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MYTH RATIONALIZATION
IN ANCIENT GREEK COMEDY,
A SHORT SURVEY*

ALAN SUMLER

ABSTRACT

Ancient Greek comedy takes interesting approaches to mythological narrative.
This article analyzes one excerpt and eight fragments of ancient Greek Old, Mid-
dle, and New Comedy. It attempts to show a comic rationalizing approach to
mythology. Poets analyzed include Aristophanes, Cratinus, Anaxilas, Timocles, An-
tiphanes, Anaxandrides, Philemon, Athenion, and Comic Papyrus. Comparisons
are made to known rationalizing approaches as found in the mythographers
Palaephatus and Heraclitus the Paradoxographer. Ancient comedy tends to make
jokes about the ludicrous aspects of myth. Early Greek myth rationalization and
mythography share a similar approach to comedy in that they attempt to rational-
ize the improbable parts of myth narrative.

Hecataeus of Miletus tells this: I write these things,
as they seem true to me; for the many stories of the

Greeks are laughable, ...
(tr. Sumler)

HIS article analyzes one excerpt and eight fragments from ancient
Greek comedy with respect to their rationalizing approach. It covers all
periods (Old, Middle, and New) of ancient Greek comedy. We expect to see
comic parody of myth rationalization beginning in Old Comedy because of
the rise and predominance of rationalism in Athens during the 5™ century
BC. This trend may be seen in the works of poets, philosophers, sophists,
historiographers, and tragedians. The rationalistic approaches most impor-
tant for my analysis are those also found in the later genre mythography.
These approaches include aitiological, etymological, metaphoric, allegori-
cal, and Euhemeristic.
According to Fowler (2000, xxv11) in 57 c. BC mythography was not a
recognized genre, but its different approaches and topics were becoming

* Research for this article spanned five years. I wish to thank the scholars who read and
gave input on early versions — J. Henderson, H.-G. Nesselrath, J. Stern, D. Clayman, J. Lidov,
J. Rusten, J. Roberts, and L. Fratantuono. I also thank M. Colantonio and the anonymous
reader at Quaderni Urbinati.
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popular. We find loose references to its method in Aristotle (Met. 1, 3, 983b
27-33), Plato (Phaedr. 229c-230a), and Heraclitus (Polybius 4, 40, 2-4). There
are anticipations of mythography in the fragments of the early Greek his-
toriographers — namely Hecataeus, Hellanicus, Pherecydes, Herodorus,
and Ion of Chios.

Topics in mythography are vast. They include aitiological narratives, nar-
ratives of city foundation, etymological explanations, allegorical interpreta-
tions, and metaphoric interpretations. Not all mythography is a blatant ques-
tioning of myth (the earliest writers merely collected and reformulated
myth). Early historians rationalized myth by giving their own genealogies
and mythologies. The philosophers gave their own rationalized account of
natural phenomena. Some approaches, later used by mythographers, began
in non-rationalizing narratives found in Hesiod, Homer, and other poets.

Bowie (2007, 192) writes that Old Comedy “seized upon” any “ludicrous
aspect” of a myth. Ludicrous can mean unreasonable, so unreasonable that
something is funny or ridiculous. The genre of mythography and early
myth rationalization seized upon the impossible and improbable aspects of
myth narrative. In this way the approach of ancient Greek comedy to myth
narrative is similar to the mythographic and rationalistic traditions.

Consider this scene from Aristophanes” Frogs (vv. 108-115) where Diony-
sus disguised as Heracles addresses Heracles before his decent to the un-
derworld.

At. 3AN Gyvrep Evexa THVIE THY oxeuTV Eywy

HAN0ov xata oy pigmou, tva pot Todg Eévoug

Tol¢ GoVG PpdoeLac, €l deolpmy, oot ol 110

00 160°, Aivin’ HA0ec éml Tov KépBepov,

TOUTOUG PPAGOY Wot, ALUéEVaG, GETOTMALY,

Topvel’, avaradiag, ExTpomdg, xpTvag, 63006,

moheLs, draltag, TovdoxeuTplag, 6Tou

#6peLg OALYLGTOL. 115
Dionysus: Well, the reason I've come wearing this outfit in imitation of you is so
you’ll tell me about those friends of yours who put you up when you went after
Cerberus, in case I need them. Tell me about them, about the harbors, bakeries,
whorehouses, rest areas, directions, springs, roads, cities, places to stay, the land-
ladies with the fewest bedbugs.

