òvq"ucetkhkegÓÑ"*376+0"Yjkng"wugf"ykfgn{"ykvj"cpkocn"ucetkhkee, it 

applied to barley sacrifice as well. That it comprises both grain and meat proves that the term 

is not a synonym for animal slaughter but simply indicates a food offering (135). More 

specifically, thuein denotes what is burned for the gods, the part that goes up in smoke; in its 

true sense it is far from the animal or corpse (136). A bit more in line with the kill favored by 

Burkert we find the term sphagion."tgictfkpi"c"Ðuncwijvgt"qhhgtkpiÑ"ykvj"c"rwtrqug"dg{qpf"

feasting (154). The verb form sphazein is also used widely across sacrificial rituals. Then 

there is the more specialized enagizein. This takes the ritual the furthest from the human 

feast. The term applies to rituals wholly intended to gain the attention of the gods, when the 

goal is, as Parkgt"uc{u."Ðvq"ikxg"uqogvjkpi"qxgt"vq"]vjg"ucetgf_"cpf"rwv"kv"dg{qpf"vjg"jwocp"

urjgtgÑ"*36;+0"Yg"okijv"vjkpm"qh"vjku"cu"crrtqcejkpi"vjg"ncvvgt"gpf"qh"vjg"hgcuvkpi-

eqoowpkecvkqp"eqpvkpwwo0"C"ytkvgtÓu"ejqkeg"qh"cp{"qh"vjgug"yqtfu"oc{"dg"c"uvtqpi"kpfkecvqt"

of the purpose of a given ritual, but Parker reminds us that there were many terms circulating 

with the fluid nature of language and that we should avoid trying to retroactively impose 

order on them (154). 
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Finally for ParkerÏand this is key to the order of events in the ritual and to the 

structure of plays that present itÏis the dynamic of tension operating within sacrifice.29 For 

as much as he downplays the possibility of an innate appeal of the kill, the sacrifice very 

much depends on the build-up as the victim approaches its death. He uses the phrase 

Ðtgnkikqwu"ejctigÑ"hqt"vjg"oqwpvkpi"vgpukqp"cu"vjg"cpkocn"ku"ngf"vq"vjg"cnvct"cpf"uwdlgevgf"vq"

whatever variation of steps might have ensued (135). As the victim is sprinkled with water or 

has a wisp of its hair thrown on the fire, as the aulos plays and incense fills the air, the 

anticipation rises ahead of the major turning point, when the animal goes from fauna to food. 

So whatever appeal the kill did or did not have, the ritual was effective at least in part 

beecwug"qh"rtqrgtn{"qtfgtgf"gxgpvu"hqewukpi"vjg"cwfkgpegÓu"cvvgpvkqp"cpf"uvqmkpi"tgnkikqwu"

feeling. Parker says that even small, private sacrifices would have worked this way (135). 

This should naturally lead us to think of sacrifices in comedy, in which one scene may 

deflate the tension utterly with a hastily prepared sacrifice while another might prolong it to 

an excruciating extent, leaving the fires burning as the characters are endlessly distracted.  

Comedy clearly toys with a progression that is essential to the religious power of 

ritual sacrifice. We have seen a few studies that have suggested a sacrificial progression, but 

none sum it up as efficiently as F.T. van Straten in Hiera Kala. Van Straten founds his entire 

study of sacrifice on a three-part model: pre-kill, kill, and post-kill. Cornford gets close with 

his suggestion of a procession to the sacrifice, the sacrifice itself, and a procession from the 

ucetkhkeg0"Dwtmgtv"kvgtcvgf"uqog"hqto"qh"kv."vqq."dwv"xcp"Uvtcvgp"rqkpvu"qwv."Ðvjg"tgncvkxg"

importance that Burkert attaches to each of the three phases is not supported by the 

keqpqitcrjkecn"gxkfgpegÑ"*;-10). Burkert held the kill as the moment most prevalent in the 

                                                 
     29. Burkert also points out in Homo Necans."ÐTgnkikqp"uggmu"vq"jgkijvgp"vgpukqp"vjtqwij"tkvwcnÑ"*43+0 
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Greek mind, but the available evidence places the least emphasis on the moment of death and 

instead tends to focus on either the preparation or the aftermath.  

Van Straten defines his phases based on the chronological progression of the act: pre-

mknn."Ðyjgtg"vjg"cpkocn"ku"uvknn"cnkxg"cpf"yjqng=Ñ"mknn."vjg"oqogpv"qh"fgcvj="cpf"rquv-mknn."Ðcll 

vjcv"ycu"fqpg"ykvj"vjg"cpkocnÓu"ectecuuÑ"*;+0"Kp"vjku"uvtwevwtg"yg"ecp"cnuq"tgeqipk|g"cu"vjg"

balance shifts from religious communication with the gods to human benefit. The chosen 

animal approaching the altar, nearing the moment of its death, would elevate tension (recall 

vjcv"Rctmgt"ecnnu"kv"c"Ðtgnkikqwu"ejctigÑ+0"Vjg"mknnÏwhether there was fear, or awe, or 

cumulative aggression, or none of these thingsÏwould entail a moment of violence and 

iwujkpi"dnqqf0"Vjg"gpuwkpi"qtfgtn{"rtgrctcvkqp"qh"vjg"xkevkoÓu"body would bring relief as the 

audience moved further from the peak of tension and closer to communal eating.  

Aside from his helpful distillation of sacrifice, van Straten is also useful to the study 

at hand in supporting comic plays as legitimate sources on Greek culture, saying they 

Ðeqpvckp"owej"vjcv"ku"tgngxcpv"vq"ewnv"cpf"tkvwcnÑ"*9+0"Jg"yctpu"vjcv"yg"owuv"qh"eqwtug"

remember that comedy was a source of entertainment more than a source of information and 

fkuvkpiwkuj"ceeqtfkpin{"dgvyggp"Ðeqoke"fkuvqtvkqpÑ"cpf"Ðhckvjhwn"tghngevkqp"qh"vjg"tgcn"tkvwcnÑ"

(7). Ultimately, the kind of trust that allows us to draw real conclusions about Greek culture 

rests on the idea that award-winning comedy would need to be more than stereotypical jokes 

and dirty puns. It would relate to the real world for additional resonance and meaning (8-9). 

Van Straten leans heavily on the plays, recognizing that the playwrights would not 

write in a spirit of pure invention but would draw on the practices of their own time to create 

the scene. Let us now turn to the plays to find out how, and why. 

 



 

 

Chapter IV 

Ritual and Sacrifice on Display in Frogs, Peace, and Birds 

  

The use of religious elements in Attic comedy would have been expected, but there 

are instances when Aristophanes presents them with such emphasis as to demand our 

attention. 

 

Ritual Passage in Frogs 

In Frogs, Dionysos makes his way onto the stage with a muddled identity. He 

tediously leads a reluctant servant as any mortal character might, with a drudgery distinctly 

uncharacteristic of a god. He carries the props of Herakles, a club and lion skin. Underneath 

all of this he wears the slightly effeminate, distinctly non-Greek clothing that is his 

hallmark.30 He is on a mission of divine aspiration but seems to be afflicted by mortal 

limitations, worried about death and discomfort. He reveals that he is to go to Hades to bring 

back a poet. Through his conversation with Herakles Dionysos talks as if he will have to die 

to get there, apparently lacking any divine ability to cross the boundary. Such concerns 

throughout the early stages of the play make him seem more mortal than god, afraid and 

uncertain. 

