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The evolution of Aristophanic stagecraft  

MARY ENGLISH (MONTCLAIR STATE UNIVERSITY) 

Abstract: By the beginning of the fourth century, Aristophanes had moved away 
from the ‘object humor’ that so defined his early work. We see evidence of this 
shift as early as Frogs. In Ecclesiazusae and, even more dramatically, in Wealth, 
Aristophanes replaced ‘object humor’ with increased attention to physical 
humor, word play, and domestic farce. It is difficult to determine what prompted 
this shift in stagecraft. Whether it was the social attitudes of a newly defined 
polis, the intentional artistic choices of the playwright, or the changing demands 
of the audience, the later plays of Aristophanes displayed only an outline of the 
visual conventions of his earlier approach to comedy.* 

1. Introduction to Aristophanic ‘object humor’  
In his Poetics, Aristotle describes opsis as irrelevant to the poet’s task and 

equates it with ‘song-making’ (melopoiia); they are both ‘embellishments’ 
(hedusmata), but, whereas ‘song-making’ is the most important embellishment, 
opsis is, among other things, the ‘least artistic pursuit’ (atechnotaton) of the tragic 
poet (1450b15-20). Later, Aristotle reiterates that the visual elements of tragedy 
are not the responsibility of the poet but the task of the choregos and that the 
success of the play should not depend upon the visual displays of the production 
(1453b3-8).1 Despite Aristotle’s dismissals, it is obvious from surviving Old 
Comedy alone that fifth-century playwrights were greatly concerned with the 
visual elements of performance. We need only to consider the scene in Acharnians 
where Dicaeopolis borrows costumes and stage properties from Euripides (407-
79), and the one in Thesmophoriazusae where Euripides and the Relative find the 
tragedian Agathon sitting amid a heap of accoutrements that reflects both his 
personal and poetic ideals (96-265), to realize that the dramatic poets of this 
period were closely involved with the non-textual aspects of their plays.2  

 
* I received a great deal of feedback from presenting an earlier version of this paper at the Greek 
Drama III Conference held at the University of Sydney, Australia, in July, 2002. Many thanks are 
also due to the editor, Malcolm Heath, and to John V. Carlevale who both helped me revise this 
article for publication. 
1 Goldhill (1986) revives a theoretical stance similar to Aristotle’s and champions a ‘text-based’ 
analysis of Greek tragedy. The criticisms that can be made against Aristotle are valid against 
Goldhill as well; see Wiles (1987) and Goldhill’s response (1989). See also Sofer (2003) v-xiii 
who, citing these very passages from Aristotle, justifies his study of the stage object as an integral 
part of the theatrical event, one that not only functions in the individualized context of the script 
but hearkens back to other important moments in dramatic history. Sofer also provides an 
overview of modern critical analysis on stage properties and distinguishes his work from that done 
in traditional dramatic criticism, theater semiotics, theater phenomenology, psychoanalytic 
criticism, and new historicism. 
2 For Aristophanic stagecraft, see especially Russo (1994) and Dearden (1976); also Bieber (1961); 
Walton (1962, 1984); Pickard-Cambridge (1968); Sifakis (1971); Dover (1972); Arnott (1978); 
Harriott (1986); Green (1994); Csapo and Slater (1995). For the non-textual aspects of Greek 
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Scholars have begun to discuss visual communication in Aristophanic 
comedy; however, they often see these aspects of production not as unifying 
entities that draw connections between the objects and the poetics of the play, but 
as evidence that Aristophanic comedy is built on a series of discontinuities that 
distance the audience from the fiction of the drama.3 While this ‘distancing’ effect 
might be active in some instances, many of the visual elements of Aristophanic 
comedy work to highlight the larger themes of the play and act as a link (albeit not 
the only one) between the somewhat disjointed scenes. Although the overall 
combination of text, actors, costumes, masks, sets, stage mechanisms, and stage 
properties constitutes the comedy, stage properties, in particular can furnish us 
with a concrete index to the evolution of Aristophanes’ comic technique. 
Specifically, by the beginning of the fourth century, Aristophanes seems to have 
moved away from the ‘object humor’ that defined his early work. 

In the surviving plays of the 420s (and probably in Banqueters and 
Babylonians as well),4 Aristophanes had frequent recourse to scenes in which 
actors physically handled a variety of items.5 A rapid review of these scenes will 
suffice to remind us of their ubiquity in the early plays.6 In Acharnians (425 
BCE), Dicaeopolis reacts to the Persian ambassadors and decides to broker a 
private peace treaty with the Spartans (1-202);7 Dicaeopolis celebrates the Rural 
Dionysia (241-79);8 Dicaeopolis encounters the chorus (280-392);9 Dicaeopolis 
visits Euripides’ workshop (393-479);10 Lamachus arrives as a comic rival to 

