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A B S T R AC T:  This paper investigates the pharmakos (“scapegoat”) motif in 
Hipponax and Aristophanes, suggesting that the significant similarities —par-
ticularly in invective strategies and the construction of the poetic persona— 
constitute compelling evidence for the inf luence of the scapegoat rituals on 
both iambus and comedy. Following a concise overview of the scholarly dis-
course on the relationship between the two genres and an outline of the fun-
damental characteristics of the rituals at issue, the paper first examines the 
fragments of Hipponax which employ the motif. It then shifts to Aristophanes, 
focusing on three invective songs from Acharnians and Birds, where political 
adversaries are cast in the role of the scapegoat, as well as on key passages from 
Knights and Frogs, where the motif functions as a core element of the dramatic 
structure. Finally, I propose that the Aristophanic authorial persona at times 
adopts the role of a poetological pharmakos, employing self-victimisation as a 
tool to assert himself both as a literary innovator and a defender of the people 
against demagogic corruption.

PROLOGUE

The concept of scapegoat rituals, which involves the transfer of evil 
or guilt to a single agent so that it can be expelled from the communi-

ty and provide relief, is a compelling lens through which to view the essence 
of Old Comedy. On the one hand, the expulsion of individuals, mainly po-
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litical rivals, is often projected in a manner reminiscent of scapegoating. 
On the other, in the agonistic context of dramatic festivals, the poet some-
times adopts the role of an inverted pharmakos (“scapegoat”), who is si-
multaneously presented as the instigator and the target of both praise and 
blame. This conception unsettles the binary categorisation of praise- and 
blame-poetry — a dichotomy which often overlooks other crucial coexisting 
features (e.g. metrical form, performative context) yet is thought to pervade 
Greek thought.1 In reality, the very devices that Old Comedy employs for 
blame are utilised for self-praise purposes too. 

Ritual has long been acknowledged as one of the origins of Greek dra-
ma.2 Among the similarities between comedy and iambus, a shared en-
gagement with the scapegoat rituals can be traced — to the extent, at least, 
that the latter ritual can be reconstructed from available material. The en-
suing question is: does this common ground indicate a closer relationship 
between comedy and iambus, either genetic or expressive (i.e. regarding 
shared tropes, performative strategies, and conceptions of poetic function)? 
It is in this direction that this survey moves, focusing in particular, due to 
space constraints, on how scapegoating underpins Aristophanes’ plots and 
characters; on the poet’s (conscious or unconscious) beliefs about the ritu-
al’s contribution to the formation of the two genres, rather than a historicist 
reconstruction. Thus, after outlining the discourse surrounding the rela-
tionship between comedy and iambus and providing a description of the 
scapegoat ritual, I will touch on the use of the motif by Hipponax and then 
focus on passages from Acharnians, Birds, Knights, and Frogs, to examine 
allusions to the motif in Aristophanes’ construction of his poetic persona.3 

 	 Prof. Ioannis Konstantakos, who kindly read a revised draft and offered thoughtful sug-
gestions, as well as to the anonymous reviewer of Logeion, whose perspicacious comments 
spared this study from several lapses and substantially enhanced its quality. Any short-
comings that endure are, of course, mine alone. For Aristophanes, I follow Wilson’s OCT 
text; fragments of Greek comedies are cited according to Kassel and Austin, Poetae Comici 
Graeci (1983–2001). Translations are my own unless otherwise stated. 

1.	 On the dichotomy of praise and blame poetry, see Nagy (1976); (1999) 222–42; Gentili 
(1988) 107–14. Rotstein (2010: 11) characterises them as “macrogenres”.

2.	 See e.g. Cornford (1914); Rozik (2002) esp. 3–68; Csapo and Miller (2007); Rusten 
(2014) 45–46.

3.	 Allusions to the pharmakos ritual have also been suggested for Wealth [cf. Cornford 
(1914) 56; Bierl (2020–21) 286, 290. Cf. Credo (2020b)], but the play’s focus on restor-
ing Plutus rather than expelling Poverty limits its relevance here. While certain elements, 
such as Cario’s threat to hurl Wealth from a cliff (69–70) and Chremylus’ menacing sug-
gestion to consign Poverty to a pit (525–26), evoke scapegoat imagery, they still lack 
specific ties to the pharmakos ritual. More pertinent to Wealth is the Hunger (Bulimos) 
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COMEDY AND IAMBUS

Attic comedy is thought to have emerged through a process of polygene-
sis, incorporating in its formation a diverse range of elements from phallic 
processions, masquerade dances, farces and iambus.4 In his Poetics, Aris-
totle traces a trajectory from the simpler narrative iambic monody to the 
more complex and esteemed polyphonic comic drama, which was culti-
vated by poets drawn to the representation of base characters and actions 
(Poet. 4.1448b 24–1449a 6). Hence, without implying a direct genealogical 
relationship, Aristotle posits iambus as a forerunner of comedy, not least by 
treating these two genres together in Poetics II (as announced at the end of 
the extant Poetics), and, despite his teleological approach, the two genres in-
deed share significant characteristics.5 Among these are the poetic leitmotif 
of personal abuse (ὀνομαστὶ κωμωδεῖν), obscene language, iambic and tro-
chaic meters, certain images and metaphors, figures from folk speech and 
tradition, and parody of serious epic, tragic, and lyric poetry.6 

The Aristotelian views and the evident affinities between comedy and 
iambus sparked a vigorous debate in the late twentieth century about the 
relationship of the genres. Some scholars, such as Degani, West, and Zanet
to, argued for a genetic connection, viewing iambus as one of comedy’s 
direct literary antecedents.7 Others, such as E. Bowie, posit a more tenu-
ous kinship (just “cousins”, rather than “father and daughter”), attributing 
the similarities to the influence on both genres of the Greeks’ abusive and 

ritual of Chaeronea, where an Archon expelled Hunger with a ritual chant and chaste-tree 
branches, inviting Plutus and Health [cf. Plut. Mor. 693; Versnel (1970) 160–61; Rotolo 
(1980); Bremmer (1983) 301–2; Bowie (1993) 170–71]. However, even if the scapegoat 
rituals inspired Aristophanes, the allusions are subdued, lacking details and the biting 
severity with which the traditional pharmakoi of Aristophanic Comedy, namely the dem-
agogues, are handled in the earlier plays. Instead, the play emphasises the opposition bet
ween Wealth and Poverty, highlighting renewal and divine restoration. Cf. Bowie (1993) 
272–73; Barrenechea (2018) 137–61; Bierl (2020–21).

4.	 See Pickard-Cambridge (1962) 132–94; Reckford (1987) 443–98; Rusten (2006); Csapo 
and Miller (2007); Storey (2010) 179–84; Konstantakos (2021) 99–114. 

5.	 For judgements of Aristotle’s theorising, see e.g. Rosen (2007) 34, 38 n. 60; Bowie 
(2002) 47–50; Konstantakos (2023). 

6.	 West (1974) 37–39.
7.	 See e.g. Degani (1984); Rosen (1988); (2007); (2013); Henderson (1991) 2–29; Zanetto 

(2001). Cf. West’s reference to defining the exact historical relationship as an elusive 
endeavour: West (1974) 37.
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narrative habits, with the broadly political function that the two genres ac-
quired.8 Revisiting his approach in his influential Old Comedy and the Iam-
bographic Tradition, which had argued for generic dependence, Rosen later 
stated that the question of genealogy or authorial self-consciousness is im-
possible to answer definitively and emphasised interaction without necessi-
tating awareness.9

Whether comic poets consciously believed in an iambographic prov-
enance of their poetic attitude and style or not, they do exhibit elements of a 
“latent theory” supporting this interaction, long before the explicit one pro-
pounded by literary theorists.10 For instance, in Cratinus’ Archilochoi, the 
iambic poet Archilochus, in competing against Homer and generally epic 
poetry, embodied the invective which Cratinus himself used in his come-
dies against Pericles and his coterie. The finale of Aristophanes’ Peace hosts 
another agōn between epic and iambic composition, represented by two 
contrasted songs (1280–312): Lamachus’ son recites dactylic hexameters 
from the Epic Cycle and is banned from the feast as a lover of warmongering 
epic; conversely, the son of the deserter Cleonymus is warmly welcomed 
for singing Archilochus’ epode about a similar defector. And, comparably, 
Dikaiopolis celebrates his triumph with an epode from the Archilochean 
hymn to Heracles (Ach. 1227–34, τήνελλα καλλίνικος, “hail the champion!” 
≈ Archil. fr. 324 W). In the same vein, I shall argue, the shared patterns 
evoking scapegoat rituals evident in both genres may indicate an additional 
facet of the affiliation —whether generic or otherwise— between comedy 
and iambus. 

SCAPEGOAT RITUALS

Scapegoat rituals rested upon an elemental magical idea: that a substitute 
atoning victim, the φαρμακός, could absorb evil and purify the community 
of μίασμα (“pollution”) through expulsion or (symbolic) death.11 Compa-

8.	 Bowie (2002); Lennartz (2010) 23–25, 310–38. For invective in iambus, see Koster 
(1980) 55–62; Rosen (1988) 37–58.

9.	 Rosen (2013). 
10.	 See e.g. Rosen (1988) esp. 15–35, 70–5; Zanetto (2001); Farrell (2003) 402–3; Konstan-

takos (2022); (2023) 121–27. 
11.	 Other terms used for this individual were κάθαρμα, περικάθαρμα, περίψημα, δημόσιος: LSJ 

s.v. φαρμακός. On Scapegoat rituals in general, see Frazer (1911) IX, esp. 252–74; Har-
rison (1922) 95–119; Gebhard (1926); Murray (1934) 13–16, 253–58; Deubner (1966) 
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rable practices are attested across various ancient civilisations, from the Hit-
tites and Israelites to the peoples of Northern Syria. In the Greek world, 
although allusions to such rituals appear as early as the first millennium bc, 
our earliest extant source is the poetry of Hipponax in the sixth century 
bc.12 Local variations are attested in several places, such as Athens, Ionia, 
and Chaeronea, but a unified reconstruction of the ritual is unattainable, es-
pecially since some sources tie it with times of calamity, while other sources 
consider it a customary aspect of the annual Ionian festival of the Tharge-
lia celebrated in honour of Apollo in early summer. In the context of the 
Thargelia, at least, two men were expelled to facilitate the year’s seasonal 
progression: one adorned with white figs around his neck for the purifica-
tion of men and the other with black figs, for women.13 

Whether the pharmakos was actually killed remains disputed, with no 
conclusive evidence on either side, though accidental death or starvation 
due to abandonment in the wilderness cannot be excluded. It seems plau-
sible that in its earliest form the ritual did involve the sacrificial killing of 
the victim, but gradually shifted its focus to expulsion.14 As typically recon-
structed, the procedure entailed feeding the pharmakos at public expense 
and leading them in a procession around the city while beating them with 
squills, which were thought to have apotropaic properties as unproductive 
plants, and figs, which symbolised marginality and perhaps fertility.15 The 
victim would then be driven beyond the city’s boundaries, often pursued 
and pelted.