(tr. Henderson 1998, 1v 33)

The Frogs, a burlesque rendering of Dionysus, won 1° place at the Lenaea
in 405 BC. It features Dionysus’ katabasis, i.e. typically a hero’s decent to
Hades, where he hopes to save his favorite tragic poet from the underworld.
In the scene above he asks Heracles for directions to the underworld and
general advice for his travels. The question mirrors travel concerns in the re-
al world and has been superimposed into the mythical. These details repre-
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sent a humanized approach to the typical myths about one’s decent to
Hades. It focuses on details not mentioned in other similar narratives like
those found in tragedy. It may apply another understanding of the descent
to Hades, i.e. a harsh journey in general.

A mythographer, Heraclitus the Paradoxographer, rationalized the idea
that heroes descended and returned from Hades. He writes that the myth
narrative refers to surviving a hard and hellish journey, in a similar manner
as Aristophanes’ approach.

(21.) epl tév v “Ardovu.
Aéveron d¢ “Hpoxdiic xaterbov <elg “Ardov> avijhley dvdywy tov KépBepov, xal
*Oppedg hoadtmng Edpudinny thy yuvaixa. 16 8 dhnéc, i drmvina Tig éx poxpdc
b ’ \ 3 / A bl /. $14 3 o b \
dmodnuiog #ol Emuvddvou Sa<v>TANcoug €ohly, Epaoxov £ “Aldov adtdv
Srcesdolon. 60ev EtL ol viv Tobg paxpols movous xal mapaBéioug 63obg xol
5 ~ | / S% o ~
¢miopadelc véooug <Sra>pedyovtag pdoxopey 2§ “Ardou ceadichour.

It is said that Heracles descended [into Hades] and that he came back up bringing
Cerberus with him, and that Orpheus did the same with his wife Eurydice. But the
truth is that whenever a person endured a long and dangerous journey and came
through it unharmed, people said that he had been delivered from Hell. Even today
we say that people who survive great hardships or hazardous voyages or dangerous

illnesses have been rescued from Hell.
(tr. Stern 2003, 82)

Hercules’ descent into Hades to bring back the hell hound Cerberus is ra-
tionalized by different writers in antiquity. Paleaphatus, Heraclitus, and
Plutarch have their versions. Hecataeus (FGrHist 1 F 27) is the first extant ra-
tionalization of Cerberus. Aristophanes’ makes fun of the idea that a de-
scent to Hades is more like a horrible travel experience. The scene exhibits
a rationalistic and humanizing approach, but it does not parody any specific
writer or genre.

The following examples of the comic rationalistic approach deal with
misunderstood metaphors. The mythographer Palaephatus serves as an ex-
ample of how it works. When Palaephatus declares a myth impossible and
attempts to explain the misunderstanding, his argument typically surrounds
a misunderstood name or phrase, which he indicates was used metaphori-
cally. Some examples will help: in Palaephatus 4 the riddle of the Sphinx is
rationalized to be a misunderstanding of the word for ambush (évédpac, am-
bush means aiviypa, riddle) and the Sphinx is just the name of Cadmus’
wife. In Palaephatus 15 the myth of Europa’s abduction by Zeus having
turned into a bull is rationalized into a man named Taurus (bull) abducting
Europa and several other women from Tyre. In Palaephatus 42 Io is not
turned into a cow and pursued by Zeus, but she was said to flee like a cow
and was fleeing because she became pregnant out of wedlock. Palaephatus
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usually claims that because of some misunderstanding with a metaphor (a
saying, what people said) or some name the myth was invented.

In the comic fragments the surrounding narrative (rationalizing or not)
is almost never present. Without any narrative, we cannot know if the
metaphor was understood or misunderstood. In comic outcome it seems
possible that they would render something understood or misunderstood
metaphorically in a literal fashion.

These two examples of comically misunderstood metaphors indicate that
myth rationalization was at play in Old Comedy. Cratinus, Thracian Women
fr. 75 K.-A. offers an interesting mythological rationalization. The comedy
was likely produced sometime in the 430s BC." It comes from a scholiast on
Euripides (Hec. 838) which contains the fragment:

mepl TiY Aowddhov Zpywy 8T ExvelTo kol TTpotel ewvhy ...
xol Kopartivog v Opdrrang

(A.) Trovi xoxovt delpo pactedowy Tivd.

(B.) woTepo yornoly %) Ebhwvov; () nol {TL) ypV6E0v TPOGHY;
(A.) 003apidg EdMvog Exelvog * * * dhhe yodxolc b amédpo.
(B.) wotepo Aouddherog Ay % Tig eEéxhedey adToy;

That the productions of Daedalus moved and spoke ...

Cratinus too says in Thracian Women:

(A) I've come looking for a statue of Pan.

(B) A Bronze or a wooden one? Or with a little gold?

