Aristophanes on the
modern Greek stage

GONDA VAN STEEN

‘My purpose was not so much to present an artificial revival, as to prove a natural
survival,” wrote the Greek theatre director Alexis Solomos,’ explaining his
decision to bring Aristophanes’ comedy onto the Greek stage of the 1950s.
Although the idea of a ‘natural survival’ is problematic,2 the reception of
Aristophanes in modern Greece displays certain characteristics reminiscent of the
function of Old Comedy in fifth-century B.c. Athens. These characteristics have
never received the scholarly attention they deserve. This paper aims at analysing
them in the context of the history of Aristophanes’ plays on the modern Greek
stage.

I aim to show first that Aristophanes’ comedy initially resisted and ultimately
surpassed restrictions regarding language and morals imposed by the nineteenth-
century Greek intellectual elite. This unusual reception can be contrasted with that
of classical tragedy, which was often governed by rules reflecting more closely
Western-European patterns of interpretation than ancient Greek modes. Suchrules
did not apply to Aristophanes. On the contrary, his satirical humor itself’ embod-
ied, and therefore fueled, a tapaPoom, a ‘transgression’ of the established order.
It was precisely this ‘destabilizing’ spirit which appealed, and continues to appeal,
most directly to the larger Greek public, as my paper will show. The ‘rebel’
Aristophanes was first discovered and furthered by the amateur-actors who staged
the nineteenth-century improvised productions of his comedies, as well as by a
tradition of notorious Aristophanic revue-plays, which flourished during the first
quarter of the twentieth century. By the 1950s, however, Aristophanes’ work had
moved from these margins onto the ‘official’ stage of the Athens and Epidaurus
Festival of Ancient Drama. The most important contributors to this promotion of
Attic comedy were Karolos Koun and Alexis Solomos. The ensuing ‘institution-
alization’ of Aristophanes, however, did not diminish his popularity with the Greek
theatre-going audience then or now. Nor did it affect the long-standing reputation
of Aristophanes for subverting or even breaking the rules. The final sections of my
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paper will reveal that Aristophanes most certainly lived up to this reputation during
the political changes of the late 1950s to 1974, when the Colonels’ dictatorship fell.
By then, politically charged Old Comedy, which some have seen as a refracting
lens filtering contemporary re:ality,4 had been fully adapted to deliver modern
comment and criticism relevant to the twentieth-century Greek present. Inmodern
Greek society, as in antiquity, the satirical, public voice of Aristophanes has made
itself heard more and more often, inviting his ever-faithful audience to engage in
democratic dialogue and to become part of the action on the comic stage.

During the second half of the nineteenth century, revival of ancient drama in
Athens simply meant revival of Greek tragedy, because tragedy most clearly met
the needs of the contemporary nationalist ideology.5 Classical tragedy, however,
was interpreted in conservative, scholarly terms, often with a flavour of nostalgic
gramdeur.6 Correspondingly, the language of almost all productions of tragic plays
was either ancient Greek or katharevousa. Nonetheless, Aristophanes defied the
cultural and political conventions of the contemporary intellectual elite. His
comedies could not be contained by the restrictive ties of language, translation and
interpretation: full-blown katharevousa was hardly ever found in published
translations of Attic Comedy, except occasionally in choral passages.7 Indirectand
often self-imposed censorship based on moral criteria, however, did affect
Aristophanic comedy in the earliest decades of its revival in Greece. This
censorship accounts for the relatively small number of translations, adaptations,
and stage versions of Aristophanes’ plays prior to 1900.2 Already Adamantios
Koraes (1748-1833), the most important representative of the Greek Enlighten-
ment, had regarded Aristophanes ambiguously as a “yoptéotatog Bopordyos’,
‘a most charming, foul-mouthed’ playwright.9 Koraes’ own desire to create a
modern Greek Ianguage10 drew him towards the study of Aristophanic comedy, a
vast linguistic gold-mine preserved from the heyday of classical Athens." Butthe
playwright’s shocking vulgarities (BopoAoyion) had to be handled with circum-
spection in the context of the Enlightenment’s general admiration of the classics.
This notion of Aristophanes the B®LoAGY0G remained attached to Old Comedy’s
reputation throughout the nineteenth century.