Dionysos crosses the vast lake to get to the underworld and reunites with the servant 

Xanthias on the other side. The chorus makes its second entry, leaving behind their first 

                                                 
     30. Herakles mocks him for his saffron-colored robe, mtqmǀvqu, and high boots, kothornos  (45-48). 
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identity as frogs to appear as mystery initiates.31 They enter singing a song to Iakchos, an 

alternate identity of Dionysos.32 The god hides and proceeds to watch his own mystery play 

out. To step back from the action at this moment, here we have Dionysos on stage watching a 

ritual performed in his honor, within a venue thought to be overseen by the real god. The 

world on stage is a microcosmic version of the world of the theater. This inarguably 

kttgxgtgpv"fgrkevkqp"dgeqogu"oqtg"uq"ykvj"vjg"tgeqipkvkqp"qh"Fkqp{uquÓ"uvcvwg""kp"vjg"vjgcvgt0"

Not only is his likeness there, but the Greeks believed the gods to be present in their 

statues.33 It is as if Dionysos himself were there over all of their shoulders watching this. 

Whether or not we believe with Sourvinou-KpyqqfÓu"egtvckpv{"vjcv"vjg"uvcvwg"ycu"cevwcnn{"kp"

the vjgcvgt"ykvj"vjg"cwfkgpeg."vjku"ku"kpfkurwvcdn{"Fkqp{uquÓ"tgcno0  

Rather than any great blasphemy, this shows the extent to which comedy was free to 

touch on religious matters. If it could be so bold as to go after its patron god, it follows that 

other religious issues would be fair game. This was a space where they were free to see 

things in a different way without fear of consequence, and then afterwards return to them in 

the real world with either renewed respect and appreciation or a recalibrated sense of their 

actual role. In this case of Dionysos his value is reaffirmed by the end of the play. Athens 

should be thankful for his role as the god of drama, for in it he has the power to restore their 

strengths and make positive contributions to society. 

To turn back to the narrative, as the chorus sing, their activity on stage is unclear to 

the reader, but Xanthias claims to smell cooking pork, which suggests a pig sacrifice. Of 

                                                 
     31. Xanthias immediately makes their identity clear wivj"Ðjqk"ogowƝogpqkÑ"*53:+0"Vjg"wpfgtuvcpfkpi"ku"vjcv"
they are modeling here the Eleusinian Mysteries, of which Demeter was the main focus with Dionysos playing a 

secondary role as Iakchos. 

 

     32. According to Sommerstein, Iakchos had come to be equated with Dionysos by the time of the play (184). 

 

     33. Parker says in On Greek Religion that the Greeks referred to statues as the gods themselves (xi). 
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course the comic value of his statement is in the double entendre,34 but in order for a second 

meaning to exist there must naturally be a first meaning based in some real action. The fact 

of initiates performing a ritual followed by the smell of cooking meat strongly implies a 

sacrifice. Van Straten, in Hiera Kala."pqvgu"vjcv."ÐVjg"rqgv"yqwnf"lwuv"jkpv"cv"ugngevgf"

gngogpvu."cpf"vjg"cwfkgpeg."hcoknkct"ykvj"vjg"tkvwcn."yqwnf"cwvqocvkecnn{"hknn"kp"vjg"tguvÑ"

(122). The sacrifice would have been a matter of course for these initiates. It was recognized 

as such by the writer and the audience. What is more, these initiates, in the underworld and 

presumably dead, perform it as a matter of courseÏit is an unnoteworthy part of their 

proceedings. They do it with no consideration for the fact that they are in a place where the 

uoqmg."vjg"qhhgtkpi"rqtvkqp."ecppqv"tkug0"Fkqp{uqu"cempqyngfigu"ZcpvjkcuÓ"eqoogpv"cpf"

uwiiguvu"vjcv"vjg"uncxg"oc{"tgegkxg"c"rqtvkqp"qh"vjg"rki."rjtcugf"cu"Ðucwucig<Ñ"chordƝs labƝis 

(line 339). There is a sexual connotation here again, but the first meaning suggests that 

Dionysos might in some physical way receive this sacrifice. There is just enough of a 

suggestion to raise the question of whether or not he would. It is enough to invite a moment 

of pause, to wonder. This is, after all, taking place outside the mortal world. Are these dead 

initiates? Do the dead sacrifice? Does the sacrifice rise? Does it not need to rise because the 

recipient is right there with them?  

These are not posed directly but are there nevertheless, and such unanswerable 

questions are endemic to the nature of comedy. Of course the Greek audience would not hold 

the action on stage to the standards of the real world. Comedy simply allowed these things by 

virtue of the fact that what happens on stage happens in a place neither here nor there, where 

the ordinary rules do not apply. It creates a state of uncertainty that carries the audience 

through the performance and contributes to everything that happens in the play. That 

                                                 
     34. Again in that playful comic way, with the word for young pig and female genitals: choiros (line 338). 
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condition is uniquely magnified in this moment of Frogs. This otherwise familiar action is 

taking place outside the mortal world, in a place where the rules are unknown.  

C"dtkgh"pqvg"htqo"c"ugeqpf"Xkevqt"Vwtpgt"guuc{"enctkhkgu"vjku"eqpfkvkqp0"Kp"ÐNkokpcnkv{"

cpf"Eqoowpkvcu.Ñ"Vwtpgt"uc{u"vq"dg"kp"c"nkokpcn"uvcvg"ku"vq"dg Ðdgvykzv"cpf"dgvyggp"vjg"

rqukvkqpu"cuukipgf"cpf"cttc{gf"d{"ncy."ewuvqo."eqpxgpvkqp."cpf"egtgoqpkcnÑ"*57;+0"Cv"vjku"

point in Frogs Dionysos is in the middle of defined places, stopped before he gets to his 

destination in the house of Hades. While watching the sacrifice, the god, who knows 

something of being both a victim and a recipient, is neither. In a dream-like way he is a 

passive observer of something ordinarily very familiar to him. Further, we see this ritual in a 

place not only detached from the normal rules but where the usual expectations for 

sacrificeÏthat the smoke would rise to please the godsÏare made impossible. Seeing it 

isolated from its expected setting introduces the possibility of reevaluating it. Admittedly, 

this is not much of a sacrifice scene, but this is a magnified example of how comedy 

introduces the possibility of seeing ritual in a way that challenges expectations. With this 

point the play is providing a model example for how comic settings venture to some extent 

into liminal territory.  

After encountering the initiates Dionysos makes it to the threshold of his destination. 

Here, still between places and still disguised at Herakles, the god trades identities in an 

almost fluid way with Xanthias.35 He goes from demigod to slave. This illustrates an 

cffkvkqpcn"eqoogpv"htqo"Vwtpgt"cdqwv"vjg"nkokpcn"rjcug."vjcv"kv"qhhgtu"Ðnqynkpguu"cpf"

                                                 
     350"Fkqp{uquÓ exchanges with Xanthias, in terms of wardrobe and words, further complicate his identity. 

Qnuqp"pqvgu"vjcv"vjg"gzvgpv"qh"vjgkt"eqpxgtucvkqpu"cpf"vjg"hcev"vjcv"Fkqp{uqu"tghgtu"vq"jku"uncxg"d{"pcog"Ðujqy"
just how thoroughly [Diqp{uqu_"jcu"nquv"*qt"cdcpfqpgf+"yjcv"qwijv"vq"dg"c"htgg"ejctcevgtÓu"pcvwtcn"fkipkv{"cpf"
uwrgtkqtkv{Ñ"*534+0"Fkqp{uqu"jcu"pqv"qpn{"ftqrrgf"vq"c"jwocp"ngxgn"dwv"gxgp"hwtvjgt."fgoqpuvtcvkpi"dgjcxkqt"
below the level of a free citizen. This is beyond a god out of sorts or a god displaying human quirks; his identity 

is compromised repeatedly and in multiple ways. 
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ucetgfpguuÑ"*582+0"Fkqp{uquÓ"kfgpvkv{"jcu"dggp"kp"hnwz"dgvyggp"vjgug"vyq"rqngu"htqo"vjg"

outset. His cowardice and uncertainty make him all too human before we are reminded of his 

divine status by the presence of his worshippers. This is exactly the confused state of 

liminality that allows for questioning of commonly understood roles.  