                                                                                                                                      
tragedy and Roman comedy, see Taplin (1977), a detailed treatment of the staging of Aeschylus’ 
surviving plays and fragments; Taplin (1978), a volume dedicated to discussions on the visual 
aspects of Greek tragedy; Ketterer (1986a, 1986b, 1986c), a three-part series on the stage 
properties in Plautus. 
3 Poe (2000) 279 and 286-7.  
4 As its title suggests, Banqueters appears to have included a staged banquet or symposium. The 
fragments indicate the presence of standard banquet items: exotic perfumes, a wine jug, a lyre, and 
a cooking pot (frr. 213, 219, 220, 224, 235). For Banqueters and Babylonians and Aristophanes’ 
early career, see MacDowell (1995) 27-45.  
5 Sparkes (1962 and 1975) provides an overview of the archaeological evidence for many of the 
items mentioned in Old Comedy. Stone (1981) details the costumes and accessories present on the 
Aristophanic stage. 
6 I have omitted from this survey any formal discussion of the revised version of Clouds. It is 
unlikely that this script was ever staged, and in its unfinished form it would not be solid evidence 
for trends in Aristophanic stagecraft of the 420s. That said, the surviving text of Clouds contains 
references to the following objects: blanket (10), account ledger (18), lamp (19), bedding (37), 
statue of Poseidon (83), astronomy instruments (201), geometry instruments (202), map (206), 
wicker basket (226), low bed (254), garland (256), meal (262), makings of a sacrifice (274), 
pallet/sleeping bag (633), cock/hen (847), jacket for Better Argument (1103), sack (1146), 
kneading tray (1248), goad (1297), cup (1473), herm (1478), two-pronged hoe (1486), ladder 
(1486), and fire-brand (1490). 
7 Peacocks (63), money (130), Thracian spears and shields (155ff. and 160), garlic (164), and 
wineskins (179). 
8 Ritual phallus (243), ritual basket (244), flat-cake (245), soup ladle (245), pot (246), and 
pea/bean soup (246). 
9 Charcoal (332), basket (333), sword (342), and chopping block (365). 
10 Couch (407), rags (409), little cap (437-39), staff (448), basket (453), cup (459), little pot (463), 
sponge (463), and greens (469). 
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Dicaeopolis (572-625);11 Dicaeopolis establishes his own agora and the 
Megarians arrive (719-835);12 the Theban merchant presents his wares (860-
962);13 Dicaeopolis prepares for the Choes festival (1003-1068);14 Dicaeopolis 
and Lamachus contend in an ‘object’ agon (1069-1142);15 and Dicaeopolis 
triumphs over Lamachus (1182-1232).16  

In Knights (424 BCE) as well, several key scenes employ stage properties: 
Demos’ two slaves discuss conditions in the household (1-145);17 Sausage Seller 
arrives with his equipment (146-234);18 he battles Paphlagon (235-494);19 the foes 
contend again in the first ‘object’ agon (746-959);20 they compete in an oracle 
contest (960-1099)21 and in another ‘object’ agon (1151-1226);22 and Demos 
appears rejuvenated (1316-1408).23  

‘Object’ humor also contributes to some of Wasps’ (422 BCE) most 
memorable scenes: Philocleon attempts to escape his house (144-459);24 
Philocleon defends himself while Bdelycleon takes notes (519-647);25 Bdelycleon 

                                                 
11 Shield (574), helmet (575), crest (575), armor (581), and feather (585). 
12 Boundary stones (719), leather strap (724), treaty/libation (727), pillar (727), hooves (740), 
snouts (744), coarse sack (745), dried figs (805), garlic (813), and salt (814). 
13 Pennyroyal (861), bone-pipes (863), fowl (871), four-winged game (871), marjoram (874), rush 
mat (874), candle wick (874), duck (875), jackdaw (875), francolin (875), coot (875), wren (876), 
dabchick (876), goose (878), hare (878), fox (878), mole (879), hedgehog (879), cat (879), badger 
(879), marten (880), otter (880), eels (880), coarse sack (884), fan for raising fire (888), brazier 
(888), charcoal (891), rubbish (927), and money (960). 
14 Fan for raising fire (1000ff.), brazier (1000ff.), garland (1006), hare meat (1006), thrush (1007), 
small skewer (1007), reed stalk (1034), sausage (1040), honey (1040), cuttlefish (1041), and meat 
(1049). 
15 Knapsack (1097), hamper (1098), salt (1099), onion (1099), sliced fish (1100), fig leaf (1101), 
feather (1103), thrush (1104), ringdove (1104), crest case (1109), hare (1110), bowl (1110), spear 
(1118), sausage (1119), spear case (1120), skewer (1121), shield stand (1122), baked loaf (1123), 
shield (1124), flat cake (1125), olive oil (1128), honey (1130), cuirass (1132), bedding (1136), rope 
(1136), and cloak (1139). 
16 Feather (1182), damaged helmet (1182), and wineskin (1197ff.). 
17 Wine (95), pitcher (95), cup (105-06), and oracles (109). 
18 Table (152, 169), Sausage Seller’s equipment (155), sausage casings (160), sausages (161), and 
garland (221). 
19 Knife (412), intestines (454), more sausage casings (455), olive oil (490), garlic (494). 
20 Stage rock (754), meat hook (772), seat cushion (784), men’s shoes (872), tunic (881), cloak 
(890-91), little jar (906), hare (909), ladle (922), and ring (947). 
21 Piles of oracles (960ff.) and stones (1028). 
22 Footstool (1164), barley cake (1166), scooped bread (1168), pea/bean soup (1171), pots (1174), 
broth (1174), sliced fish (1177), meat (1178), entrails (1179), tripe (1179), black pudding (1179), 
flat cake (1182), cup (1187), another kind of flat cake (1190), hare (1192), and hamper (1211). 
23 Violet crown (1323), cicada (1331), stool (1384), and frog-green garment (1406). 
24 Net (131), board (147), block of wood (148, 458), pack saddles (170), donkey (170, 178), stones 
(199, 222), large plank (199-202), bolt pin (199-202), clod of earth (203), goad (225), staff 
(230ff.), lamp (246), cord (379), harvest wreath (399), cloak (408), smoke-pot (457), and block of 
wood (458).  
25 Sword (522), hamper (529), account ledger (538), and donkey-eared wine cup (616-18). 
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recreates an Athenian court (805-90);26 Philocleon judges the Dog Trial (894-
1008);27 Philocleon prepares for Bdelycleon’s party (1122-1264);28 and a 
rejuvenated Philocleon delights in post-party antics (1326-1448).29 