Most early productions of ancient drama were staged in the thriving Greek
communities outside Greece, by the Danube, in Venice, Bucharest, Constantino-
ple, Odessa, and Egypt.12 Teachers in local Greek schools frequently took the
initiative to produce a classical play with students, amateur actors, or both. For a
long time, Aristophanic performances given by actors other than amateurs were
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unknown. This personal involvement of people without formal stage training
became the most prominent feature of the earliest revival of Old Comedy in
Greece.!> The initial amateur spirit also partly accounts for the high degree of
audience appeal and participation associated with modern Greek revivals of
Aristophanic comedy to this day. One early adaptation of Aristophanes’ Plutus
stood out among these loosely organized productions by amateurs. In 1868 the
play was staged in Athens by the thiasos ‘Sophokles’ of Sophokles Karydes “The
production owed its success largely to the modern, politicized translation made by
the Constantinopolitan Michael Chourmouzes (1801 1882) which was far more
attractive to the public than any scholarly rendermg
That the revival of classical Greek tragedy and comedy took different paths
became most manifest around the turn of the century. While revived classical
tragedy tended to envelop itself with an aura of sanctity, comedy increasingly
encouraged experimentation and personal initiative by translators, producers,
actors, and spectators. The audience present at Aristophanic revivals was more
receptive to verbal and visual innovations on stage; it often took for granted that
some anachronisms were inserted in the original, to make ancient jokes appeal to
modern times. This phenomenon was unheard of in the realm of tragedy. The
‘timeless vision’ of tragedy had to preserve tradition and reinforce the concept of
continuity with the past. Consequently, classical tragedy fell victim to the contem-
porary Greek language question, whereas Arlstophanes comedy, not regarded as
an ‘object of national pride,’ remained i immune.'® In 1903, the Royal Theatre of
Athens'? staged the Oresteia in a production by Thomas Oikonomou. The
adaptation made by Georgios Soteriades, in a higher register of the vernacular, was
used in the productxon ® This enraged a group of university students, who ag-
gressively defended Professor Georgios Mistriotes’ view' that classical tragedy
ought to be performed in the original. Bloody fxghts broke out in the streets of
Athens in clashes between students and pohce O This incident, known as the
Oresteiaka, not only bears witness to the modern Greek concern for language, but
also reveals the intensity of the public’s immediate involvement in shaping the
revival of ancient drama. The huge public attention which the production received
prior to the premire already foreshadowed its success w1th the Athenian audi-
ences: they crowded the theatre for ten consecutive mghts
Around 1900, several translations of Aristophanes were published. Many of
these were still literal, philological in nature, being mostly the work of scholars
trained in the classics.?? Georgios Soures (1853-1919), however, was the first to
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create a free, artistic translation of Aristophanes’ Clouds in the vernacular. He also
staged his version of the play in a production with professional actors supervised
by Nikolaos Laskares. Soures’ verse adaptation was extremely successful both in
Greece, with many repeat performances at the Municipal Theatres of Athens and
of Piraeus, and abroad, touring the Greek communities of Egypt 3 Soures’ work
initiated a tradition of appropriating Aristophanes’ voice, making him the spokes-
man for the modern author.** Noteworthy is the fact that female theatre goers
(‘xvplon’) were not allowed to attend the Clouds of the year 1900. % The
contemporary newspaper Akropolis reported the story of one brave lady who tried
to sneak in but was removed by the pohce Arlstophanes play itself was never
particularly known for its obscenities, but as rendered by the ‘foul-mouthed’
(GBvpdoTONOG) Soures, it gained such a reputation. <