 Dionysos finds his true purpose as judge of the best tragedian to come back to the 

world of the living and save Athens. This is eminently appropriate to his role as the god of 

theaterÏhis identity is restored. A fitting end in stark contrast to his earlier disreputable 

entrance. The mystery initiates, who perform sacrifice for him and sing in his honor, point 

him in the right direction, toward his destination. As he exits his transitional phase he 

gradually returns to being the god we know, his identity begins to re-solidify. When he 

interacts with Pluto and makes a decision with the fate of Athens in the balance it is hard to 

imagine the cowering figure we saw in the first half of the play. At the last he is sent off to 

wait for a feast provided by fellow god Pluto. To look at the whole arc of the plot, we see the 

god in this confused, uncharacteristic state, passing through a territory of transition and 

emerging at the end with a stable identity that conforms to expectations.  

Of course the audience did not think of this as a true presentation of a god. The fact of 

a comic play and verbal cues within the play itself would help them to understand it as farce. 

Even so, this treatment demonstrates a great leeway with divine characters, freedom to pull 

them down to a human levelÏyes, for laughter, for comical incongruity, but also for a tacit 

acknowledgment that such things were worth occasional skepticism. Comedy provides a safe 

venue for Athens to explore, to probe around the edges of their values by exploring their 

normally fixed roles and rituals.  
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Ismene Lada-Richards explores ann"qh"vjg"kornkecvkqpu"qh"Fkqp{uquÓ"rtqxqecvkxg"

portrayal in Frogs. There is of course a natural comparison to another play that features 

Dionysos as a major character: The Bacchae. Lada-Richards explores this relationship, 

extending it beyond Dionysos to the running use of ritual in both plays. She concludes that 

Cvjgpu"rtgugpvu"kvugnh"*d{"ogcpu"qh"vjg"rnc{+"vq"kvugnh"*kp"vjg"hguvkxcn+"kp"Ðc"nkokpcn"uwurgpukqp"

dgvyggp"vjg"rtqhcpg"cpf"vjg"ucetgfÑ"*344+0"Kp"The Bacchae, she says, the Dionysiac ritual 

fails au"c"tkvg"qh"rcuucig."cpf"uwej"c"tguwnv"ku"ejctcevgtkuvke"qh"vtcigf{Óu"cvvgorvu"cv"tkvwcn"

overall. Her argument implies that in keeping with the social atmosphere of the festival the 

drama should, in the end, welcome the ritual initiate back into the polis to find a realignment 

with traditional social norms. On her argument, comedy categorically achieves this, tragedy 

does not. 

This assumption is worth a challenge. Comedy does not venture away from and then 

restore order. Comedy proposes a new order in a direct, public challenge to the status quo. 

Within the rules of the festival, this would not be so disruptive as to incite unrest, but it 

would invoke a reconsideration of familiar forms. To draw her conclusion, Lada-Richards 

rests on the fact that the comic protagonist is surrounded by others. While it is true that the 

comic protagonist does not end up alone, as so many tragic protagonists do, we must 

recognize that tragedy works by ejecting the displaced individual from society, leaving 

society to go on unchanged and unchallenged, retaining the same set of rules that allowed for 

vjg"rtqvciqpkuvÓu"gzrwnukqp"kp"vjg"hktuv"rnceg0"Uqekgv{"cu"c"yjqng"jqnfu"eqwtug."ku"tgchhktogf0"

This is exactly what sacrifice, as a religiously-motivated force as described above, is meant 

to do. In this sense ritual in tragedy is successful.36 Comedy, on the other hand, adapts the 

society to the outlier. This is a much more radical proposition. By the end, the play conforms 

                                                 
     36. Even if tragic sacrifice is perverted in its other aspects. 
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vq"vjg"qwvnkgtÓu"xkukqp."rtqrqukpi"vjcv"vjg"gpvktg"rqnku"ejcpge its ways. In the plays that are the 

focus of this study, there is a ritual sacrifice on the way to achieving this radical end, but it is 

either not treated as a sacred duty or is not performed according to the rules. Within the 

unique conditions of comedy, non-traditional sacrifice leads to non-traditional, idealized 

society, rather than the restored order that Lada-Richards suggests. 

Is comedy expressing contemporary feelings about sacrifice? Does this propose 

moving away from the old forms in order to move toward an improved society? We cannot 

know the audience felt this. If we accept that comedy mirrored the contemporary perspective 

of its audience, we can admit a more practical, less fearful social perception of sacrifice that 

gzrtguugu"CvjgpuÓ"gxqnxkng attitudes about religious custom.37 

Ultimately, Frogs places ritual sacrifice in a suspended state, a place neither here nor 

there where its basic mechanisms can be questioned. While it is not described in detail, it has 

a certain weight, as it is performed by one of the most widely known ritual societies in close 

proximity to its intended god.38 Though the sacrifice is subtle, Frogs demonstrates how 

comedy puts ritual outside of its usual setting, inviting questions and prompting a 

reconsideration of its fundamental aspects. 

 

 

                                                 
     37. There is a real-world corollary for this that is at least provocative if not thoroughly convincing. F.E. 

Romer identifies currents of impiety moving through Athens in a late-fifth century pamphlet by Diagoras 

(Apopurgizontes Logoi+"rtqhguukpi"vjcv"Ðvjgtg"ku"pq"fktgev"eqppgevkqp"dgvyggp"vjg"yqtnf"qh"vjg"iqfu"cpf"vjcv"qh"
jwocpuÑ"*kp TqogtÓu"yqtfu+"*579+0"Yjkng"uqog"uwej"ejcnngpig"vq"vjg"rqrwnct"tgnkikqp"ku"cnyc{u"nkmgn{."Tqogt"
finds in the work of Thucydides evidence of a wider shift. In 2.47.4, the historian writes of a trying plague, 

uc{kpi."ÐUwrrnkecvkqpu"kp"vjg"ucetgf"rncegu"cpf"prophecies and making use of such things were all ineffective, 

cpf"vjg"rtgxcknkpi"vtqwdngu"rwv"cp"gpf"vq"vjgug"rtcevkegu0Ñ"Tqogt"tgcfu"vjku"cu"cp"kpfkecvkqp"vjcv"Ðeqoowpcn"
dgnkgh"dtqmg"fqypÑ"kp"vjg"hceg"qh"vjku"rnciwg"gctn{"kp"vjg"Rgnqrqppgukcp"Yct"*579+0"When we remember that 

CtkuvqrjcpguÓ"eqogfkgu"ygtg"ytkvvgp"cu"vjg"yct"yqtg"qp"cpf"eqpvkpwgf"vq"ejcnngpig"CvjgpkcpuÓ"hckvj"kp"
traditional practices, it does seem plausible that he would recognize and express such a change in belief. 

 

     38. It is at least possible that the obscured sacrifice is a nod to the secretive nature of the mystery cults. 
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Bargaining with Sacrifice in Peace 

Vq"hwtvjgt"fgvckn"eqogf{Óu"gzrnqtcvkqp"qh"tkvwcn"ucetkhkeg."yg"vwtp"vq"Peace. While in 

Frogs we saw a protagonist passively watching from the outside, in Peace we see the 

opposite. The protagonist Trygaios is fully aware of how sacrifice works, and he uses it with 

timing and intent. He schemes to ascend to Olympos and demand thg"iqfuÓ"cvvgpvkqp"hqt"c"

uvtwiinkpi"Cvjgpu0"Hkpfkpi"vjcv"jku"ekv{Óu"hcvg"jcu"dggp"nghv"vq"Yct."Vt{ickqu"rgtuwcfgu"

Hermes to go against his own kind for the sake of humanity. The pivotal negotiating point is 

the promise of sacrifice.  