The abundance of objects is no less evident in Peace (421 BCE): Trygaeus 
flies to heaven on the dung-beetle (1-178);30 War and Hurly-Burly mix a battle-
mash (236-88);31 Trygaeus and the chorus restore Peace and her attendants (289-
728);32 Trygaeus prepares a sacrificial celebration in honor of Peace and Hierocles 
interrupts (937-1126);33 Trygaeus transforms the implements of war into tools of 
peace (1191-1264);34 and Trygaeus leads a wedding procession (1316-1359).35 

Parades of sensational items, tableaux on the eccyclema, and strategically 
placed ‘symbolic’ stage properties are thus the bread-and-butter of Aristophanic 
comedy of the 420s, and, with this in mind, we are in a position to consider 
whether these visual elements remain consistent during Aristophanes’ career or 
whether they evolve into a different approach to stage business. Without a doubt, 
there is a noticeable decrease in the number of stage properties required for an 
Aristophanic production near the end of the Peloponnesian War as well as a 
marked preference for humble, everyday objects rather than the luxury wares 
coveted during the 420s.36 Aristophanes also seems to have stopped using objects 
as the foundation for key dramatic action. That said, he did not completely 
abandon his earlier techniques: as time progressed, he relied more heavily on 
descriptions of physical objects rather than on the presentation of the items 

                                                 
26 Portable urinal (807), peg (808), shallow brazier (811), lentil soup (811), cock/hen (815), hero 
shrine (819), railing (830), pig-sty (844), board (848), indictments (848), wine-cup/ladle (855), fire 
(860), frankincense (861), and myrtle wreath (861).  
27 Giant cup (937), giant pestle (938), giant cheese-grater (938), giant brazier (938), giant pot 
(938), other giant cooking utensils (939), voting pebbles (988), and water (995). 
28 Cloak (1131), warm cloak (1132), fancy cloak (1137), shoes (1158), Laconian slippers (1158), 
and hamper (1251-2). 
29 Staff (1296), fire-brand (1330), and bread tray (1389-91).  
30 Barley-cake (1), trough/tub (18), and giant dung beetle (81). 
31 Mixing bowl (238), hamper (238ff.), leeks (242), garlic (246-7), cheese (250), and honey (252). 
32 Rope (299), crowbar/lever (299), shovel (299), scarlet cloak (303), libation bowl (424), 
treaty/libation (432ff.), wineskin (433ff.), Peace statue (520), beetle-maul (566), pitchfork (567), 
and mattock (570). 
33 Sheep (937), wreath (948), barley kernels (948), fire (948), ritual basket (948), knife (948), 
lustral water (956), fire-brand (959), thigh bones (1021), stick (1024), table (1032), small skewer 
(1039ff.), offals (1040), meal offering (1040), garland (1044), libation bowls (1059), pitcher 
(1059), libation (1059), tongue (1060), salt (1074), mug (1094), and block of wood (1121). 
34 Ribbons/crest (1193), pruning hook (1203), jar (1204), hamper (1204), crest (1214), cuirass 
(1224), stones (1230), trumpet (1240), helmet (1257), spear (1260). 
35 Hare (1312), flat-cake (1314), and fire-brand (1317). 
36 See English (2000), especially 150-51 n.5, with calculations for the number of stage properties 
found in the surviving Aristophanic comedies as well as the fragments. As this note indicates, in 
Birds, Lysistrata, and Thesmophoriazusae, Aristophanes makes substantial use of stage properties, 
although by 411 BCE he seems to be relying less heavily on the ‘object humor’ of the 420s. In 
general, however, the stagecraft of these three comedies resembles Aristophanes’ earlier 
productions rather than his later ones. 
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themselves. At the same time, he allowed physical humor, word play, and 
domestic farce to take a more dominant role in the production. 37 

The remainder of this article traces the shift in Aristophanic stagecraft away 
from the ‘object humor’ that defined the comedies of the 420s. Although the 
absence of stage items is most striking in Ecclesiazusae of 391 BCE and Wealth 
of 388 BCE, we see the roots of this shift in Frogs of 405 BCE where the debate 
on the poetic value of Aeschylus and Euripides naturally lends itself to a 
stagecraft more dependent upon words than tangible objects.38 Although 
interpretations of Frogs rarely figure into discussions of Ecclesiazusae and 
Wealth, it is essential to understand the staging of this transitional play if we are to 
appreciate the stagecraft of Aristophanes’ final comedies.  

2. Stage properties in Frogs: a transitional play 
As we have seen, especially in his early comedies, Aristophanes often built 

entire scenes around carefully selected objects. Indeed, he was still reinventing 
this type of scene twenty years later in Frogs, a play that does not want for comic 
spectacle. However, if we look closely, we see Aristophanes adopting a new 
approach to stagecraft. Several scenes require only a few humble stage objects or 
perhaps none at all. Others focus on the characters’ costumes. Still others describe 
objects that in earlier productions the playwright might have integrated into the 
script. In Frogs, Aristophanes masks these departures from the stock scenes of the 
420s by focusing the audience’s attention, particularly in the second half of the 
comedy, on the poetics of the play. 