The public attention which Soures’ production received, was responsible for a
major turning-point in the history of the revival of Old Comedy. Directors of
commercial theatres soon discovered the financially attractive side of the sensation
associated with Aristophanes’ name. The very obscenities which had caused them
to ignore Aristophanic comedy, suddenly made it look exciting to the early
twentieth-century stage. Meanwhile, the commercial theatre tended to avoid
reviving classical tragedy, both in the original and in translation, since past
attempts had proven that the cost of tragic productions was never covered by the
low ticketsales.”®In 1910, Anastasios Aperges, actor and director of the free Greek
Theater Company ‘Aristophanes,” staged Soures’ Clouds in Athens, Treblzond
and Odessa, as well as Lysistrata in a translation of Polyvios Demetrakopou]os
In 1904, the Royal Theatre produced Plutus in a demotic verse translation of
Themistokles Solomos.* In the same year, the New Stage Company (Nea Skene)
of the aesthete and romantic Konstantinos Chrestomanos staged the Ecclesiazusae
in a verse translation by Demetrakopoulos. This last play, more controversial due
to its content, was considered unsuitable for ladies as well. 3! ‘Al Kvplon kol
Aeomowvideg nopokorodvton va Ut npocéABwot,” ‘Ladies and Misses are
requested not to attend,” read the program. In some performances, however, the
exclusively male cast staged a ‘purified” version.

In early twentieth-century Greece, Aristophanes’ Lysistrata was perceived as
the most risqué of all eleven comedies. First adapted in 1905 by Demetrakopoulos
and staged at the Municipal Theatre of Athens, this women’s play remained
forbidden territory for female actors and spectators until the 1920s.’ Lyszstrata
and other Aristophanic comedies were now gradually adopted by the flourishing,
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French-style ‘soirée noire’ theatre of Athens. For nearly three decades, Aristophanes
was performed almost exclusively in disreputable theaters catering to this light-
hearted, cabaret-like genre, modelled on the Parisian revue and vaudeville>*
Lysistrata in particular thus became the victim of a historical misunderstanding,
focusing exclusively on the erotic and sexual elements in the play. Famous
transvestites and cross-dressers, ‘UETOLOPP®OTEG,” monopolized the leading fe-
male role(s) in productions of this cornedy.34 To them, Lysistrata functioned
merely as an alibi for putting on ‘pornographic,’ or atleast very daring, plays.35 The
first serious Lysistrata production was not staged until 1951: the Thymelikos
Thiasos of Linos Karzes brought the play to the Herodes Atticus Theatre, and
presented the renowned actress Kyvele (Adrianou) in the leading role.*® Mean-
while, obscene jokes on the official stage of the Royal Theatre (later the National
Theatre) remained an absolute taboo. The Greeks had to wait until the fall of the
dictatorship in 1974 before censorship on moral grounds was finally lifted. Thus
it was that in 1976, the Art Theatre of Karolos Koun was first permitted to bring
an unexpurgated version of the Acharnians onto the public stage!37

During the First World War, the aforementioned Polyvios Demetrakopoulos
(1864-1922; pseudonym: Pol Arcas), one of boldest and most prolific translators
of Aristophanes’ oeuvre, started introducing features of Old Comedy into the
contemporary satirical revue-theater called epitheorese.38 In his production Inter-
national Panathenaia of 1915 (oykdoma, Tovadrvoro 1o 1915) at the
Theatre of Marika Kotopoule, for instance, Demetrakopoulos modelled female
characters on the leading ladies of Aristophanes’ Lysistrata. Using the same
‘weapons’ as their ancient Greek counterparts, the women made a contemporary
appeal for international peace with the following song:

- Tpékate 010 “Yrp, ot PAAVIpES,
010 "Appds, 0T AopSavEAALDL
TOVG YOHEVOVG GOG TOVG GVTPES
Yopyorlote Tovg UE YEAOLO,

KoL UE OKEPTOO KO pE vall

plyte EpOTIKT pOTL

V& Tobg xoin, vo Tovg Bpdln

g Gydmng 1 dond.*®
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Run to Ypres, to Flanders,

to Arras, to the Dardanelles.
Tempt your lost men,

wih laughter, wit, and coquetry.
Cast an erotic glance at them,

so that the flame of love

may scorch them and devour them.