Ykvj"JgtoguÓ"jgnr"vjg"oortals get what they want, and promptly conduct a 

celebratory sacrifice. What follows is a scene recognized for its seemingly true-to-life 

details.39 Trygaios and his slave first catalogue their options, beginning with the most grand 

offering and working their way through the hierarchy of victims before settling on a sheep.40 

They progress the ritual with striking step-by-step clarity. After sending his slave for the 

ujggr."Vt{ickqu"uc{u."ÐK"yknn"hwtpkuj"cp"cnvct"*dǀoòn) on which we will sacrifice 

(thúsomen),Ñ"wukpi"wpcodkiwqwun{"ucetkhkekcn"vgtou"*nkpg";59+0"ÐVjg"dcumgv"ku"jgtg.Ñ"

Vt{ickqu"uc{u."Ðykvj"vjg"dctng{."ictncpf"cpf"mpkhg="cpf"vjg"hktg."vqqÑ"*;69+0"Cu"yg"ucy"kp"

Frogs, such things did not always bear mentioning to an audience who would understand the 

component parts, but here Aristophanes chooses to provide such a clear inventory.  

Vjg"yqtf"wugf"hqt"ÐdcumgvÑ"ku"qh"c"rctvkewnct"ucetkhkekcn"uqtv."vjg"kanoûn. Van Straten 

stresses this basket as a fixed part of the pre-kill phase of the ritual, especially when paired 

with the chérnips, a water-bowl which also gets its mention in the play in short order (van 

                                                 
     39. Cf. Cornford (231), Burkert (4), Parker (130),  van Straten (31). 

 

     40. Van Straten calls on this example after offering tables to illustrate the monetary value of typical 

sacrificial animals (170 ff.).  
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Straten 32). After the slave returns with the sheep, Trygaios instructs the slave to take the 

kanoûn and the chérnips cpf"Ðswkemn{"iq"ctqwpf"vjg"cnvct"vq vjg"tkijvÑ"*nkpg";77+0"Gxgp"

though his action would have been visible, in keeping with the meticulous nature of the 

rcuucig"vjg"uncxg"tgfwpfcpvn{"xgtdcnk|gu"jku"rtqitguu."uc{kpi."ÐK"jcxg"iqpg"ctqwpf.Ñ"dghqtg"

asking for the next command. Trygaios then dips a fire-brand in the cleansing waters of the 

chérnips cpf"eqoocpfu"vjg"ujggr."Ðujcmg"{qwtugnhÑ"*;82+041 We can infer that he has 

sprinkled the animal with water. He then scatters grains from the kanoûn and cleanses his 

hands with the chérnips, and after a quick comic bit for each Trygaios begins a prayer to their 

newly acquired goddess, Peace. Concluding the prayer, Trygaios commands the slave to 

Ðvcmg"vjg"mpkhg"cpf"uncwijvgt"vjg"ujggr"kp"c"ocppgt"hkv"hqt"c"eqqmÑ"*3239-18).  

Here Aristophanes uses a verb with heavy sacrificial connotations in urji|ǀ, and yet 

he qualifies it with an adverbial form of mageirós, which has to do with the job of a cook. 

The coexistence of these words in this line compromises the sense of sacrifice. Is it a sacred 

killing to found a new peaceful order and please the gods (i.e., Peace and Hermes, at this 

point in the play)? Or is it an embellished chance for a big meal? With mageirikós, perhaps 

Trygaios is leaning toward the latter. UqoogtuvgkpÓu"gzrncpcvqt{"pqvg"uc{u"vjcv"yjgp"

entertaining guests one might hire a mageirós Ðvq"dtkpi"c"nkxg"cpkocnÈcpf"rgthqto"kvu"

ucetkhkegÑ before cooking it for everyone (181). That, though, seems to befit a private 

occasion and to contradict the immediately preceding formal ritual performance in the 

presence of a divine figure.  

                                                 
     41. This is a literal translation of the verb ugtǀ, and it is a reasonable description of what an animal would 

naturally do when sprinkled with water. It is, however, cause for some debate. Sommerstein translates the word 

cu"ÐpqfÑ"vq"eqphqto"vq"vjg"pqvkqp"qh"vjg"xkevko"eqoowpkecvkpi"kvu"ceegrvcpeg"qh"kvu"hcvg"*Peace 179). Parker 

prefers the more literal translation as a key distinction in his attempts to dismantle the idea that the Greeks 

convinced themselves of a willing victim to ease their guilt over killing (130). Given the detailed nature of this 

sacrifice, Parker holds this verb to indicate the realistic expectations the Greeks had for their victims, free from 

any comforting self-deception. Our study does not intend to settle the discussion, only to highlight the extent to 

which comic sacrifice can be taken to indicate truths of Greek culture. 
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Gpecruwncvgf"kp"Vt{ickquÓ"yqtfu then we have a clash between sacred 

commupkecvkqp"ykvj"vjg"iqfu"cpf"c"ogcn"hqt"jwocp"dgpghkv."vjg"vyq"gpfu"qh"RctmgtÓu"

continuum of sacrifice brought jarringly close together. This is the unique pleasure of Attic 

comedy as we know it through Aristophanes: a suggestion, usually unutterable, that our most 

sacred practices are really for human benefit. Comedy possesses the self-referentiality and 

here-and-now awareness, along with the safe distancing effect of the stage, to voice thoughts 

that might be of contemporary relevance to the polis but are not welcome in day-to-day life. 

One could always argue that this sort of built-in contrast was meant to be funny, but Trygaios 

is not a comic buffoon whose opinions are to be shunned. He is a comic hero, an ordinary 

farmer making an agreeable and resonant call for peacetime prosperity.  

To return to the narrative, just before the kill the slave breaks the otherwise ideal 

rtqitguukqp"cnvqigvjgt."uc{kpi."ÐRgceg"fqgu"pqv"vcmg"rngcuwtg"kp"uncwijvgtÑ"*323:+0"Vjg{"

agree to finish it out of sight, indoors. There are practical reasons for treating a kill this way 

in a play, and Trygaios makes a self-conscious nod to the fact of sparing a real sheep for life 

after its turn on stage (1022). We should, however, consider the excuse. If Peace does not 

approve of the violence inherent in sacrifice, then who is it for? The old gods have left, so 

this performance is not for them. The mortal characters do make reference to it as an act of 

initiation, to establish Peace as their new ruling divinity, and they opt for animal sacrifice 

instead of a traditionally acceptable, bloodless offering of pots of vegetables (923).42 They 

perform the sacrifice for two reasons: because it is tradition, and because it leads to a feast. 

Cu"c"tguwnv"qh"Vt{ickquÓ"uweeguu."vjg"pggf"hqt"cyg-filled communication with the gods is 

gone. The sacrifice exists for human benefit. 

                                                 
     42. Sommerstein confirms this use and identifies supporting passages in other plays (177). 
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After the indoor kill, they continue with a faithful repetition of the ritual. The slave 

prepares the splágchna, the internal parts of the animal for human consumption, as well as 

the thul仰mata, the meal-cakes offered along with the thigh bones to the gods (1040).43 At this 

point they have successfully prepared, killed, and dismantled the animal, and they have 

gotten through it all before interruptions from unwelcome intruders. Only when the meat is 

cooking does the first intruder come. He is drawn by the scent, explicitly stated by the slave 

cu"Ðt饗n knîsanÑÏthe same word used for the savory aroma that goes to the gods (1050). The 

part of sacrifice that reaches the gods is the same part that draws unwanted visitors. With no 

gods left to win over, the knîsa becomes a nuisance. 