(A)That one wasn't wood at all [corrupt] It was a solid brass one that got away.
(B) Do you mean it was made by Daedalus? Or did someone just steal it?

(tr. Henderson in Rusten 2011, 187)

There is no narration concerning the myth or its misunderstanding, but
the dialogue suggests that something or someone was misunderstood. In-
stead of the Daedaleian statue walking away, it was stolen. Daedalus’ stat-
ues were said to be so real that they actually walked and talked. Here
they are so valuable that people steal them and are thus mythologized to
walk and talk. The last line presents the myth first as real and then as
rationalized.

Daedalus was a popular topic for comedy and mythography. Palaephatus
(21) wrote a rationalization of Daedalus’ walking statues where he says that
it comes from a misunderstood phrase and that he actually invented the first
statues stepping forward with un-fused feet causing people to say his statues
walked. Diodorus Siculus (4, 76, 2-3) had a similar rationalization where he
innovated statues so that they had open eyes and feet apart, thus being real
and walking.? Even though a narrative offering criticism of the myth is not

! See Storey 2011, 1 306-308 for dating. 2 See Stern 1996, 52 for analysis.
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present, the joke between the two speakers reveals the rationalizing
approach.

The next example contains a comic mythological rationalization using a
misunderstood metaphor. It presents the rationalized version without any
explanation of the original. It comes from papyrus dated to the first-centu-
ry A.D,, fr. 1062 K.-A. = CGFP 215, and scholars debate under which period
of comedy it occurs, although there is consensus that it comes from Old
Comedy.

ot odv 2pol TRY o[ v pélier’; oot Tig v

e ~ bl \ 3 ~ \ /! $4

Opdv. Eyo 8 Epd [T]0 Zopoxhéoug Emog”

‘mémovha dewvel’. mavTa pot yépwv Kp[dvog

o todt’ Exrtlver te ol xoreabict,

b \ \ ] / b \ o

u.ol ¢ TobTWY TPoGdLdwaoty 00dE &y, 5
k) b 3 \ 3 \ \ / > ¥

AN adTog £pdet yerpl xal Meyopad &ywy

6 L dv Téxw Yo ToUTo THAGY EclicL.

d&doLne yap TOV Yenopov HoTep xuy[

Eyenoe yop Kobvor mol” “Amérhwy Spay[pry,

%6t o0 dréhafe. TabTa 37 Oupdy Tvé[wy 10
4 /! 3/ 3 /! ~ 3 4

Etépay Eypnoe[v odxéT] Spa[y Jud[v &€ tay,

o onevdpLa, po tov Al’, 003E yenpata,

3 ~ ! 3 ~ e \ /

&x T Pactietog 8 Enmeoely U mlawdiov.

700]1” 0bv dedoLnddg TavTa naTami[vel Téxv.

(Rhea) “Why should I care about your problems?”, one of you might ask. I'll quote
the Sophoclean line: “T have suffered terrible things”. For old Cronus gulps down
and gobbles up all my children, and he doesn’t let me have one single part of them.
But gives me the finger, goes straight off to Megara, sells the child that I have borne,
and gobbles up the money. He’s afraid you see, of the prophecy, as <a hare fears>
a dog (?), for Apollo once loaned (¢yp7o<) Cronus a drachma and didn’t get it back.
He was seething angry about this and no longer loaned him anything valuable, or
any household items, by Zeus, or any money. Instead, he prophesized (£ypncev)
that Cronus would be expelled from his kingship by a child. So since he’s afraid of
this, he swallows down all his children.
(tr. combination of Storey 2011, 11T 395-397,
Olson 2007, 430, and Nesselrath 1995, 23)

The first two lines reveal a parody on Sophocles. Storey (2011, 111 395) writes
that it may parody OC 892 and, if so, the date of the comedy would be after
401 BC. Oedipus speaks the passage to Theseus in Sophocles.

01idimoug: & pihtat’, Eyvev Yop T6 TPOsEOVY UL Gov,
mémovla Sewva Tobd” O’ avdpde dpTime.

O friend, for  know your voice, I've suffered terrible things at the hands of that man

just now. (tr. Sumler)
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Storey (2011, 111 395) sets the context of the fragment:

But it is very much in the Old Comic manner that Rhea can swear “by Zeus” (1. 12)
and mention a prophecy by Apollo (Il. 9-13) when neither has yet been born. This
will have come from the prologue, when Rhea informs the spectators of the play’s
subject.!

Scholars analyze the fragment as a myth rationalization.? Olson (2007, 125-
126) writes,

A rationalization of the myth presented in a more traditional form ... Cronos does
not swallow the children themselves, as Hesiod would have it, but sells them and
uses the money to buy food, which he eats.