In 1919, the Greek Theatre Company40 produced Aristophanes’ Peace in a
verse adaptation by Demetrakopoulos at the Olympia Theatre in Athens. Its few
performances still contributed to the fame of actor Christophoros Nezer (1888-
1970).41 During his sixty-year career, Nezer played major roles in every single
Aristophanic comedy, and personally raised the level of many of these revivals.*?
Emphasizing the contemporary character of Aristophanes, he also left his signature
on the twentieth-century interpretation of Attic Comedy, long before any of the
directors of the first theatre companies. These generally continued the tradition of
‘disreputable’ productions of Aristophanes’ plays throughout the inter-war pe-
riod.*

In the early 1930s, Karolos Koun (1908-1987) started to experiment system-
atically with Aristophanic comedy. At Athens College, where he taught English
until shortly before the Second World War, Koun organized student productions"'4
of the Bira’s,45 the Frogs, and Plutus. In 1934, he created the Laike Skene, or
People’s Theater (1934-36), and staged the Plutus with a professional cast. This
Laike Skene was the forerunner of the well-known Theatro Technes, which
emerged under the German occupation of Greece (1942). With very limited means,
Koun’s Art Theatre then engaged into the production of plays from the Greek and
international repertoire. Neither fully recognized nor supported by the state, Koun
nevertheless succeeded in establishing a ‘school’ in various senses of the word.
This marginal position of the Art Theatre, lasting for over thirty years, was not
unrelated to its conspicuous interest in Aristophanes.46 Indeed, the interpretation
of ancient drama, and especially of Attic Comedy, proved to be one of the main
goals of Koun’s school.

Koun claimed that his lifelong goal was to enable large audiences to commu-
nicate with ancient drama and particularly with Aristophanes. For this purpose, he
developed his personal theory of ‘Greek Folk Expressionism’ (‘EAAMVIKOG
Aoiixog ’E&npemovm;,tc’x;),47 which determined the reception of Old Comedy for
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the following fifty years.48 Koun regarded theatre, and specifically Aristophanic
comedy, as representative of the rich cultural traditions of Greece itself, positioned
on the crossroads of East and West.* His own folk approach, which he defended
in numerous interviews, required that each feature of an Aristophanic production
would be evocative of things Greek, whether ancient, Byzantine or modern.
Popular, down-to-earth elements had to be inserted into speech, music, choreog-
raphy, sets and costumes. Ultimately, this interpretation would bring the ancient
Greek playwright ‘back to his people.’ (Or did Koun perhaps more intuitively
create an Aristophanes whom the present-day urban classes would recognize more
easily?SO) In Koun’s view also, the actor should not merely represent but move his
spectators in order to secure their emotional participation. His Folk Expressionism,
by assigning responsibilities to the public as well as to the actors, thus continued
Old Comedy’s direct involvement with the audience. In addition, Koun kept asking
for new, more up-to-date translations with a larger potential for communication,
but true in spirit to the ancient text. He was also convinced that only Greeks, not
foreigners, could do justice to Aristophanes’ comic spirit, because Greeks alone
could guarantee acontinuity of the ‘folk wit’ (A0 k0 TveDpLer) in which Aristophanic
comedy was rooted:

Kdmote pe pdtnoov ond 100 ZTpdvidopvr, ov Oo 18eha vo
ovepdow poll Tovg kopwdio. Apvionka. O Apiotodpdvng eivon
1000 TAOGHEVOG LE TO EAANVIKS Yoo KoL Ta TpOsmRd Tov 1660
pmuocit;cloc, 1000 eAAMVIKd, Tov dev yiveton vo. peTodEPOOVY
OAAOY.

Stratford asked me once if I would like to produce a comedy with them. I
said no. Aristophanes is so moulded with Greek earth and his characters are
so ‘Romaic’, so very Greek, that they cannot be transposed elsewhere.

When Koun put his theory into practice in his Plutus of 1957, the results were
astounding: modern folk songs, rebetika with bouzouki, provided the musical
background;52 the farmers/manges, singing Anatolian tunes, enjoyed a glass of
retsina in a taverna, and the priest of Zeus appeared on stage dressed in the robe
of a Greek-Orthodox priest! These theatrical devices, partly repeated in the Art
Theatre’s Birds of 1959, immediately earned Koun the criticism of trying to make
Aristophanes contemporary by cheap gimmicks, at the expense of the lyricism of
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the original.53 For the Acharnians of 1976, another landmark in the reception of
Aristophanes, Koun found inspiration in the modern panegyri (popular religious
festival), as well as in Greek shadow theatre: Dicaeopolis was reincarnated as
Karaghiozes, the very recognizable eponymous hero of this popular genre. The Art
Theatre’s Thesmophoriazusae of 1985 took on the character of an urban middle-
class comedy, with stereotyped ladies in colourful dresses moving about in the
magic of surreal music and dance.