The characters were conscious of the possibility of intruders from the beginning. Van 

Uvtcvgp"pqvgu"vjcv"vjg{"rgthqto"vjg"gpvktg"tkvwcn"kp"c"jwtt{."cv"vjg"ejqtwuÓ"urging to finish 

before an infamous aulos rnc{gt"eqwnf"kpugtv"jkougnh"*54+0"Vt{ickqu"kpenwfgu"ÐvcejfiǀuÑ"

*Ðswkemn{#Ñ+"kp"jku"kpuvtwevkqpu"vq"vjg"uncxg"cpf"vjg"ujggr."cpf"vjg"ejqtwu"uc{"vjg"ucog"vq"

Trygaios. The haste was certainly comical, but in a hurried sacrifice why commit to such a 

fgnkdgtcvg"tgpfgtkpi"qh"gcej"uvgr."dqvj"htqo"vjg"ejctcevgtÓu"rgturgevkxg"cpf"vjg"rnc{ytkijvÓuA"

It would seem appropriate to comedy for Trygaios to cut corners, but instead we see every 

phase brought to completion. We might reasonably conclude that the depth of detail of the 

sacrifice meant something to the play, that the play is as much about the sacrifice as anything 

else. 

Such a claim gains traction when we consider the positioning and length of the scene 

in addition to its thoroughness. The ritual is not an obscured matter of fact, a quick joke or a 

hastily attended detail in the closing kômos. It comes just after the midpoint of the play and 

                                                 
     43. Van Straten cites Pherekrates, a contemporary of Aristophanes, saying that the thigh bones were dressed 

up with vjwn仰ocvc out of guilt over the meager offerings (141). 
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spans more than one hundred and thirty lines before it transitions into an intruder scene. Even 

then the cooking and serving of the food continue until the end. So we have a play really 

built around a detailed sacrifice, with its scent in the air for some four hundred lines. With 

this perspective some peripheral details begin to take on new significance. 

Sacrifice is so strongly associated with the knîsa that notions of scent become linked 

to notions of sacrifice. With this in mind we notice how scent is kept in the air throughout the 

play. In contrast to the pleasing smell of the eventual sacrifice the play opens with two slaves 

elbows-deep in manure, complaining of the stench as they prepare the over-sized dung 

beetle. They draw the audience into this atmosphere by calling for help from the koprológoi, 

dung-collectors, in the crowd. The scene reveals itself to be more than just an excrement joke 

when they proceed to connect this foul smell to the gods. The second slave says, ÐVjku"dggvng"

is of such arrogance that it bears itself haughtily and deems it not worthy to eat unless I work 

kv"vjtqwij"vjg"gpvktg"fc{Ñ"*nkpgu"47-27). This notion presents a parallel to the abundance of 

preparation so deliberately displayed in the later ritual sacrificeÏin like manner an animal is 

not worthy of the gods unless sufficiently readied. They strengthen this parallel by saying the 

Ðfkuiwuvkpi."hqwn-uognnkpi."inwvvqpqwuÑ"dggvng"owuv"jcxg"eqog"htqo"¥gwu"*5:+044 Their 

conversation leaves the impression of overworked dung to dominate the first portion of the 

play, when they are still victims to the will of the traditional gods, just as the pleasant smell 

of sacrifice dominates the second half, when they inaugurate the rein of the new goddess 

Peace.  

As Trygaios progresses toward his goal, vjg"uognnu"kortqxg"cnqpi"ykvj"jwocpkv{Óu"

prospects. He encounters Hermes and wins him over with the promise of sacrifice through 

                                                 
     44. Aristophanes drives this connection home later in the play when the beetle is said to be connected to 

¥gwuÓ"ejctkqv"*945+0 
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additional cult following. The prospect of the knîsa is enough to convince the god to go 

cickpuv"jku"qyp"mkpf0"Ykvj"JgtoguÓ"eqpugpv."vjg"oqtvcnu"free Peace and her attendants. 

Trygaios compliments Vjgǀttc on the perfume-like aroma she puts forth. Her sweet breath is 

associated for him with the harvest, the Dionysia, tragedies by Sophocles and Euripides, wine 

and parties (525 ff.). These are hopeful visions, all of the pleasant things that will happen 

qpeg"vjg{Óxg"guvcdnkujgf"Rgceg"in Athens through an inaugural sacrifice. Once they bring 

Peace down from Olympos, the scent of the actual sacrifice marks the beginning of that age 

when all of those good things are before them.  

Over the course of the play, sacrifice has been used not as a sacred undertaking but as 

a means of manipulating the gods and as a chance at a feast and celebration. For a new, 

nontraditional deity in Peace, promising new life for Athens, animal sacrifice is inappropriate 

altogether. If theater is a place for society to present itself to itself and if comedy is a place to 

acknowledge the current feelings of the populace, we see here an acknowledgment that 

sacrifice has moved from a fearful offering to the gods to a form of leverage over the gods to 

achieve human ends.  

 As we transition to Birds it will be important to keep in mind a line from Peace. After 

Peace has been broughv"vq"Cvjgpu."vjg"ejqtwu"ngcfgt"uc{u"vq"Vt{ickqu."Ðyg"yknn"cnyc{u"jqnf"

{qw"hktuv."gzegrv"hqt"vjg"iqfuÑ"*;39+0"Jgtg"vjg"eqoke"jgtq."qp"vjg"xgtig"qh"rgthqtokpi"c"

celebratory sacrifice, is given the highest compliment a mortal can reasonably expect to 

receive, as being the best among mortals. We will compare this shortly to the honors earned 

by the successful comic hero of Birds. 
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Sacrifice Corrupted in Birds 

Birds opens with the protagonist Peisetairos and his partner Euelpides leaving the 

polis behind and looking for a new place to settle in order to escape their debts. Unlike other 

comic heroes we have seen, Peisetairos is not on a good-will mission for the sake of 

humanity. His motivation is simple and selfish; he has no grand plan until opportunity 

presents itself. Upon finding the home of the man-turned-bird Tereus, Peisetairos recognizes 

a strategic advantage to the bird realm. He urges Tereus to formally establish a city, giving 

the birds rule over mortals and control over the sacrificial knîsa as it rises to the Olympian 

gods (lines 188-93).  

Yg"dtgcm"htqo"vjg"rnc{"dtkghn{"vq"eqpukfgt"c"uvwf{"d{"H0G0"Tqogt."ÐCvjgkuo."Korkgv{"

and the Limos MƝlios kp"CtkuvqrjcpguÓ"Birds0Ñ"Tqogt"|gtqgu"kp"qp"vjg"rjtcug"Ðlimos OƝlios.Ñ"

used in the play at line 186 as a reference to a recent Athenian military campaign that cut off 

and starved the population of the island of Melos. To support his notion of how significant 

this reference is, Romer relies on the heavy emphasis on sacrifice and on the human relations 

with the gods throughout the play. The comparison to the realities of a military campaign 

ecuvu"RgkugvcktquÓ"rncp"ykvjkp"vjg"rnc{"kp"c"jctuj"nkijv0"Tqogt"rjtcugu"kv"cu"Ðc"pcmgf"cev"qh"

rqygt"cpf"ciitguukqpÑ"fktgevgf"cv"vjg"iqfu"*574+0"Yjct is more, this is not done out of 

petulance or resentment over a particular divine slight. This redirection of sacrifice is a 

rejection of the traditional model of communication between mortal and immortal. Romer 

enctkhkgu"kv"vq"dg"Ðcp"cuucwnv"qp"vjg"guvcdnkujgf"iqfu"d{"vjqug"yjq"pq"nqpigt"etgfkv"vjg"iqfuÓ"

rqygt.Ñ"vjtqwij"yjkej."Ð]v_jg"iqfu"yknn"dg"fgrtkxgf"qh"vjg"oquv"eqpetgvg"rtqqh"vjcv"jwocpu"

tgxgtg"vjgoÑ"*57:+0"Vq"gzvgpf"vjg"eqpvgzv"kp"c"uocnn"dwv"jgnrhwn"yc{."yg"ugv"vjku"cnqpiukfg"

the deliberate use of sacrifice in our previously discussed play. In both Peace and Birds the 
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comic sacrifice is used pointedly to address the very tradition that fostered it.45 There is, 

though, a major and  jarring difference: in Peace mortals use sacrifice as a tool of persuasion, 

while in Birds they use it as a weapon.  