A defining characteristic of the ritual was that the atoning victims were 
socially or physically marginalised — be it through ugliness, poverty, or 
criminal record. In mythology, by contrast, the “victims” are by no means 
marginal and their sacrifice is freely undertaken: kings such as Kodros or 

179–98; Nilsson (1967) 105–10; Burkert (1979) 59–77; (1985) 82–84; Vernant (1981); 
Parker (1983) 258–80; Bremmer (1983) 299–320; (1985) 75–84; Hughes (1991) 139–65, 
241–48; Compton (2006) 3–68; Bremmer (2008) 169–214; Janowitz (2011).

12.	 Cf. allusions in e.g. Il. 2.210–77; Callim. fr. 90; Ov. Ib. 467 with schol.; Petron. fr. 1; 
Plut. Mor. 693; Ar. fr. 655; Eup. fr. 132. 

13.	 On the first scenario, see Schol.Lh Ar. Eq. 1136; Suda κ 36; φ 105. On the second, Harp. 
s.v. φαρμακός; Helladios ad Phot. Bibl. 543a Henry. On the Thargelia, see Nilsson 
(1906) 105–15; Deubner (1966) 179–98; Parker (1983) 481–83.

14.	 Harrison (1922) 96, 104; Hughes (1991) 191–93; Alexandrou (2016) 42.
15.	 On the fig’s symbolisms, see Henderson (1991) 135; Alexandrou (2016) 45. On squills 

and the distinction between fruit–bearing and unproductive plants, see Bremmer 
(1983) 309–13. On pelting and death, Keramopoullos (1923) 116–19; Gras (1984) 
75–89. 
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Menoikeus voluntarily offer their lives for their communities (Athens and 
Thebes, respectively) by virtue of a privileged connection with the divine.16 
By the Classical period, these rituals appear no longer to have been actively 
practised but appeared instead as remnants of an earlier, more archaic phase 
in Greek religious customs.17 

SCAPEGOATING IN HIPPONAX

Hipponax utilises the ritual in a very inventive manner, not just in abusive 
terminology or narrative motifs against enemies but also in simulating a 
pharmakos role for the narrator. It also seems that Hipponax was not con-
strained by the metre in employing the motif: it is manifested in his scazon 
(frr. 5–10W), in epodes (frr. 115 and 118ᴱW), as well as in hexametres (fr. 
128W). To merely say that the prevalence of the motif is in harmony with the 
low register of iambic poetry in general would be an understatement; for its 
use is organically related to the imagined society of the Hipponactean cor-
pus, where many recurrent figures, including the narrator, are consistently 
situated on the periphery of society in physical, social, and moral terms.18 

The primary function of the pharmakos motif in Hipponax is invec-
tive.19 For instance, fragments 5–10W employ the motif for abusive pur-
poses, repeatedly referring to elements from the ritual, such as flogging with 
fig branches (κράδαι, 5W, 6.2W, 9.2W) and squills (σκίλλαι, 6.2W), offer-
ing of dried figs (ἰσχάδες, 8.1W), barley-cake (μᾶζα, 8.1W), cheese (τυρός, 
8.2W) and exhaustion induced by famine (λιμῶι γένηται ξηρός, 10.1W).20 
The ritualistic colouring is intensified through references to the purification 
of the city (πόλιν καθαίρειν, 5W) as well as the use of the number seven (ἑπτά-
κις ῥαπισθείη, 10.2W), which appears to have had magical significance.21 

16.	 For a discussion of the scapegoat-king, see Parker (1983) 265–71. A strict distinction in 
ritual expulsion of royals and commoners existed in the Near East: Petropoulos (2021) 
73. On voluntariness, see Foley (1985) 65–66; Bennett and Tyrrell (1990) 240–41; Eck 
(2011) 27 (who explains why Oedipus does not fall into this category).

17.	 Parker (1983) 258. 
18.	 Hughes (1991) 146; Compton (2006) 66; Alexandrou (2016) 42. 
19.	 See Degani (1984) 201–2, 223–24; Miralles and Pòrtulas (1988) 49–69, 84–100, 133–

36; Rosen (1988) 21–22; Faraone (2004) 211–24, 237–42; Alexandrou (2016) 40–43; 
Konstantakos (2023) 29.

20.	 On the identity of the target, see the discussion in Alexandrou (2016) 120 with further 
bibliography.

21.	 LMPG s.v. ἑπτάκις; Faraone and Obbink (1991) 178, 183 nn. 10 and 12, 184 n. 13, 194, 223.
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Moreover, fragment 10W (where θυμῷ signifies the penis)22 refers to the 
presumably purificatory and fertilising flogging of the pharmakos’ genitals 
with fig branches, although it has been highlighted that this detail may owe 
more to Hipponax’s “malicious imagination” rather than to any actual ritual 
practice.23

Equally noteworthy is the four-line fragment 128W, the sole instance 
of hexameter poetry within the extant Hipponactean corpus.24 The use of 
hexametres is likely a deliberate choice to parody epic, a reading supported 
by the poem’s quotation in ancient sources as a prime example of parody.25 
Several elements substantiate this interpretation, including but not limit-
ed to the invocation of the Μuse with the request to sing, the epic dialect 
forms and the long compounds typical of Homeric style, and the allusion 
to Charybdis.26 Essentially, the poem blends parody of epic with an iambic 
topos: the mockery of the opponent as a glutton.27 Faraone expanded upon 
this interpretation of the poem, positing, albeit less convincingly, that it re-
flects elements of “hexametrical chants or incantations designed to expel 
harmful famine demons or to escort human scapegoats from the city”.28 He 
suggested that the attack is not directed at the opponent’s personal eating 
habits but instead it invokes the tradition of describing demons of famine 
as insatiable eaters, as well as the habit of invective that demonises political 
enemies as rapacious pests who threaten to devour the commonwealth of 
the city; the expulsion of such pests is necessary, much like with demons 
of famine. I find Alexandrou’s line on parody of epic more convincing: a) 
as noted above, the pharmakos motif is not confined to any specific meter; 
b) the focused and acute para-epic elements strongly indicate parody as the 

22.	 Θυμῷ is the reading of the codices, emended by Schneidewin into θύμῳ (and accepted by 
West). On θυμός as signifying the penis and on the refutation of Schneidewin’s emenda-
tion, see Degani (1972) 97–103; Alexandrou (2016) 49–50. 

23.	 Bremmer (1983) 301. Alexandrou (2016: 50) reports Bremmer’s scepticism without fur-
ther judgment. Cf. n. 34.

24.	 Μοῦσά μοι Εὐρυμεδοντιάδεα τὴν ποντοχάρυβδιν, / τὴν ἐγγαστριμάχαιραν, ὃς ἐσθίει οὐ κατὰ 
κόσμον, / ἔννεφ’, ὅπως ψηφῖδι < > κακὸν οἶτον ὀλεῖται / βουλῆι δημοσίηι παρὰ θῖν’ ἁλὸς ἀτρυ-
γέτοιο. (“Oh Muse, sing of Eurymedontiades, the Sea-Charybdis, the stomach-chopper, 
who eats in no orderly fashion; so that through a fatal vote, he might meet his miserable 
doom, by public will, along the shore of the unyielding sea.”). See Degani (1984) 187–
205; Faraone (2004) 209; Cebrián (2008) 32–37; Alexandrou (2016) 116–25.

25.	 E.g. Ath. 15.698b. 
26.	 Alexandrou (2016) 116. 
27.	 Cf. Konstantakos (2023) 26–29. On gluttony in Hipponax, cf. frr. 26, 73, 118 W. 
28.	 Faraone (2004) 209.
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poem’s defining feature; c) while iambic poetry occasionally targets politi-
cal figures (e.g. fr. 114W), Hipponactean poetry is predominantly apolitical 
and d) there is insufficient evidence to classify the poem as an incantation.29 
That said, it seems that gluttony is satirised with the employment of the 
pharmakos motif, perhaps stemming from a caricature of the victim’s public 
feeding prior to execution — a technique similarly employed, though on a 
more modest scale, against the glutton Sannus (fr. 118W). More specifi-
cally, fragment 128 portrays the voracious glutton as the embodiment of 
unrelenting Hunger, a monstrous figure who consumes the sea only to per-
ish on the shore as a degraded scapegoat, recalling the ritual expulsion of 
Hunger in Chaeronea.30

Overall, comprising a few lines each, the fragments discussed above of-
fer scant context. Yet considering the references to details of the rituals, on 
the one hand, and Tzetzes’ quotation of the lines within his account of the 
ritual in his Chiliades (7.745–59), on the other, it appears that Hipponax 
does not stop at pejoratively naming his foes as pharmakoi, but instead in-
tegrates his invective into a broader narrative framework imbued with ritu-
alistic elements.

Although the motif of the narrator as pharmakos is used predominant-
ly in invective, it is sometimes reserved by the Hipponactean narrator for 
himself.31 It is worth recalling here that akin to the pharmakos —reportedly 
ugly in the Athenian tradition— Hipponax is said to have been ugly and 
deformed (Plin. NH. 36. 12; Ael. VH. 10. 6), and with unflattering images 
of him sculpted by the brothers Boupalos and Athenis.32 The testimonia 
are likely fabrications based on relevant quasi-autobiographical references 
in hipponactean poetry, and certainly consistent with the literary-critical 
principle that a poet’s work reflects his character and even his appearance; 
but it is compelling to think that they may suggest a vestige of a now-lost 
grotesque, pharmakos-like self-presentation by Hipponax.33 

29.	 Alexandrou (2016) 116–19.
30.	 Cf. n.3. 
31.	 Cf. Miralles and Pòrtulas (1988) 135–36; Compton (2006) 66. On the Hipponactean 

narrator, see Carey (2008) 96–98; Alexandrou (2016) 23; Boedeker (2016). These 
self-referential deployments of the pharmakos imagery likely underlie the claim in the 
Suda (ι 588) that Hipponax was exiled from Ephesus by the tyrants Athenagoras and 
Comas, eventually resettling in Clazomenae. 

32.	 Degani (1984) 21–24. Cf. Nagy’s discussion of the unsightly Thersites and Aesop in 
relation to the pharmakos: Nagy (1999) 259–64; 279–88. 

33.	 Rosen (1990) 12–13.
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Hipponax appears to be cast in the role of a pharmakos in fragment 
37W, wherein the narrator recalls an order for his own stoning (ἐκέλευε 
βάλλειν καὶ λεύειν Ἱππώνακτα). Frr. 41 and 92W, which adopt the first-
person singular, are likewise best understood as spoken in propria per-
sona. The former, a single line, refers to threats of being struck with fig-tree 
branches (νῦν ἀρειᾶι σύκινόν με ποιῆσαι), while in the latter, longer one, the 
narrator recalls the flogging, again with fig-tree branches (κράδη με τοὐτέ-
ρωθ[εν / ἄνωθεν ἐμπίπτουσα, 92.7–8W) of (male) genitals, now in the con-
text of a magical rite conducted by a Lydian woman, likely for the cure of 
impotence. The repeated associations of the pharmakos with such beatings 
(frr. 5, 6, 9) and genital flagellation in particular (fr. 10), justly led Coppola 
to supplement 92.4W with Ὥσ[περ φαρμακῷ] (“like a pharmakos”). For in 
the face of other obscene elements in the fragment, such as the unpleasant 
odour of the alleyway (e.g. ὦζεν δὲ λαύρη, 92.10W; κατ’ ὀδμὴν, 92.11W), 
the dung-beetles’ attack and the concomitant slapstick (92. 10–15W), and 
the pun Πυγέλησι (“Arseville”, 92.15W — Allan’s rendering), the ritual is 
likely intended as punitive rather than therapeutic, with the assimilation to 
the pharmakos aggravating the narrator’s humiliation.34

Despite the scarcity of our material, it is reasonable to read Hipponax’s 
pharmakos-like self-fashioning in accord with his broader persona, that of a 
grotesque figure embracing its marginality.35 Essentially, the motif exempli-
fies a paradox inherent to the poetry of psogos, where the poet can at once 
be the instigator and the recipient of blame, both the critic and the out-
cast. And, as our discussion on Aristophanes will show, apart from raising 
laughter through incongruity, this self-abasement perhaps also functions as 
a defensive mechanism. For the elite poet that Hipponax most likely was,36 
the motif amplified his license to engage in merciless derision by pre-emp-
tively deflecting potential criticism and manoeuvring around the bounda-
ries of poetic invective: if he is already a pharmakos, then he is allowed to 
brand others as pharmakoi.