                                                 
37 It is tempting to think that this shift away from ‘object’ humor coincided with the transition 
between Old and Middle Comedy. See Sutton (1990) 81-3, who details the ancient sources (albeit 
late and of somewhat questionable value) that discuss the factors that prompted the gradual switch 
from Old to Middle Comedy: Platonius’ essay On Comedy I.13-31 and 42-4 Koster, John Tzetzes’ 
Introduction to Comedy XIaI.97, and Vita Aristophanis XXVIII.50-8 Koster. Platonius’ essay and 
Vita Aristophanis seem to indicate that ‘practical concerns’ (at least in part) affected the type of 
humor the comic playwrights were allowed to create at the end of the fifth century; and to indicate 
that, because fewer individuals were willing to serve as choregoi (hence the decline of the chorus 
and, in Vita, an explanation for the replacement of formal songs with the phrase khorou), the 
financial support of dramatic productions was thus diminished. The reliability of these sources is 
indeed suspect, especially since they both conclude that Alcibiades’ legendary drowning of Eupolis 
because of the caricature of him in Baptae forced comic poets to stop engaging in personal satire 
and thus prompted a significant shift in the genre. On the transition from Old to Middle Comedy, 
see also Webster (1952); Nesselrath (1990); and Dobrov (1995), especially the articles by Rosen, 
Dobrov and Urios-Aparisi, and Rothwell, all of which lend credence to the theory that the 
evolution of the genre was gradual and the result of many interlocking factors. 
38 The scholia note (Arist. fr. 630 Rose ap. SVE 404) that lines 404-6 imply that comic poets were 
not being well financed. They also mention Aristotle’s remark that two choregoi were used at the 
Dionysia in the archonship of Callias (the festival immediately after Frogs) and speculate that this 
same practice might have been employed at the Lenaea of the same year. Perhaps Aristophanes 
purposely created a comedy for this festival that could triumph with only a few of the costly 
trappings of the plays performed in the 420s,  For the synchoregia, see Csapo and Slater (1995) 
155-6; Wilson (2000) 265, 375 n.164, 379 n.1-2. 
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At the outset, Dionysus enters wearing a Heraclean lionskin and a club over 
his traditional effeminate garb of a saffron gown and ladies’ boots.39 He is 
accompanied by his slave Xanthias, who is preoccupied with the demands of 
riding a donkey and with balancing a luggage pole and their extra supplies and 
bedding. This modest combination of costumes and stage properties inspires most 
of the humor in the opening scenes of the play: the luggage pole and the baggage 
enhance the burlesque jokes at lines 5-15 and 21-32 and Dionysus’ Heraclean 
disguise provides a focal point for the comic routine in front of Heracles’ door at 
lines 45-8. 

Aristophanes’ initial scenes of the 420s also derive their humor from the 
interplay of text and objects: in Acharnians, the colorfully costumed Persian 
ambassadors and their expensive peacocks40 provoke Dicaeopolis into making a 
private peace with Sparta and celebrating the Rural Dionysia;41 in Knights, 
Demos’ slaves interact with Sausage Seller, who often punctuates his thoughts 
with reference to his sausage-making utensils;42 in Wasps, Philocleon tries 
numerous escape antics in his quest to flee the house; and in Peace, Trygaeus 
embarks upon his perilous journey to Olympus upon the mechane-supported dung 
beetle. Likewise, the objects at the beginning of Frogs are used to punctuate the 
physical antics of the actors as they manipulate Xanthias’ donkey,43 and they 
highlight the humorous references to Dionysus’ costume and subsequent 
Heraclean disguise. 

By minimizing the number of objects needed in the opening scene, 
Aristophanes maximizes the effect of the boat aboard which Charon enters at line 
180.44 The ferry ride sets the stage for the frog chorus’ first and only musical 
number. Scholars have long debated whether this chorus actually appeared 
onstage or whether it sang from the wings.45 If the chorus performed the ferry 
                                                 
39 For the relationship between Dionysus and Heracles in the opening scenes of Frogs, see Lada-
Richards (1999). 
40 See Ach. 62-3, where Dicaeopolis expresses his disgust at these ambassadors and the exotic 
birds, which I believe, contrary to major commentators on the play (see Olson (2002) 90 n.62-3), 
they have in their possession. For a contemporary peacock zoo in Athens, see Plut. Per. 13.10, Ael. 
NA 5.21, and Ath. 397c.  
41 See Ach. 241-79, where Aristophanes not only replicates the actual elements of the ritual but 
also pays homage to comedy’s roots and the phallic procession of the komos. For the Rural 
Dionysia, see Pickard-Cambridge (1968) 42-56, esp. 43-4, where the passage in question is 
discussed, and Olson (2002) 141 n.241. 
42 Moments that could be embellished with the sausage-making equipment (see above n.18 and 19) 
include Eq. 289, 291, 315-18, 364, 370, 372, 374. 
43 Scholars seem to agree that the script demands an actual donkey and that the blocking of the 
initial scenes presents none of the difficulties apparent in Wasps, where Philocleon imitates 
Odysseus and attempts to elude Bdelycleon by attaching himself to the bottom of a pantomime 
donkey. See Arnott (1959) 178 and Dover (1993) 194 n.35. Cf. Sommerstein (1996) 159 n.35-7, 
who proposes that mute actors were costumed as the donkey.  
44 The traditional view maintains that this boat rested on wheels and was pulled by stagehands 
from one eisodos to the other. See Dover (1993) 213 and Sommerstein (1996) 172 n.180ff. Cf. 
Dearden (1970) 21, who proposes that the boat sails onstage through the eccyclema. 
45 Allison (1983) maintains that the frogs sing from offstage and are never seen by either Dionysus 
or the audience, and he gives a detailed summary of scholars who agree and disagree with his 
position in his endnotes (esp. n.2 and 3). Marshall (1996) responds to Allison and argues in favor 
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song from backstage, Aristophanes would have tricked the spectators into thinking 
that they were about to see another lavishly costumed animal chorus. Thus, in the 
next choral interlude, when the ‘frogs’ appear as initiates, the audience would be 
startled not just at the change in the chorus’ identity but also at their lackluster 
costumes. They are wearing sandals, ragged clothing, and myrtle wreaths (404-6), 
and they are carrying torches (340). The costuming of the chorus in such 
strikingly inexpensive clothing fits well with a play that emphasizes the 
importance of tragic diction and stagecraft rather than the spectacle of traditional 
comic performance.46 

After the initiates exit, Aristophanes returns to the humor he employed at the 
beginning of the play and stages another scene based on the exchange of the 
characters' costumes. As the scene unfolds, Dionysus and Xanthias exchange the 
Heracles disguise three times (495-97, 532, and 589). Because the frenzy of these 
costume changes captivates the audience and culminates in the burlesque scene 
where Aeacus whips both Xanthias and Dionysus (605-73), additional stage 
objects would be superfluous.  