Nesselrath (1995, 23-24) analyzes this scene as a rationalistic parody of child-
eating in Hesiod:

...an almost depressingly rationalistic, but nevertheless ingenious reinterpretation
of Cronos’ disgusting Texvogoylo.

Kassel and Austin (1983, v11r 355) also concur:
similem mythorum ex metaphora xatecOiewy explicationem ap. Palaeph. 6 et 7...

Cronos eats up the profits from selling his children which follows a
Palaephatean - like rationalization — a misunderstood phraseology in the
narration. Here are the parallels in Palaephatus 6 (Actaeon):

Daoly "Axtatwve Ko T6V Ilwv xuvdv xatafembijvar. Tobto 3¢ Yeudéc xbwv yop
deombTny %ol TPoQEa LAALGTO QLAEL, dAAwG Te %ol ol OnpeuTinal wavTog dvBpdmoug
’ 3, / ¢y \ s w ’ > 1 2

catvouaty. Fviol 8¢ gacty O¢ "Apteuic wev <elg #Aagov petéPorev> adtdv, Fhogov
3% dvelhov ol nbveg. Epol 3¢ Soxel "Aprtepiy pev Stvashow § tv Béhor worfioon: od

7 3 \ 3 \ 3 3 3 \ AN 3 A bA 1 . \ \ !
uévrol Eotiy ahnbic Erapov £ avdpoc ¥ ¢ Ehdpou &vdpa yevéshou: Toldg 8¢ willoug
TouToug cuvébesay ol monyral, v ol dxpomuevor i HPptlotev elg To Oelov. o 3
3 \ 3 A 3 ’ 3 3 \ \ / 5 A /! k4 b4
anniic Eyer Hde. "Antatmy Ay dvip 10 Yévog "Apnds, uhoxdvryos. odtog ETpepey
el nbvag Tohho xal E0pevey &v Toig Bpeoty, T@V 3E adTol TpaypdTWY NEALL. ol
3¢ tote dvlpwmor adTovpyol mavTes Hoav olxétag Te 0O elyov[, AN’ EauTolg
Eyempyouv], %ol 00T0G MV TAOUGLOTATOG B¢ [adTOG Eyempyel xal] EpYaTInMToTOG
Omfpye. 16 obv Antatwve queholvti TGV olxelwy, wdAhov 3 nuvyyetobvti,
8 el e ! 14 8\ 3 I3 5, ’8/ b4 e 6 (‘8 ’ ’A ’

1epldpm 6 Blog. Gre d¢ odxét elyev 00Séy, Ereyov ol &vbpwmol “Sethanog "Axtatwy,
8¢ OO TGV L8lwy xuvdY xateBpmly”, Homep xol viv Edv Tig Topvofooudv dTuyoy
, Aeyew eldbopey “Omod &Y Topvdv xatePedby”. Tololtov 81 TL %ol TO Tepl TOY
"Axtoatwvo yéyovey.

! He continues “Phrynichus wrote a Cronos and Philiscus a Birth of Zeus, the latter of
which Austin (CGFP 215) and others have suggested as the source of the fragment”.
? See Konstantakos 2014, 168-167 for recent analysis.
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They say that Actaeon was devoured by his own dogs. But the story is false, for a
dog is most affectionate towards its master and provider, and hunting dogs in par-
ticular fawn on everyone. ... [lines omitted]

The truth is as follows. Actaeon was an Arcadian who was especially fond of
hunting. He always kept a large pack of dogs and hunted with them in the moun-
tains, disregarding his own affairs. Now all the people of those days were depend-
ent on their own labor. They had no servant to do their work and whoever was the
most industrious became the wealthiest. But in the case of Actaeon, his preference
for hunting and his lack of attention to his own circumstances caused his livelihood
to waste away. When he no longer had anything left, people said: “Alas for Actaeon,
who has been devoured by his own hunting dogs”. So even today, if a man is
unlucky enough to waste his fortune on prostitutes, we are in the habit of saying
that he has been “devoured by whores”. And this is what happened in the case of
Actaeon. (tr. Stern 1996, 38)
Another example in Palaephatus 7 (Horses of Diomedes) follows:

ITept wév Aropndous inmwy pastv 81t dvdpopdyoL ooy, yerolws: T Yap {&ov Tolto
UEAAov 76pTw xol %07 fdeTon %) nptacty avbpwmivore. 10 & dAnbeg Oe Exer. Tév
mohandy avlpmmwy vty adToveY@v, ®ol THY TEoETY xal THY TEepLouciay obTrg
1TOREVLY, &t TV YHv Epyalopévay, InToTpogely Tig EmedafeTo, xol wéy el ToUToU
irols #deTo, Ewg 0b To adTol ATdAEsE Hol TEAVTH TOAGDY RATAVIAWMGEY ELG TNV THV
inrwy Tpogy. ol odv pldol avdpopdyous Tovg imToug Mvépacay. bV Yevouwévmy
mpofy0m 6 uiboc.