34.	 Cf. Allan (2019) 210–11.
35.	 Cf. Miralles and Pòrtulas (1988) 57, 135–36.
36.	 Degani (1972) 24; Carey (2008) 96–97; Alexandrou (2016) 23.
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SCAPEGOATING IN COMEDY

Since Aristophanes explicitly mentions Hipponax in his plays (Ran. 661)37 
and occasionally reworks his verses (e.g. Av. 935), thereby displaying his 
familiarity and engagement with the iambographer’s work, elements of the 
pharmakos motif discernible in Aristophanic comedy, with functions anal-
ogous to those in Hipponactean poetry, may likewise be reflective of in-
fluence in this regard. In Aristophanic comedy, patterns of scapegoating 
appear across multiple dimensions: they underpin the fundamental premis-
es of the plot, inform the narratological structure of the plays, and pervade 
the so-called abuse, invective, or mocking songs.

i. Intruder scenes

One of the most self-evident dimensions of expulsion in Aristophanic plays 
—pervasive not just thematically but also structurally— is the exclusion of 
various newcomers, tricksters, and impostors seeking to partake in the ben-
efits of the hero’s new scheme, a staple in many of Aristophanes’ comedies, 
and fully developed in Acharnians, Birds, and Peace.38 Certainly, as the very 
word suggests, intruders are outsiders who are denied entry, rather than 
insiders who are being expelled. This indeed applies, for instance, to the 
interlopers of Birds, i.e. mortals and gods who seek access to the Cloud-
cuckoo-land. However, some of the intruders in truth come from within 
and their ousting occasionally recalls some elements of the pharmakos’ treat-
ment. Violence is surely one such element: Trygaeus, for instance, vigorous-
ly strikes Hierocles (Pax 1119–21) and little more than a hundred lines later 
threatens the Arm-Dealer with similar treatment (Pax 1262b–63). Another 
aspect is the representative nature of these figures and of the purification 
promised as a result of their expulsion: akin to the pharmakos who was ex-
pelled not as an individual but as a carrier of the community’s collective ills, 
so too these characters are expelled as representatives of certain groups of 
Athenian public life and hence, welcome neither to the comic hero’s scheme 
nor to the reformed city the poet envisages and promotes. This holds true 
not only for stock characters, like sycophants and oracle-mongers, but al-

37.	 Cf. Rotstein (2010) 201–6.
38.	 For this category of characters, see Whitman (1964), esp. 10–11, 26–28. Cf. the refer-

ence to the hipponactean “trickster” in Miralles and Pòrtulas (1988) 132–36.
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so for specific individuals well-known from public life, who are stripped of 
their particularity and put on stage as typifications of wider groups:39 the 
Aristophanic Kinesias represents the dithyrambic poets, just as Lamachus 
is all those who advocate war out of aspiration for personal gain. Neverthe-
less, while the salience of the intruder-episodes may reflect a conscious or 
unconscious conception of comedy’s political (in the broadest sense) role in 
relation to expulsion, I contend that these episodes lack features specifical-
ly connected to the pharmakos rituals, especially when set beside the more 
compelling instances to be examined in the following pages.

ii. Invective songs

Aristophanes’ invective songs are short iambic poems of varied metri-
cal structures performed by the Chorus, narrating the misfortunes of the 
antagonist(s) in each comedy and, true to the lower tone of iambic poetry, 
frequently employing grotesque imagery to assail their targets.40 The songs 
are thought to have a somewhat “popular” register, both in the topicality of 
their satire and in their simple rhythms, which facilitated their repetition as 
party pieces. Their principal targets, often cast in the role of scapegoats, are 
democratic leaders, who served as the quintessential villains of Old Comedy, 
both in the subgenre of “demagogue comedy” (which was specifically de-
voted to their derision), and in comedies whose plots did not revolve around 
them.41 Rosenbloom goes so far as to argue that the comic treatment of dem-
ocratic leaders in the late fifth century as ritual scapegoats so profoundly de-
termined their reception that the plays functioned, in effect, as propaganda 
for the expulsion of politicians such as Hyperbolus (Thuc. 8.73.4), Andro-
cles (Thuc. 8.65.2), and Cleophon (Lys. 13.7–12; 30.10–14), all ruthlessly 
lampooned in comedy and killed by pro-oligarchic factions.42

The seemingly celebratory description of the delights afforded by Di-
kaiopolis’ newly established marketplace in Acharnians (836–60) is, upon 
closer scrutiny, an iambic abuse song targeting those who must be ban-
ished from his idyllic islet of peace, along with their ignominy: the cho-
rus blesses Dikaiopolis because, within his private market, one is spared 

39.	 Zimmermann (2024) esp. 63–67.
40.	 See Silk (1980) 124–38; (2000) 160–67, 181–91; Moulton (1981) 18–47; Parker (1997) 

6–11; Zanetto (2001).
41.	 On demagogue comedy (e.g. Ar. Eq.; Eup. Marikas; Hermippus Artopolides; Plato Com. 

Hyperbolus; Peisander; Cleophon), see Lind (1991); Sommerstein (2000).
42.	 See Rosenbloom (2002); (2003); (2004); (2012) 408–12; (2014) 306.
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various vexatious individuals who beset the rest of the city.43 Among those 
vitriolically singled out in the canto, some are especially well-suited to the 
scapegoat’s role, with Hyperbolus being the prime example.44 Follow-
ing Cleon’s death, Hyperbolus was the leading demagogue at Athens, and 
around 416 bc, nine years after Acharnians was staged, was expelled from 
the city with remarkable parallels to the scapegoat rituals: he was ostracised 
after the efforts of Nikias and Alcibiades —in Athens’ last use of the insti-
tution— and withdrew to Samos, where he was soon assassinated by oli-
garchs. The song further attacks the Athenian legitimacy of Artemon, whose 
father hailed from Tragasae, through a pun on “goat”, πατρὸς Τραγασαίου 
(“like his Goatfather”,45 853), metaphorically expelling him by portraying 
him as someone not naturally belonging to the city.46 Elsewhere, Artemon 
is portrayed as a religiously devout keeper of fast days (Thesm. 949) and 
Poverty’s messmate (Plut. 602). Equally maligned are the hapless Lysistra-
tus, the disgrace of Cholargus (Χολαργέων ὄνειδος, Ach. 855), ever freezing 
and starving (cf. Eq. 1267–73); Ctesias, an otherwise unknown figure whose 
name could imply theft; Cleonymus, notorious for his gluttony and girth; 

43.	 Ach. 836–59. Eὐδαιμονεῖ γ’ ἅνθρωπος. οὐκ ἤκουσας οἷ προβαίνει / τὸ πρᾶγμα τοῦ βουλεύ-
ματος; καρπώσεται γὰρ ἁνὴρ / ἐν τἀγορᾷ καθήμενος· / κἂν εἰσίῃ τις Κτησίας ἢ συκοφάντης 
ἄλλος, οἰ- / μώζων καθεδεῖται· / οὐδ’ ἄλλος ἀνθρώπων ὑποψωνῶν σε πημανεῖ τι, / οὐδ’ ἐξομόρ-
ξεται Πρέπις τὴν εὐρυπρωκτίαν σοι, / οὐδ’ ὠστιεῖ Κλεωνύμῳ· / χλαῖναν δ’ ἔχων φανὴν δίει, / 
κοὐ ξυντυχών σ’ Ὑπέρβολος / δικῶν ἀναπλήσει· / οὐδ’ ἐντυχὼν ἐν τἀγορᾷ πρόσεισί σοι βαδί-
ζων / Κρατῖνος ἀποκεκαρμένος μοιχὸν μιᾷ μαχαίρᾳ, / ὁ περιπόνηρος Ἀρτέμων, / ὁ ταχὺς ἄγαν 
τὴν μουσικήν, / ὄζων κακὸν τῶν μασχαλῶν / πατρὸς Τραγασαίου· / οὐδ’ αὖθις αὖ σε σκώψεται 
Παύσων ὁ παμπόνηρος / Λυσίστρατός τ’ ἐν τἀγορᾷ, Χολαργέων ὄνειδος, / ὁ περιαλουργὸς 
τοῖς κακοῖς, / ῥιγῶν τε καὶ πεινῶν ἀεὶ / πλεῖν ἢ τριάκονθ’ ἡμέρας / τοῦ μηνὸς ἑκάστου. (“The 
man is truly blessed. Didn’t you hear how his enterprising plan is progressing? The man 
will reap a bumper crop by sitting in his market. And if some Ctesias intrudes or any other 
informer, he’ll groan when he sits down. Nor will anyone else vex you by cutting into the 
queue, nor will Prepis smear off his wide-arsedness on you, nor will you bump into Cleo-
nymus; you’ll saunter through your market wearing a bright cloak, and Hyperbolus won’t 
run into you and infect you with his lawsuits. Nor in your market will you meet Cratinus 
strolling about with an adulterer’s cut done with a straight razor, an Artemon “the miscar-
ried,” too hasty with his poetry, his armpits smelling nasty, son of a father from the Goat 
d’Azur. Nor again in your market will the thoroughly depraved Pauson ridicule you, nor 
will Lysistratus, the disgrace of Cholargus, soaked in the slough of despond, ever freezing 
and starving more than thirty days in every month.” — transl. Henderson).

44.	 See Olson (2002) 283. Cf. Nub. 551–59, 623–25, 736–40, 874–76; Vesp. 1007; Eq. 
1303–4, 1358–63; Cratinus fr. 283; Plato Com. fr. 182. 

45.	 I owe the witty pun-translation to the anonymous reviewer of Logeion.
46.	 For a Greek example of scapegoat ritual involving animal sacrifice, see Diog. Laert. 1.110 

on Epimenides of Crete. In the early sixth century, Epimenides ended a pestilence in 
Athens by first sacrificing black and white sheep, then two young men. 
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and Pauson, an impoverished painter known for his caricatures.47 All these 
figures exhibit elements that qualify them as pharmakoi or appertain to the 
rituals: poverty, criminal record, ugliness, social marginality, peculiar rela-
tion with food (gluttony, starvation, fasting), expulsion, reference to a goat, 
and, most crucially, a sense of shame (ὄνειδος, Ach. 855). Of course, the 
ritual is neither enacted nor advocated, but these elements altogether create 
a ritualistic undertone, turning the invective into a symbolic mechanism of 
scapegoating intended to preserve Dikaiopolis’ tranquil islet. 