After decades at the margin, Aristophanes made a surprisingly early and
impressive début at both the Athens and the Epidaurus Festivals.”* By 1960, six of
his comedies had already been staged either in Athens orin Epidaurus: the National
Theatre under the direction of Alexis Solomos produced the Ecclesiazusae,
Lysistrata, Thesmophoriazusae,and Frogsin consecutive years (1956-59). Koun’s
Theatro Technes revived Chourmouzes’ paraphrase of Plutusina 1957 production
at the Herodes Atticus Theatre. Indeed, we owe the modern Greek rebirth of
Aristophanes in the second half of the twentieth century to Karolos Koun and to his
former student, Alexis Solomos. The two directors, who worked independently
and in very different conditions, gave the starting point for a tradition of presenting
Aristophanes to the large urban public, and thus made his ancient plays the most
popular in Greece. Until that time, the National Theatre all but avoided Attic
Comedy, with the exception of Sokrates Karantinos’ indoor production of the
Cloudsin1951.%° Abroad, however, in France, England, and Germany, Aristophanic
comedies had long been in the repertoire of recognized theatre companies. Under
the leadership of Solomos, the National Theatre of Greece finally launched a large-
scale revival of Aristophanes on the ‘official’ stage of the Festivals. For the first
time also, Aristophanic comedy received a share of the financial and other
resources of a subsidized state theatre. Thus the most significant steps were made
towards ‘institutionalizing” the reception of Aristophanes’ comic voice.

The numerous productions of Aristophanes’ plays since the inauguration of the
Festivals bore the stamp of prevailing schools and styles. Different interpretations
of Old Comedy were created by the various theatre companies emerging over the
past four decades. Solomos, who personally directed all Aristophanic plays except
Plutus, shared Koun’s conviction that Attic Comedy should be made contempo-
rary, but the outcome of his own work strongly diverged from that of his teacher.
Whereas Koun brought to light the oriental features of the genre, Solomos
interpreted Aristophanes along the lines of the contemporary Parisian revue and
operetta. This was especially true of his first Aristophanic productions with the
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National Theatre: his Ecclesiazusae of 1956 and his Lysistrata of the following
year. Both plays presented fantaisiste spectacle in a ‘purified’ language, with
numerous theatrical effects.* Speech, music, and props in these productions
acquired a contemporary flavour, often a touch of the 1950s.> They featured
fragments of bouzouki and rebetika music, for instance; in the Frogs of 1959,
Euripides appeared on stage driving a motorcycle. Solomos revised or revived
many of his productions at least once, but nearly always applied this formal,
stylized approach to Old Comedy. The director’s refined mode of interpreting
Aristophanes was partly meant to undo the dubious reputation gained by his
comedy from its time as the ‘forbidden fruit’ of Greek soirée noire theatre.>® In
Solomos’ later productions, Aristophanic characters came to function as key-
figures, as symbols of larger concepts beyond the stage innovations.> In the Birds
of 1979, for instance, Solomos tried to translocate the myth of Aristophanes’ play
by turning the ‘state’ of Nephelococcygia into a full-blown dictatorship,60 no doubt
a comment on the Greek military junta of 1967-74. His Clouds of 1970 presented
Socrates’ students as contemporary hippies.& ‘When Solomos produced the Peace
in 1964, he made Polemos appear as a caricature of Hitler.®? In the introduction to
his book, The Living Aristophanes (1974), he stated:

What must be faithfully revived in contemporary productions is not the
aspect, but the essence, of ancient drama; not the letter, but the spirit; not
a picture, but a vision. We must discover the laws and rhythms, the shapes
and colors of the Aristophanic performance in the kaleidoscope of modern
popular entertainment.”

