Athena and Sparta at the Ending of Lysistrata (1296-1321)

This paper addresses a long standing problem at the end of the Lysistrata: why does the Spartan ambassador invoke his Athena Polias? The difficulty lies in the fact that the performance seems to end with an invocation to a Spartan Athena rather than an Athena at Athens. Such an invocation would appear to be curiously inappropriate both historically and dramatically for Athens’ political situation in 411. Athens had recently been defeated in Sicily but was still at war; the Attic countryside was occupied by the enemy; and the oligarchic coup of the Four Hundred would take place later in the summer. Many critics, including Revermann in his recent book on Aristophanes, have considered the invocation spurious because it seems incongruous that Aristophanes would give such prominence to the goddess of an enemy with whom Athens was at war.
In this paper, I argue that the invocation is genuine. The apparent incongruity of the invocation can be explained by Aristophanes' creating humor from the ambiguity of the epithet(s) for Athena used in the passage, pãmmaxow/pammãxow." I first survey the views of scholars from Wilamowitz to Revermann who variously dismiss the passage. I then propose that we allow the epithet(s) of Athena pãmmaxow/pammãxow to be intentionally ambiguous. In the former case, the term, which is the vox propria for the victor of the pankration, calls to mind Athena’s association with athletic competition in Sparta. In the latter case, the epithet suggests Athena in the guise of preeminent warrior goddess. Athena defeats all opponents and unites adversaries. The second epithet of the song xalk€oikow refers to the Spartan Athena Polias (CEG 378. ca 450–31? = IG v. 213+, ca. 450–31?). While I do not doubt that Athena in her guise as patron goddess of Sparta was of great importance to the city, I am convinced, like Robert Parker and others, that the Spartan singer’s Athena did not tower over the other gods of the Spartan pantheon like Athena in her eponymous city, nor was she the powerful symbol of national identity that her Athenian counterpart was.

In their final song then, I conclude that the chorus, led by the Spartan ambassador, elevates Athena to the status of the major deity of Sparta, a rank she has not held before. Indeed, Athena must be mentioned in the final song, since she is not included in the catalogue of deities sung earlier by the chorus of Athenians (1279–90). But her invocation now involves a humorously tendentious interpretation of the Spartan pantheon through Athenian eyes. By having the Spartans invoke their Athena, Aristophanes, far from acknowledging Spartan supremacy or even equality, puts the joke on the Spartans. They are celebrating a peace under the protection of the patron deity of their bitter adversaries, not their own. As part of the plan for peace and reconciliation among the Greeks, then, the Spartans will now be under the tutelage of the same deity as the Athenians, thus being a kind of Athens of the Peloponnesus, which for the Athenians is a strong argument for accepting the peace. No other poet but Aristophanes will have composed the play to end on so clever a dramatic twist. Athena is on the side of both Athens and the poet.
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