Acharnians features another invective song (Ach. 1150–73), and, al-
though the target, a choregus called Antimachus, is not explicitly named 
as a scapegoat, some analogies with the rituals may be detected.48 First, Ze-
us is implored to eradicate Antimachus (ἐξολέσειεν ὁ Ζεύς, 1153), while, 
à la Hipponax, the proverbial robber Orestes is summoned to pelt him.49 
Food imagery also drives much of the attack: Antimachus is not fed at 
public expense like the pharmakos, but is, conversely, depicted as a frugal 
chorēgos refusing to fund the chorus’ celebratory feast. In retaliation, the 
chorus wishes hunger upon him, imagining him deprived of squid at the last 
moment: as he reaches to eat, a dog snatches it away. He is further cursed 
in his attempt to grasp a stone in the darkness; he seizes a freshly depos-
ited piece of excrement and, in charging toward his foe, misses his mark 
and strikes Cratinus instead! The motif of being denied food at the point 

47.	 Cf. Eq. 1266; Vesp. 787–95, 1308–13; Hermippus fr. 36; cf. Ach. 1150–73. 
48.	 Ἀντίμαχον τὸν ψακάδος †τὸν ξυγγραφῆ† τὸν μελέων ποιητήν, / ὡς μὲν ἁπλῷ λόγῳ κακῶς 

ἐξολέσειεν ὁ Ζεύς· / ὅς γ’ ἐμὲ τὸν τλήμονα Λήναια χορηγῶν ἀπέλυσ’ ἄδειπνον. / ὃν ἔτ’ ἐπί-
δοιμι τευθίδος / δεόμενον, ἡ δ’ ὠπτημένη, / σίζουσα, πάραλος ἐπὶ τραπέζῃ κειμένη / ὀκέλ-
λοι· κᾆτα μέλ- / λοντος λαβεῖν αὐτοῦ κύων / ἁρπάσασα φεύγοι. / τοῦτο μὲν αὐτῷ κακὸν ἕν, 
κᾆθ’ ἕτερον νυκτερινὸν γένοιτο. / ἠπιαλῶν γὰρ οἴκαδ’ ἐξ ἱππασίας βαδίζων, / εἶτα κατά-
ξειέ τις αὐτοῦ μεθύων τὴν κεφαλὴν Ὀρέστης / μαινόμενος· ὁ δὲ λίθον λαβεῖν / βουλόμενος 
ἐν σκότῳ λάβοι / τῇ χειρὶ πέλεθον ἀρτίως κεχεσμένον· / ἐπᾴξειεν δ’ ἔχων / τὸν μάρμαρον, 
κἄπειθ’ ἁμαρ- / τὼν βάλοι Κρατῖνον. (“Antimachus son of Drizzler, the drafter of bills, 
the composer of bad songs: to put it bluntly, may Zeus terribly eradicate him! He’s the 
one who, as producer at the Lenaea, unkindly dismissed me without dinner. May I yet 
see him hungry for squid, and may it lie grilled and sizzling by the shore and make port 
safely at his table; and then, when he’s about to grab it, may a dog snap it up and run 
away with it!” — transl. Henderson). On the song, see Moulton (1981) 18–24; Parker 
(1997) 149–51; Olson (2002) 348–52; Konstantakos (2023) 35–37. For comparisons of 
the song to Hipponax fr. 115 specifically, see Whitman (1964) 38; Reckford (1987) 480–
82; Rosen (1988) 71–73; Kugelmeier (1996) 192–94; Nicolosi (2007) 81–82; Lennartz 
(2010) 330–32. Konstantakos (2022: 37) compares Antimachus’ nocturnal adventures 
with those of Margites. 

49.	 For this Orestes, unrelated to the famous mythological figure, see the discussion in Dun-
bar (1998) 306–7. 
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of consumption, descending from the tantalising fate of gluttonous Hercu-
les in the Megarian farce, is a common fate of comic parasites especially in 
Middle and New Comedy (cf. e.g. Eq. 1033–34; Vesp. 835–38; Antiphanes 
fr. 202.11–14; Alexis fr. 258; Diphilus fr. 53; Nicolaus fr. 1).50 In the song 
against Antimachus, this comic arsenal blends with iambic tropes. The cho-
rus puts the “sizzling squid” beside the sea: it is described as πάραλος, an 
epithet implying its freshness and preparation with brine and certainly evok-
ing the homonymous Athenian state trireme, while before being snatched 
away, it “takes port” (ὀκέλλοι, Ach. 1156)…at Antimachus’ table! This na-
val imagery evokes Archilochus’ accounts of enemies’ misfortunes by the 
sea (e.g. frr. 103, 115, 128 W) and the pharmakos’ expulsion to the city’s 
boundary — the sea itself serving as a natural border.51 The song thus car-
ries traces of the pharmakos tradition, but the curses have taken a greater 
distance from the ritual, having assumed a light-hearted, scatological, and 
ultimately more innocent tone.52

The abusive song in Av. 1470–92, referring to the outlandish Cleony-
mus, offers a noteworthy parallel.53 The chorus of birds, which traverse the 
skies and claim knowledge of marvellous foreign lands, likens Cleonymus 
to a barren tree away from the city, ultimately revealed to be… in Athens! 
Comparisons to trees usually point to a tall and muscular or thin physique 
(cf. Od. 6.162–63), but since Cleonymus is consistently mocked for his 

50.	 Nesselrath (1985) 47–48, 60–63; Konstantakos (2023) 28–29.
51.	 Olson (2002) 350. Cf. fr. 158. 2; Cratinus fr. 150. 3–4; Archedemus fr. 2. 9–10; Archestratus 

fr. 38. 5. 
52.	 Cf. Whitman (1964) 38; Reckford (1987) 476–77, 480–82; Lennartz (2010) 331–32; 

Konstantakos (2022) 29. 
53.	 Πολλὰ δὴ καὶ καινὰ καὶ θαυ-/μάστ’ ἐπεπτόμεσθα καὶ / δεινὰ πράγματ’ εἴδομεν. / ἔστι γὰρ 

δένδρον πεφυκὸς / ἔκτοπόν τι Καρδίας ἀ-/πωτέρω Κλεώνυμος, / χρήσιμον μὲν οὐδέν, ἄλ- / 
λως δὲ δειλὸν καὶ μέγα. / τοῦτο <τοῦ> μὲν ἦρος ἀεὶ / βλαστάνει καὶ συκοφαντεῖ, / τοῦ δὲ 
χειμῶνος πάλιν τὰς / ἀσπίδας φυλλορροεῖ. / ἔστι δ’ αὖ χώρα πρὸς αὐτῷ / τῷ σκότῳ πόρρω 
τις ἐν / τῇ λύχνων ἐρημίᾳ, / ἔνθα τοῖς ἥρωσιν ἄνθρω-/ποι ξυναριστῶσι καὶ ξύν-/εισι πλὴν 
τῆς ἑσπέρας. / τηνικαῦτα δ’ οὐκέτ’ ἦν / ἀσφαλὲς ξυντυγχάνειν. / εἰ γὰρ ἐντύχοι τις ἥρῳ / 
τῶν βροτῶν νύκτωρ Ὀρέστῃ, / γυμνὸς ἦν πληγεὶς ὑπ’ αὐτοῦ / πάντα τἀπιδέξια. (“Many 
wondrous novelties have we overflown, andmany amazements have we seen.There’s a 
tree, quite exotic, that grows beyond Wimpdom, and it’s called Cleonymus, good for 
nothing, but otherwise voluminous and yellow. Each and every springtime it sprouts de-
nunciations, while in wintertime, by contrast, its shields drop off like leaves. Then there’s 
a far-off country, at the very edge of darkness in the lampless steppes, where people meet 
the heroes for lunch and conversation, except in the evening: that’s when it’s no longer 
safe to meet them. For if any mortal happened to run into the hero Orestes, he’d get 
stripped and paralyzed all down his right-hand side.” — transl. Henderson)
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big size in every extant play up to Birds,54 the metaphor, in this case, is 
alluding to a corpulent stature, in accordance with Aristophanic and Hip-
ponactean motifs of mocking gluttony. The Cleonymus tree is labelled as 
ἔκτοπον; an adjective pointing to exoticness, akin to Herodotean accounts 
of trees in exotic places (e.g. Hdt. 3.106.3), but also, literally, to expul-
sion. The exoticness of the tree is reinforced by its placement “further 
away than Kardia” (Καρδίας ἀ/πωτέρω, 1474–75), a distant Greek colony 
on the north coast of the Thracian Chersonese with an Athenian popula-
tion. Moreover, though, the reference to Kardia serves as a pun on καρδία 
(“heart”), traditionally associated with courage, hence complementing Cle-
onymus’ depiction as cowardly (δειλόν, 1477). And in an appropriation 
of Herodotean accounts of arboreal utility, the tree is described as utterly 
useless, contrasting Cleonymus’ futility with the civic ideal of a citizen’s 
usefulness to the polis.

Beyond attacking Cleonymus as effeminate, the song recalls an incident 
in which the politician allegedly abandoned his shield in battle:55 in a met-
aphorical rendering of the charge, he is accused of “shedding his leafage 
of shields” (τοῦ δὲ χειμῶνος πάλιν τὰς ἀσπίδας φυλλορροεῖ, 1480–81). One 
might posit a subtle connection between Cleonymus’ seasonal shield-shed-
ding and the earth’s renewal during the Thargelia, which symbolises the 
cyclical renewal of seasons, now pointing to a never-ending cycle of…cow-
ardice and wickedness. Furthermore, Cleonymus is connected to another 
feature of the rituals: the tree is said to sprout and “grow figs” (βλαστάνει 
καὶ συκοφαντεῖ, 1479), evoking the botanical origins of the verb συκοφαντέω 
(“to be a common informer”), which, given the arboreal context, would pre-
sumably be recognised by the audience.56 Like the nexus of shield-dropping 
and leaf-dropping established before, the verb is particularly well-chosen, 
as it integrates the botanical imagery with the charge of defamation. Indeed, 
as Dunbar notes, although Cleonymus is not directly recorded as a συκοφά-
ντης in the traditional sense, his alignment with Cleon and his advocacy for 

54.	 E.g. Ach. 88–89; Eq. 956–58; 1289–98; Thesm. 605; Av. 289.
55.	 On his effeminacy, see Nub. 673–80. On him dropping the shield, see Ar. Nub. 353; 

Vesp. 19; Pax 446; Av. 290, 1473–81; Eup. fr. 352: κλωθῶν τε χεῖρα τὴν Κλεώνυμον. 
56.	 Cf. Beekes EDG s.v.: “Expression of popular language, originally probably ‘fig-indicator’, 

which already in antiquity was explained differently”. Zenodorus (Hellenistic period) 
mentions two possible origins: (a) picking up the first fig of the season was regarded as 
lucky by the Athenians, so some would sneak into others’ fields to get one; consequently, 
συκοφάντης came to mean “meddler in others’ affairs”; (b) Athenian law promulgated 
after a famine forbade exporting figs, and anyone who reported a violation of this law was 
called a συκοφάντης, a “fig revealer”: Zenodorus 258. Cf. Alexis fr. 187. 
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rewarding informants during the Mysteries scandal of 415 bc might have 
amounted to sycophancy in Aristophanes’ eyes.57 And since the trunk of 
fig-trees, like that of most trees, broadens with age, the thick Cleonymus is 
implied to be a seasoned sycophant, an impressive figure of slanders.58 This 
image, therefore, reinforces his likeness to the pharmakos: a criminal record 
being among the scapegoat’s qualifications, Cleonymus, serial sycophant 
that he is, becomes a tree marked for the axe.