Kostas Bakas, a successor of Solomos as director of the National Theatre in the
1980s, continued a mixed tradition of the refined, elevated style of his predecessor
and of the folk approach espoused by Koun. Meanwhile, Athens saw the emer-
gence and successful growth of the State Theatre of Northern Greece and of the
Amphi-Theatro under Spyros Evangelatos. The latter brought a more thought-
provoking conception to Aristophanic comedy. Looking for the right setting for his
1984 production of Aristophanes’ Peace, for example, Evangelatos chose the
decor of an abandoned music-hall, dating from an unspecified post-war period.
This translocation of the ancient play into an abstract time and place underlined
Evangelatos’ personal interpretation of an Aristophanes with ‘diachronic’ dimen-
sions.® The actors to this placerevealed themselves as former ‘stars’ remembering
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the old-time glamour. They had gathered to reflect on the idea of peace in joyful
terms, borrowed from Aristophanes’ play, but instead became haunted by their
recent wartime experiences. The production ended with the startling image of the
neglected goddess Peace (Leda Tasopoulou) sadly fleeing the scene.®’
Anachronisms in the interpretation of Aristophanic material were not always
well received. Koun’s premiere of the Birds in 1959, in which he inserted
anachronistic political, social, and especially religious satire, met with an unfore-
seen storm of protest and caused the first big scandal on the ‘official’ stage of the
Athens Festival. Although at that time the production was received as a very poor
attempt to make the ancient original contemporary, it now stands as a landmark in
the long tradition of performing Arrstophanes $ What exactly happened then on
that infamous evening of the premiére, on 29 August 1959, in the Herodes Atticus
Theatre? Apparently, the majority of the spectators, a total of more than three
thousand people,67 expressed their uneasiness from the very beginning of the play.
The great liberties taken by the translator, Vasiles Rotas, did not meet with general
approval ;68 the same held true of the music by Manos Chatzidakis, of the
choreography by Rallou Manou’s Helleniko Chorodrama, even of the sets and
costumes by Yannis Tsarouches. Too much music, song, and dance came at the
expense of the actors’ parts. The overall i 1mpressron was that of an improvised,
unfinished, and disorganized performance ? Near the middle of the two-hour
production, an unfortunate incident occurred. In one particular scene, Peisetaerus,
the protagonist, called on a priest to sacrifice a goat to the gods. This priest started
parodying Greek-Orthodox liturgy by chanting on the tone of Byzantlne ecclesi-
astical music.”’ A few people — it is unclear how many exactly —felt shocked at
what they regarded as sacrilege. They instantly showed their disapproval interrupt-
ing the scene with cries of ‘0io0¢’, ‘vipom1y’, ‘08cver md., ‘disgraceful’,
shame" ‘enough!” The majority of the audience, however, applauded enthusias-
trcally 2 The scene was broken off, but the performance itself continued without
further disturbances, albeit in a tense atmosphere 3 On the followin g day,
however, Konstantinos Tsatsos, aleading member of the conservative government
of Prime Minister Karamanles, forbade any of the three scheduled repeat perform-
ances of the Birds to take place. Tsatsos had been among the spectators in the
Herodeion and had taken offence at the implicit criticisms voiced against the Greek
Orthodox Church and its connection with current conservative pohtrcs * This
formal prohibition was a phenomenon unheard of in times of democracy. Popular
reaction to the Art Theatre’s exclusion from the Festival was immediate. The Greek
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press and radio covered each step of this public matter day after day for about two
weeks. The incident had an enormous impact and soon caused a political split
reflected in newspapers’ diverging opinions. In accordance with their own political
viewpoints, different papers took different sides.” Some relatively conservative
newspapers, such as 7o Vema and Kathemerine, saw Koun as the main culprit and
attacked Rotas’ liberal translation as well. They defended Tsatsos’ decision, the
official statement of which ran as follows:

... TO %0&¢ EoovicBEY Epyov ATEALECTATO. TTPOTOPECKEVAGLEVOV
anetédeoe Topapopdeoty 100 nvedprotog 100 KAooikoD Kelévov,
oplopévor 8 oxnvol o0Tod TOPOVCLACONCOY KT TPOTOV
npocsPdALovTe TO OpMokeLTLKOY ofoBnua Toh Aood.”®

... The play performed yesterday, insufficiently rehearsed, constituted a
deviation from the spirit of the classical text, while some of its scenes were
presented in such a way as to offend the religious sensibilities of the people.

