Sophocles the Comedian:

Wordplay, Unequal Status, and Humor in Sophoclean Tragedy

            Sophocles did not earn his reputation for writing comedy.  We should not, however, assume from this fact that he made no use in his tragedies of stylistic techniques more regularly found in Greek comic genres.  It is important to remember that for every three tragedies he composed, Sophocles also produced a satyr play – one of these, in fact, the Ichneutae, survives in the form of an extensive collection of fragments.  Tragedian though he was, surely Sophocles knew how to make an audience laugh.  Accordingly, it is only a small leap to entertain the possibility that he incorporated elements of humor, where dramatically appropriate, into his tragedies as well.

Humor is a notoriously perilous topic in the study of ancient literature (let alone in the study of Greek tragedy.)  The temptation is often present for a modern scholar to presume anachronistically that what he or she finds funny would also have been funny to an ancient audience.  Such broad generalizations are dangerous, and in his recent monograph, Greek Laughter: A Study of Cultural Psychology from Homer to Early Christianity, Stephen Halliwell purposely shrinks from creating a universalizing theory for the comic.  Similarly, my goal here is not to define how the Greeks conceived of ‘the comic’ or ‘humor;’ rather, I will be performing close readings of specific Sophoclean passages in order to detect patterns of language and circumstance, which I will then compare against other genres and authors.  I will inescapably refer to many of these patterns as ‘funny’ or ‘comic,’ a classification relying in part upon the assumption that people naturally find certain interactions to be humorous, irrespective of cultural influences.  I include wordplay and status differentiation among these interactions, and the passages I have chosen will help to reveal why this is the case.  Along the same line of reasoning, I make no claims that the patterns of humor I plan to discuss belong exclusively to any one type of comic drama, but rather that they reflect common and intrinsic perceptions of humor upon which any genre may capitalize.

            The passages on which I have decided to focus in this essay are the dialogue between Athena and Odysseus in the Ajax (71-93), the exchange between Creon and the guard in the Antigone (223-331), and the arrival of the Corinthian messenger in Oedipus Tyrannos (924-1050).  There is an organizational principle underlying the choice of these passages: each of them contains extensive dialogue – often stichomythic – and wordplay.  This commonality is not coincidental; it seems to me that there is something inherently comic about wordplay and how it creates situations of surprise, coincidence, and incongruity.  Moreover, all three of these scenes revolve around two characters of very different status, one of whom has a claim to superiority over the other.  Such a discrepancy often provides fertile ground for funny exchanges, as attested (for example) by the prominence of masters and slaves in Greek and Roman comedy.

            Sophocles’ dramatic purpose for introducing humorous dialogue and circumstances into his tragedies is rarely obvious, and certainly some scholars would deny any such intent in the first place.  Works by Barnes (1964), Seidensticker (1982), and Poe (1987) offer readings on some aspects of this question, but none is definitive.  For my part, I intend to argue that Sophocles’ selective use of humor is an intentional and effective dramatic tool, functioning not merely as comic relief but as a foil for the starkly pathetic nature of the scenes which immediately follow.  At the risk of oversimplification, Sophocles uses the comic to intensify the tragic.
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