Vq"tgvwtp"vq"vjg"rnc{."Vgtgwu"citggu"vq"RgkugvcktquÓ"rncp."dwv"yjgp"jg"uwooqpu"qvjgt"

birds they react with hostility to the presence of humans. This does not divert the plot for 

long, but the reaction of Peisetairos is worth noting. Threatened by the birds, he and 

Euelpides use the cooking implements they had in tow as a military-like defense.46 A.M. 

Bowie, who gives considerable thought to Birds in Aristophanes: Myth, Ritual and Comedy, 

raises the question of what the cooking gear might have been (152). The text offers chútra, 

obelískos, and ochúbaphon (pot, skewer, saucer, respectively) with no explicitly sacrificial 

elements (lines 358-61), though Bowie suspects it may have been possible to identify them 

clectn{"qp"ukijv0"Qh"eqwtug."ykvj"vjg"kfgc"qh"ucetkhkeg"gzrcpfgf"vjtqwij"xcp"UvtcvgpÓu"rquv-kill 

rjcug."kpenwfkpi"Ðcnn"vjcv"ycu"fqpg"ykvj"vjg"cpkocnÓu"ectecuuÑ"cu"pqvgf"cdqxg."cp{"eqqmkpi"

item at all might have had sacrificial resonance, especially when sacrifice had been so 

recently mentioned in the play. Whatever the props may have been, Aristophanes presents us 

with weaponized cooking implements in this scene, suggestive of the way that sacrifice is 

soon to be weaponized against the gods.  

                                                 
     450"C"uvwf{"nkmg"TqogtÓu"rtguwrrqugu"c"egtvckp"crrnkecvkqp"qh"tkvwcn"ucetkhkeg"kp"eqogf{"vjcv"jcu"ftkxgp"vjku"
thesis but has not been articulated in previous studies. Namely, that comic sacrifice leverages strong ritual and 

tradition-based associations in urging Athens to consider its current state of affairs. The degree of detail in the 

tkvwcn."cpf"vjg"tkvwcnÓu"vgpfgpe{"vq"dtkpi"vjg"jgtq"enqugt"vq"jku"gpf"iqcn"uwiiguv"c"oqtg"eqorngz"hwpevkqp"vjcp"
simple parody. Regardless of whether political readings of the plays are in fashion at the moment, if a 

reasonable case can be made that Aristophanes is addressing the social realities of his audience then we must 

also allow the possibility that he is expressing a sense of sacrifice held by some portion of the audience as well. 

To say as Romer does that details about the sacrifice (let alone sacrifice as a central metaphor) contribute to the 

social meaning of the play admits that Aristophanic sacrifice was purposeful. But nowhere does Romer account 

for the fact that comic sacrifice has not previously been credited with such ability. As with the likely references 

to the Melian starvation, comedy is not simply parodying a familiar act but is both responding to and informing 

thg"cwfkgpegÓu"rgtegrvkqpu"qh"vjg"tkvwcn"cev0"Vjg"rnc{"uwtxkxgu"vq"tgxgcn"vjqug"vjkpiu"vq"wu"vqfc{0 
 

     460"Gwgnrkfgu"eqornkogpvu"RgkugvcktquÓ kfgc"ykvj"vjg"yqtf"ÐuvtcvƝikm»uÑ"*584+0 
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Peisetairos wins the hostile birds over by raising their ire, convincing them that 

sacrifice was once theirs. He says that the birds commonly depicted with Zeus, Athena, and 

Apollo used to be able to pluck the splágchna htqo"vjg"iqfuÓ"jcpfu"*nkpg"73;+0"Rgkugvcktqu"

proceeds, apparently improvising a mythos, to tell the gathered birds that there was a time 

when they were honored before the gods and that they deserve to re-take their rightful place. 

The birds accept their human visitors on the merits of this story. Peisetairos and Euelpides 

are changed to birds and set about officially establishing a new city. As an act of foundation, 

they must perform a sacrifice (810).47  

Peisetairos seems intent on a proper sacrifice, as he mentions a priest and a 

procession and calls for the kanoûn and chérnips (849-50). The chorus support the ritual, 

talking of a processional hymn and a sheep offering. A priest begins under the command to 

sacrifice to new gods (862). He and Peisetairos go back and forth invoking various birds, 

until the priest gets carried away and Peisetairos dismisses him and assumes the lead himself 

(894). This is no longer an ordered sacrifice in the manner of that of Peace. Aristophanes 

embraces a comic trope by having a scrawny goat as the victim (901-02). Peisetairos 

continues with the ritual, but before he can make the kill the first intruder arrives, defusing 

the accumulating religious charge.48  

As the intruder, an artless poet, plies his trade, the moment of death is delayed for 

more than fifty lines. Peisetairos then makes a serious attempt to return to the ritual, even 

backtracking to ask his attendant to circle the altar a second time (957). Before they complete 

this step the second intruder arrives. As Peisetairos insults and attempts to dismiss the oracle-

                                                 
     470"Tgecnn"GnkcfgÓu"gorjcuku"cdqxg"qp"ucetkhkeg"cu"c"yc{"qh"korqukpi"qrder on strange territory. 

 

     480"Vq"wug"RctmgtÓu phrase, cited above. This would like have a strong dramatic effect, as the audience would 

be left to anticipate when, or if, the sacrifice might be completed. 
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monger, the newcomer warns not to take matters of the gods lightly (963). There are layers of 

irony here as the oracle-monger seems disingenuous in his own right and is clearly seeking a 

handout, while of course this moment in the play is treating religious matters lightly.  

From the oracle-monger on, the intruders enter immediately after one another. The 

sacrifice cannot progress. The fourth is a city inspector, and Peisetairos wonders aloud how 

such a burecwetcv"ycu"cdng"vq"hkpf"vjg"pgy"ekv{"Ðdghqtg"yg"jcxg"ucetkhkegf"vq"vjg"iqfuÑ"

(1034). This statement underscores the reliance on sacrifice as a founding tradition, one that 

must be carried through to make any territory official, even one that hopes to overthrow the 

gods. This sense of entrenched human tradition seems independent of religious motivation at 

this point. It identifies sacrifice as a sort of act of civic license, uncoupled from its sacred 

meaning.  

To escape the interruptions they move the sacrifice indoors.49 From the start of the 

ritual to the moment Peisetairos comes out to confirm that the sacrifice went well, more than 

two hundred lines have passed. The first sacrifice to new gods was started, stopped, 

redoubled and relocated. It required two different officiants and is not likely to offer much of 

a feast. It would be hard to call this a successful ritual. In any form other than comedy this 

would not bode well for a fledgling city. 

To make matters worse, bad news comes immediately after, as one of the Olympian 

gods has infiltrated their new territory. The goddess Iris has been sent to reassert the 

Qn{orkcpuÓ"encko"qp"ucetkhkeg."dwv"Rgkugvcktqu"tgurqpfu"ykvj"c"fktgev"ejcnngpig0"Qp"KtkuÓ"

departure the chorus announce that they have blocked the gods and secured control of the 

Ðuoqmg"qh"jqn{"ucetkhkegÑ"*3489+0"Ykvj"vjku"ceeqornkujogpv."Rgkugvcktqu"ku"etqypgf"mkpi"

among birds and humans. Mortals see his actions as heroic, and they begin to imitate bird 

                                                 
     49. Also done in Peace. Here we have practical staging concerns, with two different creative motives. 
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behavior. To summarize, with his sacrifice complete the comic hero earned the ire of the 

gods and kingship among humanity. Peisetairos is now uniquely prepared to consort with 

Prometheus, a divine predecessor who also angered the gods for human benefit. 