In this scene, Aristophanes appears to be reinventing techniques that were 
prevalent in his earlier productions: he now has the characters regale the audience 
with descriptions of sumptuous articles, but the items themselves never appear. 
When Persephone’s servant enters and catches sight of Xanthias in the Heracles 
disguise, she insists that Heracles hurry to the banquet her mistress has prepared 
in his honor. Persephone’s table will include bread, two or three pots of soup, 
steak, flat cakes, rolls, poultry, sweets, wine, and sliced fish (503-20). These same 
items appear in the splendid displays of expensive delicacies that abound in the 
plays of the 420s. In Acharnians, when Dicaeopolis is amassing his provisions for 
the upcoming Choes festival, he packs his hamper with sliced fish, fig leaves of 
fat, pigeon and thrush, a bowl of hare’s meat, sausages on a spit, baked bread, a 
flat-cake with cheese, honey for the flat-cake, and his pitcher (1095-1142). In 
Knights, both Sausage Seller and Paphlagon inundate Demos with delectable 
goodies including barley cakes, scooped bread, pea soup, sliced fish, various 
specialty meats, two types of flat cakes, wine, and hare meat (1151-1226). By 
contrast, the descriptive stagecraft of Frogs is much more economical. 

The exchange with Persephone’s servant is not an isolated example of this 
new mode of presentation. Several lines later, after Dionysus has reassumed the 
Heracles disguise, a hostess from the inn of the underworld arrives enraged at 
Heracles for devouring her loaves, stewed meat, garlic, smoked fish, cheese, and 
even her baskets. Not only is this litany of stolen goods reminiscent of the goodies 
portrayed in Acharnians and Knights, but the hostess seems to appear without any 
stage property to mark her character. Earlier in his career, Aristophanes staged a 
similar scene in Wasps. The bread-seller Myrtia runs onstage with an empty tray 
and accuses Philocleon of hitting her with his torch and stealing over ten obols 
worth of loaves (1389-91). Myrtia and the hostess in Frogs share the same hatred 

                                                                                                                                      
of an onstage frog chorus. Dover (1993) too believes in an onstage chorus (57) and cites the 
argument of MacDowell (1972) that an off-stage chorus might be difficult to hear. 
46 See Hubbard (1991) 201-2 n.123. 
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of thieves: Myrtia swears she will inform the commissioners of the agora about 
Philocleon’s transgressions (1406-8), and the hostess of Hades threatens to exact 
her revenge with the help of Cleon and Hyperbolus (568-71). These exchanges 
mark another subtle shift: they evoke the techniques of earlier comedies, but they 
establish characters less defined by stage objects. 

Yet even in Frogs, with its diminished use of stage properties, objects 
continue to play a significant role. For instance, Aeschylus insists that he wants to 
compare his poetry to Euripides’ by measuring their value on a balance equipped 
with the appropriate pans (1365-7).47 The scale dominates the closing moments of 
the agon and calls to mind tragedy’s emblematic stage properties, especially Zeus’ 
scale in Aeschylus’ Psychostasia.48 In other words, the balance becomes a tragic 
symbol that defines the outcome of a comic agon. 

Finally, as the chorus bids farewell to the victorious Aeschylus, Plutus entrusts 
him with various ‘remedies,’ so that upon his return to Athens, he can eliminate 
four troublesome politicians, including Cleophon. Although Plutus does not 
mention these ‘remedies’ by name, Dover, followed by Sommerstein, based on 
comments in the scholia, identifies the demonstrative pronouns of lines 1504-7 as 
a sword, two nooses, and hemlock, respectively.49 At the beginning of the play, 
when Dionysus was asking Heracles about the most expeditious route to the 
underworld, Heracles suggests these same remedies (120-33). Thus, even in a play 
where Aristophanes has employed a relatively small number of stage properties, 
he links the opening scene and the final choral ode by transforming Heracles’ 
comic suggestions into the concrete weapons of the tragic poet. And so, Frogs can 
be seen as a transitional play in as much as it reveals a tendency to favor the 
description of objects over their presence, yet it retains a more focused, albeit less 
extravagant, use of objects. 

3. Reinventing the stagecraft of Old Comedy 
Aristophanes’ minimal use of stage properties in Ecclesiazusae confirms that 

the shift in Frogs away from ‘object humor’ is part of his evolving dramatic 
technique. Most of the objects Aristophanes chooses to highlight in the opening 
scenes of Ecclesiazusae are associated with the characters’ costumes and call to 
mind the disguises of Euripides’ Relative in Thesmophoriazusae and Dionysus in 
Frogs, not the object ‘parades’ of earlier comedies. For example, at the outset of 
the play, Praxagora addresses a soliloquy to her lamp (1-18).50 This simple object 

                                                 
47 For the staging of this scene, see Dover (1993) 367 and van Leeuwen (1896) 200, stage 
directions after line 1369. On the other hand, Sommerstein (1996) 103 proposes that the scales are 
set up during the choral interlude of 814-29 and before the contest even begins. 
48 Aristophanes probably modeled this scene in Frogs on Aeschylus’ Psychostasia. See van 
Leeuwen (1896) 199 n.1365 sqq. For ancient evidence on the staging of this Aeschylean tragedy, 
see Plut. Mor. 17a. 
49 See Dover (1993) 382 n.1504 and Sommerstein (1996) 296 n.1504, who insists that these items 
are visible to the audience. 
50 See Sommerstein (1998) and Ussher (1973) ad loc. 
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acts as an interlocutor and confidant, while Aristophanes gives a new twist to the 
conventional expository monologue.51  

Praxagora soon notices another lamp in the distance that marks the arrival of 
her fellow conspirators (27-8).52 These women are wearing cloaks, sturdy shoes 
stolen from their husbands, and fake beards probably made from coarse animal 
hair and equipped with strings that attached them to the actors’ masks.53 Praxagora 
is also pleased that the women have brought along walking sticks,54 because men 
in the Assembly often lean on them when addressing their peers.55 These 
disguises, much like the Heracles costume in Frogs, generate a good deal of the 
humor in this scene. 