They say that Diomedes” horses ate men. Ridiculous! Horses enjoy barley and oats
rather than human flesh.

Here is the truth: men of long ago made their living with their own hands, and
it was by tilling the ground that they acquired food and abundant resources. But a
certain Diomedes became preoccupied with the breeding of horses. His delight in
them reached the point that he lost his property: he sold everything he had and
squandered it on the raising of horses. So his friends called the horses “man-
eaters” — and that is how the myth began. (tr. Stern 1996, 39)
Stern (ibid.) writes that Euripides, Alc. 495 has Heracles making the same
“objection” to man-eating horses. Palaephatus 25 applies the same analysis
to Glaucus (son of Sisyphus) who was said to be devoured by his own hors-
es but actually wasted away his livelihood on breeding horses.

The comic fragment is both rationalized and un-rationalized. The gods
and their behaviors are presented in a literal sense (taken at face value), but
the traditional stories about them are interpreted metaphorically. In a ra-
tional mode “eating one’s children” means selling them for profit. There is
no myth rationalization narrative, i.e. someone questioning the original
myth, but parts of it are presented in a rational mode.
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Other rationalistic themes are at play. There is a word play on &ypnoe
from ypdw in line 9 and 11, where it means to borrow money and to give a
prophecy. It indicates another misunderstood phrase and exhibits the ety-
mological approach.! In Hesiod’s Theogony Cronos receives a prophecy
about his children overthrowing his rule, but the poet never explains who
gave the prophecy. In the comic fragment the prophecy is mentioned and
rationalized into borrowing money. Since the Greek verb is used twice and
it holds both meanings, the poet implies that the prophecy was a misun-
derstanding of the loan and part of Apollo’s payback for not getting back his
money. The fragment also presents the myth in a humanized manner, show-
ing the gods doing mundane everyday human behaviors.

These next examples from Middle Comedy confuse the boundary be-
tween myth and reality in different ways. The first comes from Anaxilas (22
K.-A.) in Chick and originates from Athenaeus 13, 558a in a discussion about
women.
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! See Storey 2011, 111 397 for more analysis.
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If any man has ever loved a prostitute, who couldn’t fail to name a more lawless
form of life? What fire-breathing Chimaera, or Charybdis, or three-headed Scylla,
dog of the sea, Hydra, lioness, viper, winged race of Harpies, or plain old drag-
oness, has ever topped this detestable species? It’s inadmissible. These women sur-
pass all evils. We can start our review with Plangon first, who sets foreigners alight
like Chimaera. Only a single horseman robbed her of her life, who left after tear-
ing all her furnishings out of her house. And those who keep company with Sinope,
aren’t they with a present-day Hydra? She is a hag, and Gnathaena is close by, so
that those who escape the one face a second danger. Or Nannion, how is she any
different from Scylla? After choking the life out of two companions, isn’t she on the
trail of the third? But the {passage with a pine oar failed} and Phryne, doesn’t she
act close to Charybdis, seizing the sea captain and drowning him boat and all? And
isn’t Theano like a plucked Siren? The voice and face of a woman, the legs of a crow.
And you could call all these whores Theban Sphinxes, since they never say anything
straight but talk of lovemaking and kissing and sex in sort of riddles.

(7 lines omitted) (tr. Slater in Rusten 2011, 561)
The comic fragment compares prostitutes to mythological creatures. Her-
aclitus the Paradoxographer rationalized the same mythical monsters —
Scylla, the Harpies, the Sirens, and Circe — as all being prostitutes. Here are
the relevant passages in Heraclitus. Each example shows the myth coming
from a metaphoric interpretation of some real situation.

(2.) Iept Zndrnne
Aéyerou mepl TadTng &t xatnolie Tobg Tapamhéovtac. Ay 8¢ aliTy vNoLATIC %ok
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They say that Scylla devoured passing sailors. But Scylla was a beautiful prostitute
who lived on an island with her gluttonous and cur-like hangers-on. Together with
these she would devour her clients — and among them Odysseus’ companions. But

with Odysseus himself she failed: he was too sensible.
(tr. Stern 2003, 74)

(8.) Iepi “ApmuLidv.
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The myth has been handed down that the Harpies were winged women who used
to snatch away Phineus’ dinner. One may suppose that they were prostitutes who
devoured Phineus’ estate and then went off and left him without even the bare min-
imum of food. But if he ever got anything else, they always returned and devoured
it, and then they departed again — which is typical of prostitutes.