The following strophe (Av. 1482–93) describes a distant land at the 
edge of darkness, where mortals dine with heroes at midday but face dan-
ger at night, since any who encounter Orestes (the proverbial Orestes men-
tioned in Ach. 1166 rather than the expected mythical hero) risk being 
stripped and paralysed on their right side. Although Orestes is not explic-
itly linked to Cleonymus, the chorus may be implying that the latter is the 
intended victim of this affliction.59 For the imagery of being struck recalls 
the ritual pelting of pharmakoi and the curses levied against Hipponactean 
gluttons like Eurymedon and Sannus, while, as aforementioned, the curse 
to be struck by the robber Orestes specifically was directed at another aris-
tophanic adversary cast in the role of a scapegoat, Antimachus (Ach. 1166). 
Adopting this interpretation lends further depth to the reference to dining 
with heroes (ξυναριστῶσι, Av. 1486) beyond the simple resonances of a 
distant age when men and gods feasted together (cf. Hes. fr. 1.6–7) or the 
traditions of hero cult feasts, alluding to the violent expulsion of various 
gluttons from banquets in both comic and iambic lampoon.60 Furthermore, 
the placement of the reference to Orestes in the final verses of the strophe 
(1490–94), which ultimately resolves the “riddle” of the comic danger in 
the chorus’ tale, mimics the feeling of the glutton’s habitual deprivation 
of food at the very last moment, thereby reinforcing the motif. Altogether, 
Cleonymus’ portrayal —with reference to figs— as a hapless sycophant and 
coward in a state of pseudo-exile and the implication that his extermination 
would benefit the city resemble a symbolic expulsion, resonating with ele-
ments of the pharmakos rituals. 

57.	 Dunbar (1998) 470; Andoc. On the Mysteries 27.
58.	 Again, the anonymous reviewer is to be credited with the pun.
59.	 Cf. the metrically and thematically similar strophes in 1553–64 and 1694–1705, which 

also describe outlandish spectacles, until it is eventually revealed that the birds are in 
truth referring to real individuals in Athens, who are typical butts of Aristophanic lam-
poon. See Dunbar (1998) 468–69.

60.	 Cf. Sommerstein (1987) 296; Dunbar (1998) 471. 
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iii. Extensive use: Knights and Frogs

Mythical and ritualistic symbolism and ideology permeate the plot of 
Knights. In addition to drawing on ephebic myths, the play prominently in-
corporates elements and ideas from the pharmakos rituals, with Cleon being 
presented as a pharmakos and explicitly named as such. The plot, in brief, 
unfolds as follows: a newly acquired Paphlagonian slave manipulates his el-
derly master Demos and torments the homebred servants, who consequent-
ly endeavour to expel and supplant him with Agoracritos, a sausage seller. 
As his name suggests, Demos is a personification of the Athenian people, 
while Paphlagon represents Cleon, the general who had been credited with 
the victory at Pylos the previous summer but failed to capitalise on the en-
suing circumstances towards peace. Yet, although the play ostensibly has 
Cleon as its exclusive target, its satire extends to a broader critique of popu-
list and belligerent demagogues, together with the gullible populace. 

Paphlagon emerges as an ideal candidate for scapegoating. Firstly, 
as the slave metatheatrically notes, he is so physically unsightly that even 
mask-makers feared to portray him accurately (230–32).61 Secondly, he is 
self-characterised as a low-ethos criminal, rivalling the Sausage Seller in 
shamelessness (ἀναίδεια, 277) and theft (496–98, 417–21, 439, 858–59). 
In fact, he is so abominable (μιαρός, 125, 329, 823, 831) that his infectious 
brazenness spreads through the entire city like a plague (305–10).62 And it 
should be noted that the term μιαρός has religious connotations, first ap-
pearing in sixth-century-bc inscriptions for individuals considered impure 
and barred from admission to temples.63 Moreover, like the pharmakos, 
Paphlagon has a special relationship with food: he slurps up the sauce from 
confiscated treats until he collapses, drunk, onto his hides, snoring away 
(103–4); he steals food (258–65) and is, at least verbally, connected to figs 
(259), which were prominent in the rituals, here mentioned to facilitate 
a pun portraying him as a συκοφάντης, a malicious informer and accus-
er but literally a “revealer of figs”.64 Reminding us of the pharmakos who 
was fed before his execution, he eats at public expense at the magistrates’ 
hall (πρυτανεῖον, 280), an honour mostly reserved for winners at athletic 

61.	 See Bowie (1993) 52–66.
62.	 Cratinus fr. 228; Pax 753–58.
63.	 Parker (2004) 63.
64.	 Cf. Credo (2020a).
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festivals rather than politicians. He is also ominously teased with reference 
to toying with ostraca (ὥστ’ εἰ σὺ βριμήσαιο καὶ βλέψειας ὀστρακίνδα, 855), 
shards used in children’s games, but more significantly, in the context of 
another Athenian institution of expulsion: ostracism.65 Finally, Paphlagon 
combines the human and the animal, alluding to the original notion of the 
scapegoat; he is referred to as an eagle in the oracle (197), as a pig by the 
slaves who want to jam a peg in his mouth like butchers (375–81), and as 
an insect that pries in everyone’s business, lighting on bribery’s blossoms, 
by the chorus (403).66 

Eventually, as Apollo, who oversees the expulsion of the pharmakos 
in the Thargelia, had prophesied (134–37),67 Paphlagon is defeated in the 
competition of wickedness by Agoracritos; the latter wins over Demos like 
an erastēs and rejuvenates him through boiling (1336). Paphlagon’s crown 
is transferred to his charismatic defeater (1227–28, 1250–63), semiotically 
signifying the latter’s treatment as a victor and king, while Paphlagon is fi-
nally expelled to his new business place with direct reference to the phar-
makos rituals (Eq. 1405–8).68 Thus, Demos’ justification of his tolerance 
towards Paphlagon’s behaviour, saying that it was an intentional tolerance 
(Eq. 1121–30), may be interpreted as coming from a calculated effort to let 
the scapegoat fatten up before expelling him.69 With Paphlagon’s exile, as 
Agoracritos guarantees, the responsibility leaves Demos and is transferred 
to his deceivers, the only ones to blame (1356–57).

65.	 Ath. Pol. 43.5. On Comedy and ostracism, see Konstantakos (2022) 112–18 with further 
bibliography. For the relationship between ostracism and scapegoat rituals, see Forsdyke 
(2005) 156–65.

66.	 Bowie (1993) 62. Cf. how Cleon posed as the “watchdog of democracy”, hence his pres-
entation as Kuon (“Dog”) in Wasps. See Storey (1995) 16–20; Corbel-Morana (2012) 
118–36; Konstantakos (2021).

67.	 For a more detailed analysis of the play’s Appoline poetics, see Sfyroeras (2009); on the 
oracle, cf. Bennett and Tyrrell (1990) 247.

68.	 καί σ’ ἀντὶ τούτων εἰς τὸ πρυτανεῖον καλῶ / εἰς τὴν ἕδραν θ’, ἵν’ ἐκεῖνος ἧσθ’ ὁ φαρμακός. 
/ […] κἀκεῖνον ἐκφερέτω τις ὡς ἐπὶ τὴν τέχνην, / ἵν’ ἴδωσιν αὐτόν, οἷς ἐλωβᾶθ’, οἱ ξένοι, 
(“I invite you to the Prytaneum, to sit where that pariah used to be. […] And somebody 
take that one off to his new place of business, so that the foreigners he used to strongarm 
can have a look at him now!” — transl. Henderson). Cf. Compton-Engle (2015) 47–48. 
Depriving a man of his garland was equivalent to removing him from office (cf. Lycurg. 
Leocr. 122). Cf. possible allusion to crowning in 1323, in reference to Athens in the time 
of Aristeides and Miltiades: ἐν ταῖσιν ἰοστεφάνοις οἰκεῖ ταῖς ἀρχαίαισιν Ἀθήναις (“He 
lives in the violet-crowned Athens of old”); cf. Pind. fr. 76.

69.	 Bowie (1993) 75; Wilkins (2000) 184.
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Nevertheless, salvation is peculiar, and, as A. M. Bowie puts it, Agora
critos is in fact “a much better pharmakos than Paphlagon”.70 The former 
is associated with food through his profession as sausage seller and, hav-
ing been raised in the Agora (293), he now operates as a small trader near 
Ceramicus’ gates (1247–1398) — a profession primarily undertaken by for-
eigners excluded from citizenship. Thus, he is not only associated with 
the city’s boundaries but also with repugnant traders and prostitutes, and 
he himself engages in prostitution (1242), a socially disreputable act pun-
ished by deprivation of civil rights (ἀτιμία). Furthermore, he is accused 
of being associated with the seventh-century aristocratic faction that killed 
Cylon’s followers in Athena’s sanctuary, whose descendants were declared 
accursed as polluters of the Goddess (445).71 Although the accusation is 
absurd, given Agoracritos’ low origins, it succeeds in portraying him as de-
filed as a scapegoat. Yet, albeit utterly degenerate, he is treated as someone 
significant, precisely as the pharmakos was.72 He presents himself as Vic-
tor of the Council (Νικόβουλος, 615) and is hailed as the saviour of Athens 
(σωτήρ, 149, 458; φέγγος Ἀθήναις, 1319), the greatest benefactor of the 
people (πᾶσιν ἀνθρώποις φανεὶς μέγιστον ὠφέλημα, 836), and protector of 
the islands (ταῖς νήσοις ἐπίκουρε, 1319). In short, the play relies on the 
highly pessimistic idea that to defeat a wicked politician, one must invent a 
more wicked one; the populace is always joyfully manipulated, as the cho-
rus warns, only for the phenomenon to be perpetuated: Ἀλλ’ εὐπαράγωγος 
εἶ, / θωπευόμενός τε χαί / ρεις κἀξαπατώμενος, / πρὸς τόν τε λέγοντ’ ἀεὶ / 
κέχηνας (“But you’re easily led astray: you enjoy being flattered and thor-
oughly deceived, and every speechmaker has you gaping”, 1114–18). It 
is difficult, in the face of such explicit critique of the personified city, to 
imagine that even an audience steeped in ritual logic would have ignored 
the pessimism.73

Finally, the underlying presence of scapegoat rituals in the play is fur-
ther accentuated by a reference to the counterpart ritual of Eiresione, likely 
also part of the Thargelia.74 In opposition to the pharmakos who carried 

70.	 Bowie (1993) 77. Cf. Bennett and Tyrrell (1990) 247.
71.	 Eq. 445: Ἐκ τῶν ἀλιτηρίων σέ φημι γεγονέναι τῶν τῆς θεοῦ (“I say that you’re descend-

ed from the polluters of our Goddess”) was a typical expression for Cylon’s followers. 
(Hdt. 5.71; Thuc. 1.126).

72.	 Cornford (1914) 148–53; Bowie (1993) 63. Cf. the ephebic rise from obscurity and in-
version period: Bowie (1993) 46–57.