This focus on the characters’ costumes continues as Praxagora reviews with 
the women her plan to take over the Assembly. When she becomes frustrated 
because her fellow comrades cannot execute their speeches without revealing their 
femininity (160-2), she snatches the garland off the second speaker’s head (169-
71) and launches into an extended demonstration of the proper way of speaking 
before the Assembly (171-240). Praxagora is not the only Aristophanic character 
to wear a civic garland onstage. In fact, this scene suggests that Aristophanes has 
not completely abandoned the visual vocabulary of his earlier plays. Earlier in his 
career, at Thesmophoriazusae 380, the herald hands a garland to the first speaker 
in the women’s assembly at the Thesmophoria. In Birds, Peisetaerus orders his 
slave to fetch a garland so that he can make a speech to the birds (463-6). In 
Knights, Slave A urges Sausage Seller to put on one of their celebratory garlands 
so that he can give thanks to the gods for his future prosperity (221-2). When 
Paphlagon enters a few moments later, he too is wearing a garland, an honorific 
crown that calls to mind Cleon’s victory at Pylos. And so, in Ecclesiazusae, the 
modest but symbolically charged property of the civic crown persists into the 
increasingly impoverished object-world of the fourth century BCE: Aristophanes 
has allowed Praxagora to cast aside her conventional role in the Greek household 
and don the civic garland favored by her male counterparts. 

This visual imagery is all the more striking when the audience sees the absurd 
costume of Blepyrus, the husband of one of the conspirators. He confesses that, 
after he discovered both his wife and his clothes missing, he was forced to put on 
her saffron camisole and Persian slippers because he was in desperate need to find 
his morning bathroom spot (311-26). Blepyrus’ neighbor soon arrives and 
questions his friend’s unusual choice of clothing. Moments later, Chremes, 
another of Blepyrus’ friends, enters and describes the proceedings of the 
Assembly meeting (372-477). There is a noticeable absence of stage properties in 
these exchanges; the humor derives from Blepyrus’ predicament and his 
‘unconventional’ outfit.  
                                                 
51 For the staging of this scene, see Slater (1997). 
52 Most of the other women are carrying lamps similar to Praxagora’s, except the wife of the 
barkeeper Geusistrate, who has some sort of torch. See Ussher (1973) 81 n.49-50.  
53 See Stone (1981) 411. 
54 The wife of Lamius has brought a different kind of walking stick, but the text offers no help in 
determining the physical characteristics of this item. See Ussher (1966) 376-7. 
55 See Ec. 149-50 with Ussher (1973) ad loc. 
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In fact, no other objects appear until lines 730-45, when a good citizen is 
taking stock of his possessions before surrendering them to Praxagora. This line-
up recalls the ‘parade’ of the Boeotian merchant at Ach. 873-6 and 878-89 and the 
contest between Dicaeopolis and Lamachus at 1095-1142 that pits Dicaeopolis’ 
banquet goodies against his rival’s military supplies. The good citizen’s items, 
however, are noticeably less luxurious: a sieve, a pot, a parasol, a water jug, a 
cock, a bowl, a honeycomb, branches, a tripod, and an oil flask.56 In general, this 
procession represents in visual terms the replacement of the polis with the 
household,57 but unlike the visual agon between Dicaeopolis and Lamachus, the 
good citizen must match wits, not wares, with the dissident who enters at line 746. 

Only one other scene contains stage objects. At line 976, a young man enters 
with a torch and confronts an old woman.58 The old woman puts pressure on the 
young man to sleep with her by reading a copy of Praxagora’s decree that will 
force him to comply (1014-20). Effective as it is in its context, the old woman’s 
one decree seems like a diminished echo of the ‘armloads’ of oracles that appear 
onstage in Knights when Paphlagon and Sausage Seller compete to secure Demos’ 
favor (997-1095). 

Perhaps the most revealing departure from Aristophanes’ earlier stagecraft 
occurs at the end of the play. He describes, rather than presents (as in Banqueters, 
Acharnians, Knights, Birds, and Fry Cooks),59 the food for Praxagora’s 
celebratory dinner (1168-78). Ussher (1973) and Sommerstein (1998) provide 
much assistance in identifying the delicacies mentioned in this sixty-syllable 
verbal tour de force: saucepan or limpet, sliced fish, shark, dog-fish, bits and 
pieces of mullet in bitter pickling, thrush on top of blackbird, multiple pigeons, 
cock and wagtail, roast lark, hare dipped in new wine boiled down, grisly wings, 
all of which have seasonings poured over them including silphium, honey, and 
oily dressings. Seven of these items (or the properties representing them) appear 
onstage in earlier Aristophanic banquets.60 In Ecclesiazusae, however, the 
audience members must be satisfied with verbal tricks that replicate the staging of 
earlier productions.61 