More left wing papers, on the other hand, such as He Avge, Eleftheria, and Ta Nea,
all put the blame on the Festival authorities, on Tsatsos, and some even on
Karamanles himself.”’ They claimed that the members of the Festival’s organizing
committee were at fault for not having canceled Koun’s premigre earlier, since they
knew his mode of interpreting Aristophanes from the past and had been able to
attend the final rehearsals of the play. These newspapers also provided Koun with
an opportunity to defend himself against Tsatsos’ arbitrary interference.’® Tsatsos
was charged with imposing censorship, of incursion on the democratic right of
freedom of speech. He Avge published the following harsh criticism: “What Cleon
could not do to Aristophanes [i.e. to prevent him from speaking out publicly79],
Konstantinos Tsatsos managed to do, all under the cover of democracy! "% Tsatsos,
the newspaper claimed, saw in Aristophanes’ satire and in his presumed revolu-
tionary ideas a powerful threat to the Establishment.®! Therefore, the Birds was
banned, not because the people did not like the performance, but because the
government disliked it. By punishing Koun, Tsatsos wanted to set a precedent, to
make it understood that Aristophanes interpretation had to play by certain rules.
Although the revived Aristophanes was never permanently silenced, the political
impact of this controversy remained manifest for a long time. Sixteen years went
by before Koun was allowed to stage a new performance of the Birds at the official
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Festival of Epidaurus. Leftist newspapers continued to ridicule Tsatsos, who was
nicknamed Kdta, ‘the Chicken.” They persisted in publishing cartoons and
caricatures of him dragging a chicken along on every occasion.?

The dictatorship of 1967-74 affected the development of modern Greek theater
in a profound way. The Colonels controlled not only the daily workings of the state,
but cultural and intellectual life as well. They also established severe, direct
censorship:83 plays, classical or modern, Greek or foreign, offending against the
regime, traditional morality or religion, could not be presented; even if they had
been passed at first, they could still be withdrawn at any time.®* In 1967, when
Koun was putting on a production in London, he was asked to return to Greece and
to cancel a scheduled performance of the Birds at the Lycabettus Theatre. During
these seven years, perhaps as many as half of all plays proposed by Koun were
rejected by the censor.” Yet the tight control was not able to dent the satirical bent
of the epitheorese-theatre, or political revue, nor the spirit of the extremely popular
Aristophanes. In the final years of the dictatorship, 1973-74, theatre activity
dropped even further, due to political and economic factors as well as to more
severe censorship. Current events created a general feeling of insecurity, while
inflation hit the country. Directors often avoided plays engaging in social and
political criticism, and chose to revive old melodramas instead. Amidst this
turmoil, however, the status of Aristophanic comedy remained stable. Some stage
directors resorted to the Athenian playwright as a ‘rebel’ voice from the past in
order to satirize current conditions. They challenged the audience to look through
this disguise and to play, as it were, the role of an ancient public with inside
knowledge of the present. Having been on close terms with Aristophanes for so
many decades, theatre-goers kept up this role remarkably well.

In December of 1974, an experimental theater company recently founded in
Thessaloniki, called Theatriko Ergasteri or Theatrical Workshop, produced
Aristophanes’ Knights, translated by Kyriazes Charatsares and directed by Vyron
Tsamboulas. Until then, this comedy had hardly been popular and, due to its
manifest political content, had been particularly suspect in the eyes of the censor.
Instead of delivering the original parabasis,86 however, the cast presented a
parabasis of its own making, amounting to an explicit statement about the political
situation under the recently abolished junta.87 The classical parabasis, the tradi-
tional locus of a ‘dialogue’ between playwright and audience, now served as an
opportunity for ‘stage dialectics’ between ancient and modern times, between
fiction and reality. This initiative, a TopdBoom or ‘transgression’ of the original
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parabasis, caught on immediately: frequent interplay with the actors on the comic
stage had prepared Aristophanes’ modern Greek audience to put on its own
theatrical persona of being contemporary to the ancient performance, while
keeping on the alert for any analogies between past and present. In their guise as
fifth-century B.c. Athenians, the audience knew and expected the parabasis to
rupture the dramatic iilusion of the ancient play, and responded instantly to a re-
invented one, which also dropped every pretence and fast-forwarded its public
back to the future.