(tr. Stern 2003, 77)
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The myth is that the Sirens were of double form — with the legs of birds, but [for
the rest] the bodies of women —and that they destroyed those who sailed past them.

But the Sirens were prostitutes, remarkable for their playing of musical instru-
ments and for their sweet voices. They were also most beautiful, and any man who
visited them soon found his wealth eaten away. They were said to have the legs of
birds because they departed speedily from those who thus cast away their own

property. (tr. Stern 2003, 79)
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The myth has been handed down that Circe transformed men with a potion.
Circe, however, was a prostitute who bewitched her clients at first with every sort
of willingness to please and led them on to be well-disposed toward her. But when
their passion for her grew, she controlled them through their lust, as they were
mindlessly carried along in their pleasures. Odysseus got the better of her also.

(tr. Stern 2003, 80)

Anaxilas makes the prostitutes act in the same way metaphorically as the
mythological monsters. The known stories about the monsters become
metaphors for how the prostitutes treat their customers. The narration may
be construed as a play on some misunderstood phrase in the original myth.
Anaxilas’ approach is the opposite of Heraclitus. Heraclitus rationalizes
each monster; he explains in each passage that the prostitute became myth-
ical because of her actions. Anaxilas simply compares the two while inter-
preting the monsters’ actions metaphorically.
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Plangon the prostitute breaths fire, here meaning passion, just as Chi-
maera, and the prostitute is killed by a man on a horse which is meant to in-
voke Bellerophon and Pegasus. A prostitute is compared to Scylla since they
both take in and devour sailors. And the part about the Sphinx implies a
metaphoric understanding — speaking in riddles as a reference to their erot-
ic speech. Mythical monsters were common subjects for comic poets and
mythographers alike."

The next example from Middle Comedy is attributed to Timocles (6
K.-A.) in Women at the Dionysia. The fragment consists of tragic parody
and contains a topos found in other comic fragments which I call “how
tragedy works”.? It originates from Athenaeus 6, 223b in a discussion
about inventing (edptoxewv) stories. The speaker answers to the hypothet-
ical accusation that the group might be making up stories and responds
that the tragic and comic poets tell the stories to make us feel better. The
speaker first cites Antiphanes (189 K.-A.) and then a few sections later he
cites Timocles:
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Listen, good sire, and see if I speak the truth. Man is by nature a creature born to
suffer, and his life must endure many sorrows. And so, he has discovered these

! Palaephatus rationalized many of the same myths, although differently. In particular
he covered the Sphinx (4) (a misunderstood phrase), Scylla (20) (name of a boat),
Bellerophon (28) (a man in a ship named Pegasus who burns down a mountain named Chi-
maera), Hydra (38) (the name of a fort). ? See Olson 2007, 169 for analysis.
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comforting distractions from his anxieties. For the mind, forgetting its own cares
and entertained at someone else’s suffering, ends up pleasured, and learning some-
thing to boot. Now, consider first, if you will, how tragic poets benefit everyone.
For someone who’s poor, once he’s learned that Telephus was a greater beggar
than himself can them endure his own poverty more easily. Someone who’s sick
looks at Alcmeon stark-raving mad. Let’s say you've got eye disease — well,
Phineus was blind! Someone’s child has died? Niobe can console him, if someone’s
a cripple, he can look at Philoctetes. If an old man falls on hard times, he learns of
Oineus. The person, then, who understands that all the misfortunes that seems so
monumental to him also happened to others will then groan less under the weight
of his own calamities.
(tr. Rosen in Rusten 2011, 518-519)

The speaker encourages the audience to compare their own suffering to
those of mythological characters. He claims that humans invent (dvedpeto)
these stories in order to feel better about their own misfortunes. The idea
that myths are invented is a myth rationalization. Credit is given to the
tragic poets for sharing these myths. The audience is asked to realize that
their misfortunes are less troublesome. The mythological characters are
reduced to their known defect and the narratives surrounding them are
less important. The line between the real and mythological worlds is
blurred.

The next fragment from Middle Comedy contains the theme of high
priced fish. Antiphanes (164 K.-A.) Boys comes from Athenaeus 6, 224c.
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I used to think the Gorgons were a fiction, but now, whenever I go to the market,
I'm a believer; when I look at the fish sellers there, I turn right to stone! With avert-
ed eyes; if my eyes behold the smallness of the fish, and the hugeness of the price,
I grow quite stiff.