73.	 Such is the view of Bennett and Tyrrell (1990: 252).
74.	 Cornford (1914) 53–56; Bennett and Tyrrell (1990) 250–51; Bowie (1993) 75.
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impurity and death out of the community, the Eiresione symbolised the sea-
sonal renewal of prosperity and life associated with the harvest.75 Central 
to this ritual was the eponymous Eiresione, an olive branch decorated with 
wool and an array of offerings, such as loaves, figs, small vessels of oil and 
wine, and a drinking cup. This branch was borne in procession by a boy re-
quired to be ἀμφιθαλής —that is, with both parents alive— to symbolise the 
fullness of life and a complete separation from any association with death. 
In our play, one of the first remarks Demos makes upon his appearance is 
the concern that the contestants’ violence will damage his Eiresione, i.e. his 
prosperity (728–29). Later on, the life-affirming function and regenerative 
symbolism of the Eiresione are echoed in the very rejuvenation of Demos, 
albeit accomplished through the medium of boiling. Textual support for 
this allusion to the ritual may be found in the scene where Paphlagon and 
the Sausage Seller vie for Demos’ favour by offering him various delica-
cies: at some point, Paphlagon offers Demos a piece of cake (λαβέ νυν πλα-
κοῦντος πίονος παρ’ ἐμοῦ τόμον, 1190) only for the Sausage seller (as per 
the pattern) to outbid him with the gift of an entire cake (παρ’ ἐμοῦ δ’ ὅλον 
γε τὸν πλακοῦντα τουτονί, 1191). As Biles and Olson note, the adjective 
πίων, which here likely suggests pairing with honey, mostly applies to suc-
culent meat (Il. 23. 750), the animals themselves (e.g. Theoc. Id. 25. 86.), 
or fish (Ath. 8. 56. 4–5), rather than bread. Yet the collocation of πίων with 
bread was hardly foreign to the Athenian audience, who would have heard 
—indeed some may even have sung as children— the song for the Eiresio-
ne, recorded by Plutarch (Plut. Vit. Thes. 22. 7. 1–3), which opens: Εἰρε-
σιώνη, σῦκα φέρειν καὶ πίονας ἄρτους (“Eiresione brings figs and rich loaves 
of bread”).76 This is then an especially fruitful allusion, since it is Agorac-
ritos, whose cake-offering is judged superior, who ultimately wins as the 
one promising greater prosperity and who soon after rejuvenates Demos. 
Finally, it is also worth considering that Demos’ anticlimactic misprision of 
Paphlagon’s eager food offerings is the reverse of the fate of gluttons (and 
occasionally shared by scapegoats), who, as mentioned, are deprived of a 
sumptuous meal at the very last moment, just as the ritual of the Eiresione 
stands in opposition to that of the pharmakos. 

75.	 Some accounts show the branch hung on doors at the Pyanopsia in autumn, e.g. Suda 
π 471; Apostolius 18.67. Perhaps Eiresione featured in both festivals [cf. Schol.VEΓΘ 
Ar. Eq. 729; Parke (1986) 189]. On Eiresione, see chiefly Mannhardt (1905) 214–43, 
256–58; Deubner (1966) 198–203; Burkert (1985) 101; Parke (1986) 76–77; Bierl 
(2020–21) 280–85.

76.	 Cf. Hsch. α 1759. ἄρτοι πίονες· οὕτως πλακοῦντες (“rich loaves of bread; thus plakountes”).
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The two main pillars of Frogs (405 bc) are expulsion and salvation, 
in both plot and historical background. Shortly before the play, Athens 
achieved a naval victory at Arginusae after a twelve-year period of unchang-
ing circumstances following the Sicilian disaster, during which the Spartans 
permanently occupied the fort of Deceleia in central Attica. However, the 
current triumph was overshadowed by catastrophic repercussions: the ten 
generals were subjected to a trial for failing to collect the bodies of the war-
dead and were maliciously treated as scapegoats, as if their deaths could 
alleviate the financial crisis and eradicate thousands of deaths; eight were 
condemned to death, six were executed, and two were exiled. Meanwhile, 
the conflict between the democratic and oligarchic factions had been aggra-
vated by the oligarchic revolution of 411 bc, resulting in political turmoil.77

The Parabasis of Frogs (674–737) perfectly displays this connection be-
tween expulsion and salvation. First, in the parabasis’ ode, the chorus targets 
the Athenian politician Cleophon —also lampooned by Plato in an epony-
mous play in the same festival (frr. 57–64)— who had recently rejected a 
peace treaty that would have required the Spartans to abandon Deceleia but 
otherwise allowed both sides to maintain their current holdings. More spe-
cifically, the chorus lambasts his alleged Thracian lineage, by imagining a 
“Thracian swallow” on his lips, foretelling his death (678–85);78 in effect, 
Cleophon is singled out as the culprit par excellence in prolonging the war 
and is metaphorically expelled through mockery of his ancestry, his down-
fall envisioned as the precondition for Athens’ return to golden Aeschylean 
times. Then, in the epirrhema, the chorus proclaims that “it is right and fit-
ting for the sacred chorus to help give good counsel and instruction to the 
city” (685–86), before advancing specific political proposals (687–99). Chief 
among these is the reinstatement of citizenship rights to those involved in the 
oligarchic uprising of 411 and the expulsion of current, ethically degener-
ate political leaders (ponēroi) in favour of the well-born and well-educated 
(chrēstoi). It is noteworthy that the parabasis directly invokes the pharmakos, 
with the chorus remarking, in the antepirrhema, that the Athenians now elect 
individuals of questionable lineage, recent newcomers to the city who are so 
vile that in earlier times they would have been deemed too contemptible even 

77.	 On the historical background, see Dover (1993) 69–76; Griffith (2013) 37–53.
78.	 Κλεοφῶντος, ἐφ’ οὗ δὴ / χείλεσιν ἀμφιλάλοις δεινὸν ἐπιβρέμεται / Θρηικία χελιδὼν / ἐπὶ 

βάρβαρον ἑζομένη πέταλον· / τρύζει δ’ ἐπίκλαυτον ἀηδόνιον νόμον, ὡς ἀπολεῖται, / κἂν ἴσαι 
γένωνται. (“Cleophon, on whose bilingual lips some Thracian swallow roars terribly, 
perched on an alien petal, and bellows the nightingale’s weepy song, that he’s done for, 
even if the jury’s hung.” — transl. Henderson)
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to serve as scapegoats (οὐδὲ φαρμακοῖσιν εἰκῇ, 733)! Akin then to Knights, 
where both Paphlagon and Demos bear responsibility, blame is placed not 
only on politicians like Cleophon, but also on the citizenry who elects them. 
The parabasis closes in a similar vein, with the chorus’ sardonic admonition 
that should the audience fail to obey and suffer the consequences, they may, 
at least, enjoy the proverbial “solace” of hanging from a “worthy” tree (734–
37).79 Again, this final ironic remark distributes culpability to the audience 
and the ponēroi, while perhaps subtly pointing back to Cleophon himself, 
the image of the tree conjuring the bird perched upon his lip.

“Scapegoating” the demagogues becomes more apparent in the Exodos 
(1500–33). In a convivial mood, Pluton bids farewell to Aeschylus and, act-
ing almost like an Athenian himself (σῷζε πόλιν τὴν ἡμετέραν, 1501), ap-
points him as a guide towards salvation.80 The politicians will be “expelled” 
from the upper world, to which end Pluton gives some instruments of execu-
tion and suicide to the ascending Aeschylus, to pass them on to Cleophon, 
Myrmyx, Nicomachus, and Archenomus.81 Of these, only Cleophon, the 
popular warmonger, is well known; the others are shrouded in obscurity, 
but it is clear that they serve as embodiments of a corrupt and reprehensible 
political culture. While the exact instruments of their demise are open to de-
bate, the three proverbial routes to death were the sword (ξίφος), the halter 
(βρόχοι), and the hemlock (κώνειον), with the variation of hurling oneself off 
a cliff instead of poisoning (1504–9).82 Moreover, their expulsion is aided 
by the well-worn accusation of not being pure-blooded Athenians, as they 
are derided for allegedly originating from the homeland of the war-god Ares, 
Thrace (1532–34). The affiliation between salvation and extermination of 
culprits, the blessing of the act by the mastermind Pluton, the expected pu-
rification of society, and a return to a time of unity and valour, all demon-
strate how the play’s ultimate goal is rooted in the ideas and components of 
scapegoat rituals. The play concludes with a comforting sense that mistakes 
and suffering result from foreigners and outsiders whose expulsion guaran-
tees salvation. Yet if the effects of expulsion appear far more promising than 

79.	 Schol.R Ar. Ran. 736. Παρὰ τὴν παροιμίαν, ἀπὸ καλοῦ ξύλου κἂν ἀπάγξασθαι (“As per the 
proverb, to hang oneself from a beautiful tree”).

80.	 Griffith (2013) 208–9; Dover (1993) 382. Scaliger’s conjecture ὑμετέραν (instead of ἡμε-
τέραν of the paradosis), on the basis that the god is not an Athenian, is unnecessary: 
Dover (1993) 382.

81.	 At the time of the second production of Frogs, Cleophon’s impending murder was an 
open secret (404 bc): Sommerstein (1996) 296; Rosenbloom (2014) 306.

82.	 See Dover (1993) 205–6. 
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the uneasy Knights, where the futility is comically exposed by the immedi-
ate substitution of the outcast with someone even worse, the difference is 
largely superficial. Knights were performed in the comparatively confident 
424 bc, when the dominant Athenian fleet maintained firm control of the 
Empire;83 the Frogs of 405 bc, by contrast, on the eve of Athens’ defeat, 
only a year before Sparta inflicted humiliating terms, demolished the city’s 
walls, and installed a bloodthirsty tyranny. Aristophanes cannot be credited 
with prescience of these disasters —indeed, had he known, he most cer-
tainly would not have championed the chrēstoi— and Athenians may have 
clung to the possibility of peace negotiations. But Frogs is unique in setting 
its action chiefly in the Underworld, itself resembling Athens, its people, 
buildings, and political life; the play offers little real comfort.84 Amidst the 
exhaustion of twenty-five years of war, the greater the ostentatious hope, the 
deeper the despair, for the greater still is the need for hope. 

iv. The poet-pharmakos

The affinity in the formation of the poetic persona in comedy and iambus 
has already been studied, but not, to my knowledge, in relation to the scape-
goat ritual.85 Indeed, whereas various foes in Aristophanic comedy are por-
trayed as pharmakoi, possibly reflecting a ritual background and archaic 
blame traditions, sometimes the comic poet himself assumes the role of the 
scapegoat. This “casting” occurs mainly in the self-conscious parabases and 
is grounded in the presentation of the poet as a victim in service of collective 
salvation, on both political and meta-poetic grounds. 