                                                 
56 Some of these items do appear in earlier Aristophanic comedy: cooking pot (Ach. 463, Eq. 1171-
4, V. 937-9, Av. 43-5 and 356-7, Lys. 296-8, Pl. 1197-8); parasol (Av. 1507-9); water jug (Lys. 327-
35); cock (Ach. 870-71, Nu. 847-8, V. 815); oil flask (Av. 1589, Th. 139, fr. 487). In some ways, 
the scene also calls to mind the items that Bdelycleon assembles for his courtroom (V. 805-58). 
57 See Henderson (1996) 235 n.109. 
58 His torch is similar to Philocleon’s in V. (1329-31) and to another young man’s in Pl. (1040). 
59 Several fragments from Fry Cooks (Tagenistae frr. 514, 516, 520, 521) indicate that the play 
featured a banquet scene complete with bowls of pea or bean soup, water, hand-towel, small fish, 
liver/paté, wild boar, ribs, tongue, spleen, intestine jejunum, belly meat, and warm dinner rolls.  
60 For example sliced fish (Ach. 1100, Eq.1177), thrush (Ach. 1007, 1104), pigeon (Ach. 1104), 
hare meat (Ach. 878-80, 1005-06, 1110, Eq. 909, 1192, Pax 1312), dressing (Av. 1637), silphium 
(Av. 1579), and honey (Ach. 1040, 1130, Pax 252). 
61 In Thesmophoriazusae II, Aristophanes creates a scene that mentions fifty-one female 
accoutrements (fr. 332). The dating of this play has come under recent scrutiny. See Butrica (2001) 
and (2004) who argues that the lost Thesmophoriazusae was probably performed at the Lenaea of 
423; and Austin and Olson (2003-04) who hold the more widely accepted view that this play was 
produced sometime after 416. There is no clear evidence that the objects mentioned in fr. 332 were 
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4. A comedy without objects 
Whereas in Frogs and Ecclesiazusae we still see several scenes where stage 

objects play a significant role in the action, Wealth requires virtually no stage 
properties. Only a few items appear in the first half of the play, none of which 
contributes to the thematic development of the comedy: they merely add a touch 
of realism to the characters’ circumstances. For example, when Carion and 
Chremylus appear in the opening scene, they are both wearing garlands (21), and 
Carion is carrying part of the meat that Chremylus sacrificed at the oracle (227-8). 
Later in the play, after Chremylus decides that a night at the shrine of Asclepius 
can cure Wealth of his ailment, he orders Carion to bring out the bedding and the 
rest of the preparations for the upcoming trip (624-6). Again, these stage 
properties are strikingly functional: although the text does not specify the exact 
items, Carion probably carries onstage a humble array of objects—a stick for 
luggage, a lamp, and a basket of food.  

After the choral interlude indicated before line 627, Aristophanes resorts again 
to describing objects instead of presenting them. Carion discloses in vivid detail 
the scene at the shrine of Asclepius (649-747). By adapting the tragic convention 
of the messenger speech to comic purposes,62 Aristophanes presents to the 
audience an ‘imagined’ dramatic scene complete with the requisite stage 
properties. In fact, the account contains numerous references to the same physical 
objects that we saw in Aristophanes’ earlier plays: two types of sacrificial cakes, a 
pallet, a lamp, a pot of porridge, dessert cakes, figs, a table, a sack, wreaths, a 
mortar and pestle, a medicine box, a simple cloak, garlic, fig-juice, squill, vinegar, 
a napkin, scarlet cloth, and two serpents.63 Furthermore, in Acharnians, Peace, 
and Birds, Aristophanes does not hesitate to create parodies of Athenian rituals.64 
Thus, in Wealth, just as in Frogs and Ecclesiazusae, Aristophanes chooses to 
describe scenes that he might have once staged.65 

After Carion finishes his tale, Chremylus’ wife brings onstage a string of 
baked loaves and an assortment of other ‘welcoming’ gifts to celebrate the fact 
that Wealth has regained his sight (789-90). However, just as she is about to 
shower Wealth with sweets, he stops her because he desires to refrain from 
‘lowbrow’ humor (795-9). In his earlier plays, Aristophanes was not afraid to 
                                                                                                                                      
present onstage. If we follow Butrica’s suggestion and place the comedy in the 420s, this fragment 
could reflect the type of ‘object parades’ that were prevalent in Aristophanes’ comedies of this 
period; if the later dating is accepted, this fragment may be an earlier example of the trend in 
stagecraft exhibited here in Ecclesiazusae. 
62 See Sommerstein (2001) 180 n.647. 
63 Eleven of these items appear as stage properties in other Aristophanic comedies: sacrificial 
cakes (Pax 1040, Th. 284-5), lamp (Nu. 18-20, Ve. 246-7, Th. 238, Ec. 1-6, fr. 290), cooking pot 
(Ach. 463, Eq. 1171-4, V. 937-9, Av. 43-5, 356-7, Lys. 296-8, Ec. 734, Pl. 1197-8), figs (Ach. 805-
06), table (Eq. 146, 770-72, 1165, Pax 1032, fr. 545), wreaths (Pax 948-9, Av. 893), mortar (Pax 
238), pestle (V. 937-9), simple cloak (V. 1131-2, Pl. 842-3), garlic (Ach. 813-4, Eq. 493-4, Pax 
246-7), scarlet cloth (Pax 302-03). 
64 See Ach. 241-79 (Rural Dionysia); Pax 924-1126 (a celebratory sacrifice); and Av. 848-1057 (a 
foundation sacrifice, as later in Pl.). 
65 Aristophanes staged (as opposed to reported) a similar sort of scene at a healing shrine in his 
Amphiaraus, a comedy performed at the Lenaea of 414. See frr. 17, 18. 
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indulge in this type of spectacle, even though at Wasps 58-9 Xanthias reassures 
the audience that Aristophanes has not lowered himself to the kind of vulgar 
comedy that features two slaves throwing nuts at the spectators. In fact, at Peace 
962, Trygaeus tosses barley grains directly at the audience members.66 In Wealth, 
however, it appears that Aristophanes has taken a comic routine from his early 
repertoire and refashioned by presenting only the shell of the former joke.67  