Aristophanes’ contemporary political relevance did much to account for his
vast success during the Junta years. However, this situation also explains why Old
Comedy’s revival went in decline during the two years immediately following
upon the fall of the dictatorship. With the re-establishment of democracy in Greece,
real political challenges, which had kept Aristophanes’ stubborn spirit alive,
vanished. Since 1977, however, Aristophanic comedy has again been produced
frequently, but many recent stagings have degenerated into events for tourists.
Furthermore, the Greeks’ initial enthusiasm for the grand Festivals has waned, due
to the repetitiveness in the repertoire of — and in the approaches to — revival
productions of ancient drama. On the other hand, the past twenty years have seen
all sorts of alternative uses of Aristophanic material, such as Savvopoulos’ musical
version of the Acharnians®® a shadow theatre adaptation of the Birds,” the
publication of children’s and comic books of all eleven comedies,” and produc-
tions staged in Greece by foreign, mostly English-speaking companies.91

Giorgos Messalas, director of the Modern Theatre (Monterno Theatro), brought
Aristophanes himself on stage in a 1985 production of the Thesmophoriazusae at
the Herodes Atticus Theatre. The Greek director thus enacted the long-existing
‘dialogue’ between past and present productions of Aristophanes, through the
voice of the (literally) revived playwright himself. Thodoros Morides, alias the
ancient comedian, ironically questioned theatrical innovations with the words:

Q Beol, ® Beot, yioti, yiomi;
Aev £Ym YpAYEL TETOLO, TKTVY.
Kabe xohokaipt Aoindv
OAAOYEG OEQTPLKEG,

ADTO To Exo emiTpéyel

névo omg Kpomxég Txnvéc ..
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God, o God, why, why?

I have not written such a scene!

Every summer then theatrical changes.
These I have allowed

to the State Theatres only ...

In 1985, Thymios Karakatsanes re-emphasized the political relevance of
Aristophanic comedy in a revue-like production of the Clouds. Socialist ideals
underlying it encouraged him and his company to bring the ancient playwright as
close to the masses as possible, and to perform in public spaces other than the
official stage of the Festivals.” In 1992, finally, the producer Demetres Kollatos
caused great controversy when he intended to put on an anti-Catholic production
of Aristophanes’ Peace in Skopje, in which he denounced all non-Greek claims to
Macedonia!®*

Aristophanic comedy has, as we have seen, survived turbulent episodes of
modern Greek history, conflicts over language, times of puritanism (in either
language or visual stage production), foreign occupations, censorship, and military
rule. This has been possible only because producers, actors, and audience revived
Aristophanes’ public impact for modern Greek culture. No other ancient literary
creation had been so closely linked as Old Comedy to the political, sociological and
intellectual realities of the community it addressed, nor did any other ancient
literature offer a more challenging combination of entertainment and instruction.
In nineteenth and twentieth-century Greece, this genre was revived as a civic
display rooted ina ‘spectacleculture,” ina ‘contest of public voices. 93 Aristophanic
comedy self-consciously re-established itself as a further forum for public state-
ment. It reclaimed the privilege to ridicule or parody other official manifestations,
and to reflect on the vocation of comic theatre in general. Italsorightly saw comedy
as having something to say about democracy. In Greece, Aristophanic revivals
initiated a dialectic process inviting the audience to participate, whether before,
during, or after the time of the comic performance. The modern Greeks observed
the playwright’s satirical talent as well as his presumed “folk character’ (AoiikoTNnTON),
his ‘disruptive’ personality and direct political engagement. They then increas-
ingly related all these aspects to what they saw as their own national character.”®
Consequently, they often chose to negotiate their concern for language, liberty,
national and cultural identity through the medium of Aristophanic comedy. In self-
assigned roles and as part of the comic cast, they gave Aristophanes a prominent
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place in their struggle for linguistic change, freedom of speech, and democratic
politics.
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