On political grounds, Aristophanes’ self-presentation as a victim be-
gins with references to his (historically doubtful) prosecution by Cleon, 
presented as the price of his efforts to save the city.86 If we are to believe 
Aristophanes, the poet was persecuted by Cleon for ridiculing Athens and 
its officials —including Cleon himself— before the allies in his Babylonians 
staged at the City Dionysia (426 bc). Rosen (and Lefkowitz) argued that the 
relevant remarks by Aristophanes need not correspond to historical events, 
but rather the iambic convention of the poet’s conflict with an archenemy,87 

83.	 On the historical background, see Biles and Olson (2025) 16–20.
84.	 The theme of katabasis also features in other plays (e.g. Aristophanes’ Gerytades, Eupolis’ 

Demes, Pherecrates’ Miners) but with Hades remaining (almost entirely) within a narration. 
85.	 E.g. Bakola (2010) 56–59; 63–64.
86.	 E.g. Ach. 659–64; Vesp. 1029–37; Nub. 549–50; Pax 748–60. 
87.	 Lefkowitz (1981) 109; Rosen (1988) 62–64, 78–79.
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but the historicity of the dispute matters little here, when Aristophanes may 
be fusing personal experience with iambic topoi, including that of the phar-
makos.88 It is indeed possible that, after Babylonians, Aristophanes went 
through a preliminary examination by a magistrate (ἀνάκρισις) with Cleon 
eventually retracting his charges upon Aristophanes’ promise of greater re-
straint in the future.89 Yet, perhaps prompted by a letdown by the novel and 
apolitical Clouds, the attacked poet attacks again, mainly with the Cleon-
heavy Knights and Wasps, but also less directly with the Acharnians. 

In Acharnians, the fracas with Cleon comes up not just in the parabasis, 
but already with Dikaiopolis speaking qua Aristophanes early in the play 
(Ach. 377–84):90 the previous year, he recalls, he was tormented by the dem-
agogue, dragged before the Council and slandered to the point he nearly 
perished from these “miasmatic misadventures” (ὥστ’ ὀλίγου πάνυ / ἀπωλό-
μην μολυνοπραγμονούμενος, 381–82).91 Apart from framing the victimization 
with this imagery of pollution, Dikaiopolis announces that, before speaking 
to the Acharnians, he will array himself in a guise most piteous (383–84) 
— now inviting us to think of both the wretched iambic narrator and the 
destitute pharmakos. Moreover, as aforementioned, this suffering is tied to 
the city’s salvation: in the parabasis of the play, the chorus rejects previous 
accusations that the poet had injured the city, insisting that he has instead 
brought ample benefits for the people (Ach. 641), ending their beguilement 
by smooth words (634–40), schooling them in justice (645), improving the 
citizens and their prospects of victory in the war (650–51), and even attract-
ing Spartan offers of peace (652–54). 

That Aristophanes, like the innocent pharmakos, suffers undeserved 
persecution, is a motif rehearsed in Wasps. In the first parabasis, following 
the Athenian forensic convention of citing prior public service when facing 
public prosecution,92 the poet chastises the audience for wronging him de-
spite having treated them well (Vesp. 1017), both through his pathbreaking 

88.	 See e.g. Mastromarco (1993); Storey (1995); Sommerstein (2004); Biles and Olson 
(2015) 455–56. 

89.	 Storey (1995) 6–11.
90.	 On Dikaiopolis’ quasi-parabatic speech, see Bowie (1982) 29–31; Biles (2011) 57–58. 

On the use of the technique by Cratinus, see Bakola (2010) 56–64. 
91.	 Cf. 502–5. οὐ γάρ με νῦν γε διαβαλεῖ Κλέων ὅτι / ξένων παρόντων τὴν πόλιν κακῶς λέγω. 

/ αὐτοὶ γάρ ἐσμεν οὑπὶ Ληναίῳ τ’ ἀγών, κοὔπω ξένοι πάρεισιν. (“This time Cleon will not 
accuse me of defaming the city in the presence of foreigners; for we are by ourselves; it’s 
the Lenaean competition, and no foreigners are here yet.” — transl. Henderson).

92.	 See Biles (2023) 434, who cites Lys. 3.47; Isae. 7.41–42; Dem. 19.281–82; 21.153–60; 
Vesp. 950–72.
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art (on which see below), and his courage in contending with monsters like 
Cleon on their behalf (1030–45). A fortiori, Aristophanes is said to be an 
evil-averting purifier of the city (ἀλεξίκακον τῆς χώρας τῆσδε καθαρτήν, Vesp. 
1043), who is nevertheless betrayed by the audience, who failed to appreci-
ate his Clouds.93 Simply put, Aristophanes’ public service lies in his scape-
goating of demagogues, but for this he is treated as a scapegoat himself. 
This victimisation recurs in the second parabasis (Vesp. 1284–89), where 
bodily metaphors are employed: the “poet” was “being skinned alive” (ἀπε-
δειρόμην, 1286) by Cleon while the audience was laughing (1285–89) — an 
allusion to Cleon’s family tanning business, but also, perhaps, to the phar-
makos’ physical (albeit different) maltreatment. 

On the poetological side, the modern reader of Aristophanes requires 
little reminding of the poet’s penchant for posing as a poetic victim, who 
refrains from crude or inartistic techniques and innovates, only to face dis-
approval and rejection.94 Most of these statements are evidently absurd: 
Aristophanes condemns what he himself practices, often deploring and us-
ing dramatic techniques in the same play or even in the same breath.95 For 
instance, he decries scatological humour (Ran. 8) yet opens a play with a 
giant dung beetle (Pax 1–186b), and with scatological humour recurring in 
his plays, whether in euphemisms (e.g. Plut. 1184) or in plain speech (e.g. 
Eccl. 1062b). He condemns phallic humour (e.g. Nub. 537–39), but Philo-
cleon urging Dardanis to use his “little rope” to climb up on the logeion is 
merely an example (Vesp. 1341–47); phallic puns (e.g. Lys. 23) are hard-
ly absent from his plays. He claims not to satirise ordinary people (Vesp. 
1029) but Exekestides is mocked as a foreigner three times in Birds (Av. 
11, 764–65, 1526b–27). And he criticises obsolete rubrics, yet the open-
ing scene of Frogs with groaning Xanthias (Ran. 1–18), for example, both 
utilises and criticises the stock episode of the grumbling slave-luggage-car-
rier.96 Similar are the unremitting claims to poetic innovation, which the 
inept audience fails to appreciate, typically linked to the third-place finish 

93.	 On the motif of the poet-purifier of the city, see the discussion in Bakola (2008) 5–7. Ἀλε-
ξίκακος was a common epithet for Apollo: Eust. in Il. 3.7; Schol.MTA Eur. Phoen. 631.

94.	 See Bakola (2008) 8–10; Sommerstein (2009) 120–30. Sommerstein (2009: 117–18) cat-
egorises this poetological praise and blame around four antitheses: “one’s own work ver-
sus others’ work; the innovative versus the hackneyed; the laborious versus the slapdash; 
and the sophisticated versus the vulgar”.

95.	 Kanellakis (2020) 139–40. 
96.	 Cf. e.g. the episodes featuring gluttonous Hercules, denounced in Pax 741–43 and Vesp. 

60, and used e.g. in Av. 1583–605 and Ran. 62–65. 
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of Clouds, which he calls his most brilliant play (καὶ ταύτην σοφώτατ’ ἔχειν 
τῶν ἐμῶν κωμῳδιῶν, Nub. 522).97 In the parabasis of Wasps the chorus re-
bukes the spectators: “Last year you double-crossed him, when he sowed 
a crop of brand-new ideas that you made fruitless by your failure to under-
stand them clearly” (Vesp. 1044–45);98 in essence, the poet puts the blame 
for his missed praise on the audience and restores it to himself.99 As for the 
parabasis of the revised Clouds, these claims of unprecedented innovation 
are rehearsed not without a sense of irony: “Nor do I seek to deceive you by 
bringing on stage the same fare two or three times; instead, I contrive and 
present ever new forms of comedy, resembling one another not at all, and all 
of them ingenious.”100 Of course, this is precisely what Aristophanes does 
with revising Clouds, since much of the earlier version would have remained 
with minimal alterations.

Finally, alongside claims of innovation come the accusations of pla-
giarism, mostly in the infamous disputes with Eupolis.101 In the parabasis 
of Clouds (Nub. 553–54), Aristophanes blames Eupolis for rehashing his 
Knights in his Maricas (421 bc). Just as Knights caricatured Cleon through 
the Paphlagon slave, Eupolis’ Maricas assaulted Hyperbolus by portray-
ing him as a barbarian slave. But beyond the basic idea, out of the sur-
viving fragments of Maricas a mere one, fr. 193, could support an actual 
resemblance, and this may well be because Quintilian, who bequeathed 
the passages, muddled the two plays. Perhaps in retort to Aristophanes’ 
claim, Eupolis in his Baptae (likely ca. 416 bc)102 patronizingly says that 
he had “freely contributed” [(ἐ)δωρησάμην, fr. 89.2] to the composition of 
Knights, thereby implying that for Maricas he simply drew upon his own 

97.	 On innovation see e.g. Ar. Nub. 546–48; Vesp. 1053; Eccl. 578–80, 583–87; Bakola 
(2008) 8–10. Cf. Metagenes fr. 15; Pherecrates fr. 84. On the use of the term σοφός and 
its cognates, varying from “wise” to “sophisticated”, “ingenious” and so forth, in Aristo-
phanes’ self-presentation (e.g. Nub. 517, 547; Vesp. 66, 1049), see Bakola (2008) 9.

98.	 Vesp. 1044–45. πέρυσιν καταπροὔδοτε καινοτάτας σπείραντ’ αὐτὸν διανοίας, / ἃς ὑπὸ τοῦ 
μὴ γνῶναι καθαρῶς ὑμεῖς ἐποιήσατ’ ἀναλδεῖς· (transl. Henderson.)

99.	 Cf. Major (2006) 139.
100.	Nub. 546–48. οὐδ’ ὑμᾶς ζητῶ ’ξαπατᾶν δὶς καὶ τρὶς ταὔτ’ εἰσάγων,/ ἀλλ’ αἰεὶ καινὰς ἰδέας 

εἰσφέρων σοφίζομαι, / οὐδὲν ἀλλήλαισιν ὁμοίας καὶ πάσας δεξιάς·
101.	The bibliography on the “rivalry” (or its absence) between Aristophanes and Eupolis 

is copious; indicatively, see Pohlenz (1912); Ugolini (1923–25); Colonna (1952); Mas-
tromarco (1979); Sommerstein (1980) 51–53; Sommerstein (1982) 190; Heath (1990) 
151–52; Hubbard (1991) 83–86; Storey (2003) 278–303; Kyriakidi (2007) 4–8, 184–96; 
Sommerstein (2009) 120–21; Olson (2017) 274–76. For a discussion of collaboration 
between comic poets, see Halliwell (1989).