Likewise, Carion describes to the audience the list of blessings his household 
has received under the good fortune of Wealth: grain and wine; purses filled with 
gold and silver; containers brimming with olive oil, perfume, and figs; bronze 
saucers, bowls, and cooking pots; silver platters for fish; an oven; gold coins for 
the slaves; garlic cloves, not stones, for toilet paper; and garlands for the master 
when he sacrifices pig, goat, and ram (805-22). No longer is the audience treated 
to a visual display of the benefits acquired by the comic hero in his (or her) quest, 
although Carion mentions many objects that appeared in other Aristophanic 
productions.68 As with the ‘messenger speech’ about the events at the shrine of 
Asclepius, Aristophanes prefers now to report on scenarios he once would have 
staged for the spectators.  

The scene that follows can likewise be contrasted to a more visually 
ostentatious predecessor. A just man enters, accompanied by a slave boy carrying 
a threadbare cloak and a pair of shoes (842-3). Now rich, the just man no longer 
needs these items, and, in place of them, he possesses a nice cloak and shows off a 
costly ring.69 A similar scene occurs at the end of Peace, where Trygaeus 
transforms several items from the hoplite’s panoply into objects of ridicule (1224-
61). The litany of now useless military items—the breastplate, trumpet, and 
helmet—dominates this scene and contrasts with the relatively humble object 
world of Wealth. 

The next scene features the only other objects that appear in the play, and 
again these properties are everyday items that merely enhance routine stage 
business. An old woman enters with a tray of delicacies (995-7). Her lover, on the 
other hand, is wearing a garland and carrying a torch. The ensuing scene is 
reminiscent of the one in Wasps when Philocleon returns from the symposium that 
he attended with his son Bdelycleon. However, unlike in Wealth where the torch 
merely lends authenticity to the young man’s costume, in Wasps, it becomes the 
focal point of an extended comic routine—Philocleon graphically compares 
                                                 
66 For the staging of the scene, see Olson (1998) 254 n.960. 
67 Perhaps the comic playwrights no longer needed to present the entire routine to generate 
laughter from the audience members because the memory of previous comedies inspired their 
mirth. After all, in modern slapstick, the mere presence of pies can elicit laughter from the 
spectators; the actors do not even need to throw them at one another. 
68 Again the list contains some of Aristophanes’ most popular stage properties: wine (Eq. 95-6, Lys. 
195-7, Th. 733-4, Pl. 644-5, frr. 219, 546); olive oil (Ach. 1128, Eq. 490-91, Av. 1589); perfume 
(Lys. 938, frr. 213, 546); figs (Ach. 805-6); cooking pots (Ach. 463, Eq. 1171-4, V. 937-9, Av. 43-5, 
356-7, Lys. 296-8, Eccl. 734, Pl. 1197-8); platters (V. 1389-91, Pl. 995-8); garlic (Ach. 813-4, Eq. 
493-4, Pax 246-7); garlands (Ach. 1005-6, Eq. 221-2, Nu. 255-6, Pax 1043-4, Av. 463-4, 1274-5, 
Lys. 602, 1216, Th. 380, Ra. 326-30, Ec. 122-3, Pl. 21, 1041); goat (Av. 851-6). 
69 Rings are significant stage properties in two other Aristophanic comedies. See Eq. 947-8 and 
Lys. 1027-8. 
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Dardanis’ body parts to the characteristics of a torch (1373-7)—, a prime example 
of Aristophanes’ early stagecraft where objects drive the comic dialogue. 

Wealth ends with the customary celebration of Old Comedy, and 
Aristophanes’ decision to make Wealth’s dedicatory offering a couple of humble 
pots is perhaps a reminder that Chremylus’ solution is an unattainable ideal.70 Yet 
the final image of the play lacks the unifying and concentrated visual punch of 
Aristophanes’ earlier endings. We need only to recall the final image of 
Acharnians, where Dicaeopolis’ display of the wineskin is the climax of the play’s 
central theme: the average farmer’s triumph over military might and his 
celebratory indulgence in the wine of peace. More importantly, the wineskin 
visually links the most important moments of the comedy: Dicaeopolis’ 
acquisition of the peace libations from Sparta, his celebration of the Rural 
Dionysia, his establishment of a open market with the treaties in full view, his 
preparations for the Choes festival, and his defeat of the general Lamachus. The 
finales of later Aristophanic plays, and Wealth in particular, tend not to be 
emphatically punctuated with the presence of symbolically charged stage 
properties. 

5. Conclusions 
By the beginning of the fourth century, Aristophanes had moved away from 

the ‘object humor’ and comic spectacle that so characterized his early work. We 
see evidence of this change as early as Frogs, where the focus on poetry and the 
setting in a world apart from ordinary life reduced the opportunity for showcasing 
concrete items. In Ecclesiazusae and, even more pervasively, in Wealth, 
Aristophanes replaced ‘object humor’ with increased attention to physical humor, 
word play, and domestic farce. Above all, he described the stage properties he no 
longer chose to present. It is difficult to determine what prompted this shift in 
stagecraft. Whether it was the social attitudes of a newly defined polis, the 
intentional artistic choices of the playwright, or the changing demands of the 
audience, the later plays of Aristophanes retained only vestiges of the visual 
conventions of his earlier comedy. Although we may never pinpoint precisely why 
Aristophanes changed the type of comedy that he produced, the declining 
presence of stage properties becomes a characteristic of his later productions.  
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