With PrometheusÓ"gpvt{."Birds recalls the mythical origin of sacrifice even as it 

uwdxgtvu"kv0"Tqogt"tgokpfu"wu"qh"RtqogvjgwuÓ"hqteg"qp"uvcig"cu"c"tgokpfgt"Ðqh"vjg"Itggm"

rctcfkio"hqt"ucetkhkeg"yjkej"jg"jcf"guvcdnkujgfÑ"*583+0"Vjg"o{vjkecn"rtqigpkvqt"qh"tkvwcn"

sacrifice appears again to preside over this world-reordering change. The Titan announces 

that Zeus is finished and the gods are starving in the absence of sacrifice, specifically, so 

vjgtg"ecp"dg"pq"fqwdv."Ðmpvuc"oƝttǀp.Ñ"vjg"uoqmg"htqo"vjg"vjkij"dqpgu"*3739+0"Ikxgp"jku"

well-known opposition to the gods and his role in establishing sacrifice among humanity, 

Prometheus is eager to help Peisetairos. Prometheus sets the conditions for final victory: 

Zeus must relinquish power to the birds and give Basilea to Peisetairos. This latter condition 

will ensure that Peisetairos also gains possession of the thunderbolt.  

Thus prepared, Peiseitaros wins a negotiation with Poseidon, Herakles, and the 

Triballian god sent to carve out a settlement. This interaction provides a notably dark 

moment. As the gods arrive, Peisetairos is preoccupied with cooking, but this is not the post-

kill of the sacrificed goat. We have a perversion of the expected cooking scene with birds on 

the spit. Peisetairos claims they rose against the bird democracy (1583). He then requests the 

cooking birds to be seasoned with the same ingredients he mentioned when describing how 

poorly humans treat birds earlier in the play (534). Considering how anthropomorphized the 

birds have been, and how flippant Peisetairos is about cooking them, it is a gruesome scene. 

It becomes more so when we remember that Peisetairos has become one of the birdsÏthis is 

cannibalism.  
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Lcogu"Tgfhkgnf"eqppgevu"ecppkdcnkuo"vq"ucetkhkeg"kp"jku"ctvkeng"ÐCpkocn"ucetkhkeg"kp"

eqogf{<"cp"cnvgtpcvkxg"rqkpv"qh"xkgy0Ñ"Jg"uggou"vq"dg"of a mind with Burkert when he says 

ucetkhkeg"rtqfwegu"cpzkgv{0"ÐKp"Itggm"o{vjqnqi{.Ñ"uc{u"Tgfhkgnf."Ðvjku"cpzkgv{"qhvgp"

rtqfwegu"kocigu"qh"ecppkdcnkuoÑ"*392+0"Jg"gzrtguugu"vjg"tqqv"qh"vjku"hgct"cu"c"ugpug"qh"Ðvjg"

self-eqpuworvkqp"qh"uqekgv{Ñ"*392+0"Ucetkhice should be a protective act, ensuring ordered 

mknnkpi"ykvj"c"fghkpgf"jkgtctej{"qh"xkevkou0"Wpfgt"RgkugvcktquÓ"twng"cpf"hqnnqykpi"jku"

compromised ritual, this very new bird society is already consuming itself. 

Peisetairos prevails over the weak-willed gods and soon after enters in glory with 

Basilea and the thunderbolt of Zeus. In this moment of victory he is not the typical comic 

hero seeking wide human benefit. Recall the celebration at the end of Peace, when it was 

uckf"qh"Vt{ickqu."Ðyg"yknn"cnyc{u"jqnf"{qw"hktuv."gzegrv"hqt"vjg"iqfuÑ"*nkpg";39+0"Hqt"

Rgkugvcktqu."vjg"gzcnvcvkqp"ku."Ðjg"jcu"ickpgf"rqygt"qxgt"cnn"vjcv"¥gwu"rquuguugfÑ"*3975+050 On 

a plot to control sacrifice and founded on a compromised sacrifice performed himself, 

Peisetairos becomes the new Zeus. Further, of the examples we have seen, the most 

corrupted, most selfishly motivated sacrifice results in the greatest individual triumph.  

 

                                                 
     50. Jgtg"yg"tgn{"qp"UqoogtuvgkpÓu"vtcpuncvkqp."cu"vjg"qtkikpcn"vgzv"jcu"ecwug"hqt"fgdcvg"*532-311). 



 

 

Chapter V 

Attic Comedy in Context 

 

There are different degrees of achievement across the plays, but in any case, sacrifice 

ku"rtgugpvgf"cu"c"vqqn"hqt"jwocp"gpfu."ocuvgtgf"cu"oqtvcnu"vcmg"vjgkt"hcvg"htqo"vjg"iqfuÓ"

hands into their own. Such conclusions can only ring true if we agree that for all of the 

fictional encoding, sacrifice in comedy was treated with some regard and in a way that was 

perceptibly honest to its audience. When we read comedy with an understanding of its 

complex influences (from ritual chorus to phallic song) and of the resonance of the religious 

events that it portrays, we can recognize the potential for it to reveal meaningful truth.  

On this point we find support in the two-part premise on which Andreas Willi relies 

when analyzing comedy for revelations about the sociocultural attitudes of Athens: first, that 

Ðgxgt{"cpekgpv"vgzvÈeqpvckpu"c"ugv"qh"eqpuekqwu"cpf"uwdeqpuekqwu"uqekqewnvwtcn"xcnwgu"cpf"

qrkpkqpu.Ñ"cpf"ugeqpf."vjcv"vjg"hkevkqpcn"rtgugpvcvkqp"qh"uwej"Ðcnnqyu"eqpenwukqpu"pqv"qpn{"

about the values and opinions of the author but also about those of the society in which he 

nkxgf"cpf"hqt"yjkej"jg"ytqvgÑ"*334+0"Kv"ku"tgcuqpcdng"vjgp"vq"ftcy"eqpenwukqpu"cdqwv"cvvkvwfgu"

toward sacrifice from a fictional representation, even when exaggerated or distorted for 

comic effect. Aristophanes does not give us comic clichés, but offers us rituals and sacrifices 

distorted in such unique ways that they ask for our attention. 

Kp"CtkuvqrjcpguÓ"jcpfu"yg"ugg"c"tgnkikqwu"cev"rtkoctkn{"crrnkecdng"vq"vktgf"pqvkqpu"qh"

reaching out to the gods. While there remained a real-life social investment in sacrifice as a 

religious event, for the modern concerns of the polis its value lay in its use as leverage 
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against traditional powers. Its power to challenge the gods came from its religious aspect, but 

it also held practical value as an occasion to gather, and to demonstrate which social roles 

were welcome to share in the feast. There is room for both Burkert and Parker: it was an 

awe-inspiring moment and a cause for a meal, with the emphasis placed according to its 

purpose. This would mean that sacrifice was something creatively manipulated to achieve a 

goal, used in a deliberate, pointed way.  

In each of the plays detailed above, we see sacrifice removed from its typical 

confines. Set free from the rkvwcn"cvoqurjgtg"cpf"ecuv"kp"vjg"nkijv"qh"eqogf{Óu"kttgxgtgpeg."

these scenes encourage us to reconsider how, when, where, and why sacrifice is used. The 

comic portrayal downplays the value of communicating with the gods and brings out the 

aspects of civic tradition and human benefit. Taking part in a ritual with these redistributed 

proportions brings the comic hero a degree of success greater than what he initially set out to 

achieve. 