102.	On the dating of Baptae, see Olson (2017) 243–44 with further bibliography.
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earlier work. And the year after, in his Pytine, Cratinus similarly criticises 
Aristophanes for using “the words of Eupolis” (fr. 213). Although these 
claims must contain some truth and seriousness, their repetitions by dif-
ferent poets, their varying versions, and their co-occurrence with other 
self-victimising declarations, suggest that charges of plagiarism should best 
be seen as a comic topos itself, as part of playful banter among competing 
colleagues.103 

A final aspect of the pharmakos mobilised by Aristophanes in con-
structing his poetic persona is physical marginality. Of course, Aristo-
phanes claims no grave infirmity, save a minor flaw in his appearance: 
his baldness, which was apparently central to his public image. Whereas 
Eupolis (fr. 89) exploits his colleague’s feature polemically, calling him 
“the bald guy” to sharpen accusations of plagiarism, Aristophanes himself 
employs it more inventively, blending self-mockery with self-praise.104 

In Clouds, he claims not to “act like a bigwig” (τοιοῦτος ἀνὴρ ὢν ποιη
τὴς οὐ κομῶ, Nub. 545 — Henderson’s rendering), through a pun on κο-
μέω, meaning both “to keep one’s hair long”, and “to be prideful”; for 
long hair on males, when not rough and rustic, was thought to be a charac-
teristic of wealthy, pretentious youths, especially cavalrymen (cf. e.g. Eq. 
580, 1121–22; Vesp. 1317). Beyond the self-undermining nature of self-
praise, the humour lies in the incongruity of bragging about abstaining 
from a dandified behaviour, and the further absurdity of vaunting absten-
tion from a fashion inaccessible to him, which his vanity suggests he would 
have embraced, had it been open to him; the hollow braggadocio, after all, 
is self-reproach. Similarly, in the parabasis of Knights, the chorus invites 
the audience to send Aristophanes forth “aglow with a shining forehead” 
(φαιδρὸς λάμποντι μετώπῳ, 540 — transl. Henderson). The adjective φαι-
δρός, “bright” or metaphorically “radiant with joy” belongs to a lofty, 
praise-fitting register (cf. Pind. fr. 109. 2; Aesch. Eum. 926) apt for the 
victor, who is illuminated by a nearly divine light.105 Now, comically ap-
plied to the bald forehead, it transforms the latter almost comical element 
into a token of triumph.106 Moreover, in Peace, the chorus invites all bald 
men to join in vying for victory, then rather unkindly names the poet twice 

103.	Bakola (2008) 20; Kyriakidi (2007) 196.
104.	Ar. Eq. 548–50; Pax 767–74. Nub. 540, 545. Cf. Schol.EΓΘM Ar. Eq. 550. 
105.	Cf. the paratragic anapaests in Pax 156. 
106.	On the divine light of victory, cf. e.g. Av. 1708–12; Pind. Pyth. 8. 96–97. See Biles and 

Olson (2025) 377–78.
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as bald: “Here’s to the baldy, give to the baldy” (φέρε τῷ φαλακρῷ, δὸς τῷ 
φαλακρῷ, Pax 771) before suddenly rebranding the feature as a badge of 
poetic nobility: “don’t hold out the man who has the forehead of the no-
blest of poets” (772–74). Finally, in the parabasis of Clouds, Aristophanes 
claims that his comedy refrains from mocking bald men (οὐδ’ ἔσκωψεν τοὺς 
φαλακρούς, Nub. 540) — clearly a jest, since not only does it not spare bald 
men, but also the laughter falls chiefly on the poet himself. 

All in all, baldness is a trivial physical flaw, yet its importance lies in 
how Aristophanes exploits it. And it indeed appears to contribute to the 
formation of a somewhat clownish persona, a target of satire who indulges 
in and deploys his own satirical qualities.107 One is thus reminded of the 
grotesque iambic narrator, whose outworn appearance bolsters his humili-
ation with the attractiveness of the retorting underdog. 

In short, the parabatic Aristophanes poses as a victim of political ad-
versaries, plagiarising colleagues, and an obtuse audience insensible to his 
genius. However, he portrays this victimisation as worthwhile, and like a 
pharmakos, endures it for the sake of the collective good — a purifier of city 
and art at once. The ritual logic is, of course, inverted, as the self-indulgent 
(self-)victimisation leads not to exclusion, but bolsters victory and praise. 
The pose ought to be understood as an artifice within the agonistic envi-
ronment of dramatic festivals, and a calculated combination of convention, 
exaggeration, and distortion.108 One might therefore say that the societal 
insecurity that has been suggested as underlying scapegoat rituals,109 and 
which Aristophanes’ scapegoating of his enemies confirms, is, by analogy, 
mirrored in the insecure poet himself, who is driven into this tug of war. 
Whether a striving to create an individualised poetic identity,110 an anx-
ious courting of captatio benevolentiae, or a confident self-sarcasm eagerly 
tumbling into self-blame —not least through hyperbolic self-praise— Aris-
tophanes persistently plays with the polarity of ainos and psogos. Much like 
the pharmakos, and much like the hipponactean narrator, his authorial per-
sona inhabits a space of moral ambiguity: denouncing and expelling, yet 
simultaneously “staging” his own expulsion in service of his art.

107.	Hubbard (1991) 29, 150.
108.	For the parabasis and its agonistic role: Bowie (1982); Hubbard (1991) 28–29; Biles 

(2011) 12–55.
109.	See Eidinow (2022).
110.	Bakola (2008) 3. 
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v. Comic fragments

The motif of the pharmakos finds only sparse attestation among the surviv-
ing fragments of other comic poets. As in Aristophanes, the terms κάθαρμα 
and φαρμακὸς occasionally appear reduced to generalised epithets of invec-
tive, often hurled in the vocative, akin to exclamations such as “you runa-
gate” or “you scum”, and the modern Greek colloquial use of κάθαρμα as a 
pejorative term.111 Rarely, however, these terms seem to carry deeper ritual-
istic or cultural connotations allowing an association with the broader sym-
bolic and literary traditions of blame poetry discussed in this paper.

A noteworthy exception is a fragment attributed to Eupolis (fr. 132), 
likely from his comedy Demes, reminiscent of Hipponax’s grim pharmakos 
fragments. Here, a certain individual is castigated as “the one who ought to 
have been burned, crackling among the refuse at the crossroads near Hec-
ate’s statues, for defiling the city”.112 Kock posited that the fragment origi-
nates from a parabasis, where the poet directs this vehement denunciation at 
a demagogue or general whose misconduct invites a rebuke far more scath-
ing than the standard arsenal of comic vitriol.113 Indeed, the fragment is 
most likely parabatic, since (with Porson’s insertion of <τε>), the line scans 
as Eupolidean, a metre routinely used in parabases.114 

Fr. 384, also attributed to Eupolis, though from an unidentified play, 
bears a strong thematic and rhetorical affinity to the parabasis of Frogs. The 
fragment juxtaposes the noble generals from the city’s illustrious past —fig-
ures of prodigious wealth, near-divine stature, and commanding reverence— 
and their morally corrupt and politically inept contemporary counterparts. 
Most notably, akin to the patterns of Aristophanic critique against politicians, 
these latter-day leaders are branded as scapegoats (καθάρματα, 384.8). Once 

111.	In this sense, cf. Plut. 454. γρύζειν δὲ καὶ τολμᾶτον, ὦ καθάρματε (“How dare you still 
grumble, you scum?”); Ar. fr. 686. οὐ φθερῇ, κάθαρμα, κἀκποδὼν ἡμῖν ἄπει; (“Won’t you 
go to hell, you scoundrel, and get away from us, far away?”); fr. 655. πόθεν δ᾽ἐγώ σοι 
συγγενής, ὦ φαρμακέ; (“How on earth could I be your relative, you scum?”); Men. Sam. 
481. ὅ τι βοῶ, κάθαρμα σύ; / τοῦτ᾿ ἐρωτᾷς; (“‘Why am I shouting?’ you ask? Scumbag!”). 
Cf. Dem. De cor. 128.2. σοὶ δ’ ἀρετῆς, ὦ κάθαρμα, ἢ τοῖς σοῖς τίς μετουσία; (“What do 
you or your family have to do with virtue, you scum?”). 

112.	Fr. 132. ὃν χρῆν ἔν <τε> ταῖς τριόδοις κἀν τοῖς ὀξυθυμίοις / προστρόπαιον τῆς πόλεως κάε-
σθαι τετριγότα. The ὀξυθύμια were locations adjacent to the statues of Hecate, where the 
remains of the cleansing and atonement offerings were brought to burn: LSJ s.v.

113.	Kock (1880) 290 (fr. 120). Cf. Rosen (1988) 23–24. 
114.	Cf. Poultney (1979) esp. 136; Storey (2003) 387–90; Olson (2017) 444–45. 
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again, in the heavily civic comic psogos, the inherently representative nature 
of the pharmakos gains an additional meaning, taking on an electoral hue. 
The comic poet criticises not only the generals but also the collective folly of 
the citizenry that elevates such unworthy candidates to positions of power.115

EPILOGUE 

The extent to which other poets of Old Comedy incorporated the pharma-
kos motif, or whether the latter was a distinctive Aristophanic preference or 
a more widespread comic trope, remains open for future investigation. Sim-
ilarly, the extent of its utilisation among iambographers beyond Hipponax 
remains elusive, whether as a tool for vilifying adversaries or as a framework 
for constructing one’s poetic persona. Nor can we confidently assert wheth-
er the parallels between Hipponactean and Aristophanic poetry signify a di-
rect influence of the former on the latter. Those who emphasise that the 
relationship between comedy and iambus cannot be resolved with certainty 
are entirely correct, and my aim in this paper has not been to provide an an-
swer to this question, let alone a definitive one. What we do know, though, 
and what I have tried to display, is that, profoundly akin to iambus, Aristo-
phanic comedy is imbued with elements of scapegoat rituals: they lie behind 
comic psogos, behind the construction of the ambiguous poetic persona os-
cillating between praise and blame, and behind the plots and the characters 
who populate them. 

For the derision of demagogues, things are straightforward. It seems 
that, in the eyes of the comic poet, the only viable remedy for the city amidst 
the Peloponnesian War lies in eradicating the dangerous, belligerent, and 
populist demagogues. In the comic milieu, the established democratic 
mechanisms such as ostracism appear inadequate, and the citizenry can-
not be entrusted to vote wisely for their expulsion. Aristophanes, therefore, 
symbolically returns to a more archaic, pre-legal paradigm, one imbued with 
primal efficacy. Since, however, the employment of the motif assumes a sys-
tematic, holistic function, also shaping the plot and the self-presentation of 
the poetic persona, it is plausible that these ritualistic manifestations reflect 
a theory espoused by Aristophanes about comedy’s socio-political function 
and its generic connection with iambic poetry and their shared ritualistic 
roots. It is indeed conceivable that among the farrago of rituals which led 

115.	Cf. Thuc. 3.65.2. εἰ δὲ ἄνδρες ὑμῶν οἱ πρῶτοι καὶ χρήμασι καὶ γένει. 
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to the formation of comedy as a genre, scapegoat rituals may have played 
a role. Whether they actually did or not, even their perceived contribution 
and the collective memory of them would have influenced the poetics of the 
genre, steering it towards socially attuned and politically charged comedy, 
in opposition, for instance, to farces and their respective animal motifs. 

Overall, the pharmakos motif offers a compelling interpretative lens, 
elucidating the essence, the foundational principles, and the overarch-
ing purpose of comedy.116 Nonetheless, the use of the pharmakos motif is 
largely ironic: Aristophanes consciously employs ideas of scapegoat rituals, 
among other reasons, to teach collective responsibility to his fellow citizens 
who wait for salvation to be granted by depraved and mendacious dema-
gogues in the fashion of miraculous rituals. The answer to the question of 
how successful Aristophanes was in this is well known. Cleon, for instance, 
was awarded a generalship mere weeks after the judges and audience at the 
Lenaia festival had awarded the first prize to Knights, which advocated the 
exact opposite.117 The idea of scapegoating offered comfort by preserving 
the hope that salvation, even in perilous times, could be achieved almost ef-
fortlessly. Nevertheless, as Aristophanes demonstrates with remarkable real-
ism, even evils like demagogues, very much like the scapegoat fed at public 
expense, are in fact nurtured by none other than the people themselves.
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