(tr. Rusten 2011, 503)

It is interesting that the poet indicates whether the myth was true or not.
Once he admits it, he proceeds to interpret and rationalize the myth. The
myth of the Gorgons was made-up (Aoyomolnu.a), but then the speaker un-
derstands the myth as a metaphor. The Gorgons destroy their victims by
ruining them financially at the fish market. The joke concerns the idea that
he used to disbelieve the myth, but now believes it, although only in its
metaphoric interpretation. Gorgons are not sea monsters which represents
another part of the joke. Heraclitus the Paradoxographer (1) rationalized
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Medusa, a Gorgon, as a prostitute who metaphorically turned people to
stone who looked at her. Perseus did not literally cut off her head, rather
Medusa went broke trying to win him over, thus being financially ruined.
In Palaephatus (31) the Gorgon is actually a golden statue which Perseus
steals.

The comic metaphoric approach has unexpected outcomes and bizarre
misunderstandings. This example comes from Anaxandrides (46 K.-A.)
Tereus, Middle Comedy. It can be found in Athenaeus 3, 166d in a discussion
about spendthrifts and those who squander their fortunes.

{A.} Bpvig xexhnoet.
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(A) You’ll be called “Bird”.

(B) Why by Hestia? Because I gobbled up the property I inherited from my father,
like the noble Polyeuctus?

(A) Not at all, but because you're a male who's been reduced to mincemeat by

females.
(tr. Olson 2006, 11 301)

Speaker A calls speaker B a bird as a metaphor. Speaker B tries to understand
how he means it. He interprets the name bird as meaning that he devoured
his inheritance. Speaker A corrects him and shares his interpretation that he
meant bird as a metaphor for him being defeated by a female. Speaker B
could be Tereus and a rationalization is at play. Instead of turning into a bird,
Tereus was called bird for some reason and the joke plays on that reason. In
the myth two sisters, Philomela and Procne (his wife), get the better of
Tereus, thus him defeated by females. Speaker B also implies that he de-
voured his inheritance and not his son Itys. Nesselrath (1990, 216-218) and
Millis (2001, 228) analyze this fragment as a myth rationalization with a
metaphoric approach.?

This next example from New Comedy echoes the Palaephatean mode.
Philemon writes about Niobe (102 K.-A.) in this fragment which comes from
Scholia (bT) on Homer, IL. 24, 617.
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! See Stern 2003, 73 for analysis.
2 Nesselrath thinks the title Tereus refers to an ordinary Athenian man and not the Thra-
cian king of the myth. See Konstantakos 2014, 196 for recent analysis.
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That Niobe was a stone, by the gods,

I never believed, nor will I now believe

that a human being turned into that: but under the troubles
that befell and the catastrophe that occurred

she was unable to say anything to anyone and

for not speaking she was called a stone.

(trans. Konstan in Rusten 2011, 616)

The speaker is not convinced (003¢mot’ éretoblny, 003¢ viv ersbnoopar) of
the myth that Niobe was turned to stone because people cannot be turned
to stone. That people thought she was turned into stone was a misunder-
standing of her merely being called “stone”. This fragment represents a near
perfect fit to the comic myth rationalization approach and as an example of
mythographic parody. The fragment follows Palaephatus 8, although it is
not possible to establish which writer came first or wrote such a rationali-
zation first. Paleaphatus 8 (Niobe) follows:
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They say that Niobe, a living woman, turned into stone on the tomb of her chil-
dren. Anyone who believes that a human being turned into a stone or a stone into
a human being is a fool. The truth is as follows:

When Niobe’s children died, someone made a statue of Niobe out of stone and
set it on the tomb. Passersby would say: “A stone Niobe is standing on the tomb.
We saw her ourselves”. Similarly, one might say nowadays: “I was sitting by the
bronze Heracles”; or “I was at the marble Herm”. That is how it was, but Niobe

herself did not turn into stone.
(tr. Stern 1996, 40)

Palaephatus comes to the conclusion that people in the past have misun-
derstood the story and that Niobe being turned to stone was misconstrued
from a statue of Niobe which people visited. The Philemon passage states
that the myth is impossible, but with a different conclusion. The comic poet
also makes the myth based on a misunderstanding — one where Niobe
refuses to speak and people say she’s been turned into a stone. It’s similar to
the comic rationalizations already seen of the Sirens and Gorgons. Nessel-
rath (1990, 217, 231) notes that Philemon wrote myth rationalization (der
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Mythenrationalisierung) in his comic poetry and that it was a popular device
of ancient comedy, especially New Comedy. He cites Euhemerus and
Hecataeus whose approach comic poets also parodied.