Lqjp"Ikxgp"tgeqipk|gu"uqogvjkpi"ukoknct"kp"ÐYjgp"Iqfu"FqpÓv"Crrgct<"Fkxkpe 

Cdugpeg"cpf"Jwocp"Cigpe{"kp"Ctkuvqrjcpgu0Ñ"Ikxgp"rqkpvu"qwv"vjcv"Vt{ickquÓ"swcnkvkgu"cu"

the hero of Peace Ðektewouetkdg"vjg"vyq"hqtegu"wuwcnn{"oquv"qwvukfg"jwocp"eqpvtqn."vjg"iqfu"

cpf"ejcpegÑ"*339+0"Vjku"gzgornkhkgu"c"igpgtcn"ugpug"kp"eqogf{"vjcv"vjg"iqfs are less of a 

factor in determining human fate. Frogs may initially seem to be an exception with Dionysos 

as the protagonist, but his mission is to retrieve a mortal to restore Athens. When the gods do 

get involved, they are benevolent or impotent rather than punitive. Given credits Peisetairos 

ykvj"Ðfqokpcvkqp"qh"vjg"equoquÑ"kp"Birds, clearly modeled in his control over the three 

hapless gods who arrive to attempt a negotiation (124). Across the plays, mortals by their 

own inventiveness possess the power to create an idealized society. In a world where that is 
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the case, the value of traditional sacrifice is drastically diminished. An incomplete or 

disorderly sacrifice is no cause for concern because there is no threat of divine retribution. 

Comic characters retain sacrifice, but on their own terms and in celebration of its practical 

value.  

To broaden the scope, we return to the idea of drama as a means for society to present 

itself to itself. As a whole, these plays expose comedy as displaying heroes responding to 

CvjgpuÓ"rtqdngou"qh"vjg"rtgugpv."yjkng"tgrgcvgfn{"fgoqpuvtcvkpi"c"ncem"qf concern for the 

gods and a commitment to embracing sacred institutions on human terms. As readers looking 

to understand classical Greece through limited remains, we must measure this against the 

available context, touching at times, as we have seen, on the literary, social, historical, and 

religious factors that contributed to Attic comedy. While no point of origin has been found, it 

is enough to establish this range of connections. Comedy bears the influence of all of these 

forces, which are not isolated manifestations but interactive elements of a complex culture.  

The final piece will be to situate the plays in a space where drama, society, and 

religion come together, in the festival. When we recognize the role of the larger festival as a 

venue to present and re-consider the status quo, some of the claims that may initially seem 

too broad for a single comic play suddenly become more plausible. Whenever we read the 

plays in isolation, we must remind ourselves that their message was amplified when situated 

in this larger ritual context. A particularly helpful analogy for our understanding the Greek 

hguvkxcn"ku"Okmjckn"DcmjvkpÓu"vjgqt{"qh"ectpkxcn0 

DcmjvkpÓu"ectpkxcn"ku"c"rnceg"yjgtg"vjg"uqekcn"jkgtctej{"ku"fgnkdgtcvgn{"kpxgtvgf."yjgtg"

subversive ideas are expected, a sanctioned period of social transgression. Bakhtin did 

directly associate carnival with Attic comedy, but only briefly. While not an exact fit in all 



65 

 

 

 

respects, the concept has provided a needed framework for classicists. Among a number of 

subsequent extensions of the idea, Simon Goldhill makes headway in applying its meaning to 

Aristophanes specifically, while Charles Platter elaborates on the persistence of ideas 

presented in the carnival atmosphere.  

Goldhill warns against getting mired in questions of how seriously to take comic 

representations of Greek traditions. The festival framework creates a ritual space of its own, a 

unique setting in which both tragedy and comedy were expected to address sacred 

institutions for the benefit of the polis.51 The audience went in on the assumption that 

comedy would include social commentary, something considerably more substantial than 

empty gags. Within this environment comedy employed inversion and parody to challenge 

perceptions of institutions both past and present.  

Goldhill emphasizes the genuine power of the carnival atmosphere. He cites 

DcmjvkpÓu"nkpg."Ð]Ectpkxcn_"ycu"jquvkng"vq"cnn"vjcv"ycu"kooqtvcnk|gf"cpf"eqorngvg.Ñ"hqewukpi"

qp"vjg"yqtf"ÐjquvkngÑ"vq"ecuv"ectpkxcn"cu"nguu"qh"c"eqpvtqnngf"vgpukqp-release disguised as play 

and more of a subversive force (170). So if sacrifice was perceived as a prescribed ritual 

hkzgf"htqo"uqog"rqkpv"kp"vjg"o{vjke"rcuv."kv"yqwnf"jcxg"dggp"eqogf{Óu"qdnkicvkqp"vq"

challenge this idea. The festival is not simply a temporary agreement among a populace to 

pretend the social order had been challenged, after which they would be satisfied to return to 

their allotted roles. It was more a tempting invitation to explore the possibilities of an 

upended status quo.52 Theatergoers at the Lenaea and City Dionysia would find occasion to 

                                                 
     510"Iqnfjknn"dgikpu"ykvj"DcmjvkpÓu"yqtm"qp"ectpkxcn."cpf"guvcdnkujgu"c"nkpm"htqo"ecrnival to Aristophanic 

Qnf"Eqogf{"xkc"Lgcp"EcttkfltgÓu"La Carnaval et la politique, 176-183. 

 

     52. Goldhill outlines a long critical debate about how effective licensed inversion is, and it seems that the 

more nuanced considerations agree that the messages and impressions of carnival do carry over into ordinary 

life (179-180). 
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ncwij"cv"c"eqoke"jgtqÓu"cvvgorv"vq"ejcpig"cp"Cvjgpu"iqpg"ytqpi."dwv"vjg{"okijv"eqog"cyc{"

with a new awareness that something was wrong with Athens. 

Charles Platter, in Aristophanes and the Carnival of Genres, supports the power of 

ectpkxcn."uc{kpi"vjcv"egtvckp"gngogpvu"Ðrtqfweg"hct"oqtg"ncuvkpi"ghhgevu"vjcp"vjg"qhhkekcnn{"

eqpvtqnngf"vkog"cpf"urceg"qh"ectpkxcn"kvugnhÑ"*4-3). In an idea that elevates the significance of 

the plays, Platter sees the carnival atmqurjgtgÓu"cdknkv{"vq"kphnwgpeg"cu"cp"kuuwg"qh"ncpiwcig."

vjg"Ðtguwnv"qh"c"*rwdnke+"etkvkecn"fkueqwtug"vjcv"rtqdngocvk|gu"vjg"qhhkekcn"ecvgiqtkgu"qh"

gxgt{fc{"nkhgÑ"*:+0"Rgthqtocpegu"kp"vjku"cvoqurjgtg"vcmg"rctv"kp"cp"qpiqkpi"fkcnqiwg"coqpi"

and between festival occasions. It is reasonable then to look at comedy for the ways it 

contributes to a long-term negotiation navigated by language rather than behavior. With this 

in mind, we can see comedy as presenting particular aspects of a ritual cast against different 

backdrops relevant to the state of Athens at the time. When we consider that the plays 

covered in this study continue to probe ritual sacrifice over a span of sixteen years (while 

Athens was mired in war), we see an ongoing process of reevaluation in response to changing 

conditions and perspectives. 

When we stop seeing the plays as isolated instances and consider them as 

representative examples from a continuous timeline we can view them as snapshots of Greek 

attitudes toward their sacred practices, especially in the case of comedy, where playwrights 

were at greater liberty to transparently convey the contemporary moment. When comedy 

discusses the merits of tragedy, or the perceived futility of asking the gods for help, or a 

desire to escape the hopeless bureaucracy of Athens, how could comic sacrifice not be seen 

as a credible mode of social commentary? The genre reveals itself as an integral part of the 

multifaceted way that the culture expressed itself. The weight of the sacred, the underlying 
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power of the festival, and the inventive vision of comedy, such as we have seen, give these 

scenes meaning beyond the laughter. 
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