Men In Drag Are Funny:

Metatheatricality and Gendered Humor in Aristophanes

Since most modern productions of plays such as Lysistrata and Thesmophoriazusae place female actors in the roles of female characters, modern audiences and readers may miss a potential source of humor in the way Aristophanic comedy plays with gender.  In the 5th century BCE, men – not women - would have played female characters, and the actors, producers, and directors of Aristophanic comedies could easily have exploited the humor caused by the incongruity of a male body in female costume, just as the modern drag scene often does.  In Aristophanes and Women, Lauren K. Taaffe explores the way this incongruity contributes to the interpretation of gender-related issues, occasionally highlighting some humorous aspects as she goes.  In this paper, I focus on humor and pinpoint other passages from Thesmophoriazusae and Acharnians in which the incongruity of the male body in female costume could play out in comedic ways, offering my own – hopefully funny – readings of these passages.    

I begin by addressing a potential objection: would the ancient Greek audience have found the incongruity of a man in female costume funny, or would the conventionality of such an occurrence diminish its impact?  Using evidence from vase paintings and from the plays themselves, which revel in exposing theatrical conventions, I argue that the “conventionality” of men playing female characters could have been, in comedic contexts, exposed as false and exploited for comedic effect.  This would especially have been true for plays such as Acharnians and Thesmophoriazusae, whose plots revolve around the idea of the transparency of costume.  Indeed, when Dicaeopolis disguises himself as a beggar in Acharnians and says, “it is necessary for me to be who I am, but to seem not to be (who I am)” (Ach. lines 440-441), he invites a metatheatrical reading regarding the relationship between body and costume.  Thesmophoriazusae goes further towards an explicit recognition of gender incongruity, not only through the character of Agathon but also through the plot’s interest in the elaborate costuming of Euripides’ Kinsman as a woman and his ultimately unsuccessful attempt to infiltrate a group of women.  Some, such as Gwendolyn Compton-Engle, have seen this as a commentary on tragedy’s failure to costume a man believably as a woman – since Euripides and Agathon, the tragic playwrights, perform the unsuccessful costuming – that “turns a blind eye”(Compton-Engle p.523) to comedy’s involvement in the same problem.  In my opinion, however, such an interpretation ignores the possibility that comedy may have wanted, for humor’s sake, to expose its own failure to costume a man convincingly as a woman. 

Next, I move into a detailed discussion of a few scenes from Thesmophoriazusae and Acharnians that are more humorous if we see in them an intentional exposure of the male body in female costume.  One is the scene in which the “women” recite a parody of the masculine language of the Athenian assembly and, lest the masculine language threaten to expose their façade, insist on their own femininity with excessive frequency.  Another (already touched on by Taaffe) is the scene in which the women of the Thesmophoriazusae, having just exposed the man dressed as a woman in their midst, proceed to look everywhere except at themselves for another impostor and describe themselves as doing so “in a good manly fashion” (εὖ κἀνδρείως, Thesm. line 656).  I also explore “one-liners” that play with the masculine representation of the women on stage, as well as the physical humor that can be achieved via “nude” female characters and manipulation of the obviously false female body padding that the male actors wore.  Finally, the “piglet” scene from the Acharnians (Ach. lines 764-812) offers an example of humor that plays, not just on the different meanings of the word χοῖρος (“piglet” or “pussy”), but on its different genders, in a way that opens the door for a gender-ambiguous interpretation of the verb ἑξεῖ (“she will hold/accommodate a penis” vs. “she will have a penis as part of her anatomy”) in the following lines.

This is not to say that Aristophanes always meant for his audience to see the man underneath the female character’s costume; Lysistrata, for example, is a much more compelling character if we imagine her to be a real woman.  However, the potential for humor based on the male body in female costume certainly pervades Aristophanes’ plays, and actors or directors who desired to exploit it could easily do so.  
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