Athenion (1 K.-A. Samo-thracians), New Comedy, makes a Palaephatean
parody. It comes from Athenaeus 14, 660e in a discussion about the impor-
tance of cooks. According to the speaker this example highlights a cook
speaking about natural phenomena (guctoroyoUvrta). The cook is boasting
about his art to a slave who belittles him. It represents a rationalization of
the art of cooking.
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(A) Don’t you know that it is to religion that the

art of cooking has made the very greatest contribution of all?

(B) Is that so? (A) Absolutely, my foreign friend.

It liberated us from the savage and lawless life

and horrible cannibalism, and led us to order

and bestowed on us the life we live today.

(B) How? (A) Listen and I'll tell you.

In the days of cannibalism and a host of evils,

there came a man who was not so uncouth,

the first to offer a sacrificial victim — and roast the meat.
Since the meat was tastier than human flesh,

they stopped chewing on each other, and fattened

up animals to sacrifice and cook. Once they experienced
this pleasure and made a start of it,

they greatly expanded the art of cooking.

(That’s why to this day, to commemorate the past,
when they roast innards over an open fire to the gods
they add no salt — you see, they hadn’t discovered yet
they could use it this way. Because they grew

fond of it later, they now add salt, keeping the old

ways only for sacrifices.) The only things that were the key
to the survival of the human race

were constant innovation and the constant growth,
sauce by sauce, of the art of cooking.

(B) This man’s a regular Palaephatus!

(A) Next, as time went on, someone introduced
stuffing a gut for sausage, boiling a kid

till it melted in the mouth; he set the intervals

for stewed meats, with an accompanying wine to

set the tempo, then brought in a fish smothered in sauces,
greens, high-priced salt fish, porridge, honey.

Because of the delights I've mentioned,

35

40

45
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everyone abstained from eating dead bodies.

They decided to get along with each other,

formed into groups, and so there were populated cities;
all, as I've said, because of the art of cooking.

(B) Good day, Sir! My master will be glad to see you!

(A) It is we cooks who do the opening honors,

who perform libations, because the gods listen to us most
since we invented the things that contribute most

to the food life. (B) Enough! Stop talking about religion!
I was wrong, I admit it. Quick now, come with me

and lend a hand getting things ready inside.

(tr. Konstan in Rusten 2011, 703-704)

The speaker describes the first (mpé&roc) invention of cooking animal meat
for the sacrifice and the discovery of salt. In the mythological past people
are eating each other’s flesh. A lawless society becomes more civilized with
each new cooking innovation. He gives an aitiology for the lack of salt at re-
ligious sacrifices. Speaker B calls speaker A a Palaephatus.' Speaker A’s nar-
rative does not parallel any known Palaephatus passage, but the fragment
exhibits multiple mythographic approaches — first inventions, human inno-
vations, a distant mythological past, the rationalization of an art, and some
use of a mythographer’s name. Palaephatus usually assumes that the myth
arose from some misunderstanding in the past which surrounds a first in-
vention. In Palaephatus 1 Centaurs are explained as a group of people who
invented riding on horseback. Since people had never seen the behavior be-
fore, they thought they were a mythological creature — a mixture between
aman and a horse.

The comic approach in this fragment is mythographic parody. Speaker B
calls speaker A a Palaephatus because his attempt at making a rationaliza-
tion of cooking is comparable to the mythographer’s work. The slave, who
has belittled his art, is placating the speaker by calling him such a name. The
cook continues to defend his beneficial art. It led to the establishment of
peace on earth and the people living in cities. It modernized and improved
life for mortals. The cook and his art are elevated to the status of divinity.
Cooks perform libations because the gods recognize them, because cooks
invented (edpmxévar) the best benefit for mankind. In rationalizing the art
of cooking the cook elevates his importance as slightly less than the gods.
Speaker B, the slave, apologizes for belittling the cook’s art. He relates the
subject of the speech to “religion” (edcefelag — reverence towards the gods)
and demands that they put the topic down.

1 See Stern 1996, 20 and Nesselrath 1990, 217.
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In conclusion I have shown that ancient Greek comedy (Old, Middle, and
New) takes a rationalizing approach to mythological narrative, an approach
shared by early Greek myth rationalization and later Greek mythography.
There are more examples to be found in the collection of ancient Greek
comedy fragments, the extant work of Aristophanes, and of Menander.
This article barley scratches the surface of comic rationalizing examples.
Aristophanes makes different parodies of Prodicus in the Birds and Clouds.
He parodies Herodotus’ rationalization of the Trojan War in the Acharnians
and Ion of Chios’ theory of the afterlife in the Peace. Menander as well
makes interesting rationalizations of myth in the Dyskolos, Samia, Epitre-
pontes, and other comedies. The number of instances found in Poetae Comi-
ci Graeci is vast. A full analysis will be forthcoming.

City University of New York Graduate Center
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