The Absence of Myrrhine in Menander’s Perikeiromene
In several of Menander’s plays, characters who never appear on stage have significant roles. I will present a case study of one absent character in Menander’s Perikeiromene.  Other scholars have investigated aspects of off stage activity in Menander, as, for instance, Nünlist (2002) on the “speech within speech” technique and Zagagi (2004) on the dramatic function of “speaking back.” Yet the important topic of Menander’s characterization of those who never or rarely appear on stage has been neglected and deserves analysis.  

In the play, the matron Myrrhine controls the events concerning her adopted son Moschion, who is unknowingly pursuing his own sister, Glykera.  Myrrhine uses her control as mistress of the household and clever, even deceitful plotting in order to make sure that the love affair does not happen and that the secret of Moschion’s illegitimate birth remains hidden.  Much of the story hinges on Moschion’s attempts to convince his mother to take Glykera into their house so that he can begin a sexual relationship with her.  Thus Myrrhine’s actions and decisions advance the plot, but she never makes an appearance on stage.  Through the course of these events, her personality is developed through the words and descriptions of other characters.

Menander uses a series of techniques to build the characterization of Myrrhine.  The first and most obvious one is direct description from other characters.  For example, in one scene,  the slave Daos is reporting to his master Moschion the activity in the family’s home and directly states that Myrrhine is managing the actions of those inside.  His description presents a powerful woman who definitely has control of her household (306):

ἡ δὲ μήτηρ σου διοικεῖ περιπατοῦσ’,

Your mother wanders around managing everything.

Second, Menander characterizes Myrrhine by illustrating the deceit that helps her to keep control. The playwright emphasizes this by portraying the confusion of other characters (especially Moschion and his slave Daos, who cannot know the truth of Moschion’s birth) as a result of Myrrhine’s manipulation.  For example, Myrrhine’s secrecy in dealing with Glykera causes her son to completely misinterpret her role and intentions in the affair (546-50). He believes that she is acting as a go-between between himself and Glykera in order to foster rather than prevent the sexual relationship (cf. Lape-2004).  Myrrhine also keeps Daos guessing (262-4).  Since she is cleverer than the clever slave and causes both Daos and his master to spend much of the play trying to fully understand the situation, she usurps the role that Daos claims as driver of the plot.  As a third technique, Menander makes use of “speech within speech” in order to allow the audience to hear the actual words of Myrrhine while she remains off stage.  As a result, she becomes a fully developed character despite her complete absence from the play. 

Myrrhine, who controls the events of the play from inside the house and thus off stage, is allowed to assume the role usually undertaken by father figures, who appear on stage.  Several times in the play, Moschion seeks her permission to carry on his love life as he wishes.  In other works of Menander the father’s permission is required for these situations (such as Kallipides in the Dyskolos and Demeas in the Samia).  If we compare Myrrhine to Sostratos’ parents in the Dyskolos, her role more closely resembles that of Sostratos’ father, Kallipides, than that of the unnamed mother. In this play Menander uses absence to alter the stock New Comedy conflict between father and son that usually occurs on stage, by replacing it with a similar complication between mother and son, developed within the house and thus unseen.
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