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DOG WILL HAVE HIS DAY

FABLE, FAIRY TALE, AND POLITICS IN ARISTOPHANES’
“TRIAL OF THE DOGS” (WASPS 826-1008)

ABSTRACT: In the hilarious scene of the trial of the dogs (Wasps 826-1008),
Aristophanes creates a free imaginative composition by putting together a va-
riety of motifs and narrative patterns drawn from the tradition of animal tales
and, in particular, Aesopic fables. The animals’ court of justice, the animat-
ed household utensils, the confrontation of dogs with contrasting qualities,
and the theriomorphic representation of rival demagogues are well paralleled
both in the ancient Aesopic corpus and in popular imagination. The old di-
cast Philocleon confesses that he delights above all in listening to Aesopic fa-
bles narrated by the litigants in court. Therefore, the private, household trial
organised for Philocleon’s sake takes the form of a staged mega-fable with an-
imal protagonists. Aristophanes, as usual, invests the fabulistic and fairy-tale
materials with political symbolism and an ideological agenda. The litigation
between the two personified dogs caricatures the struggle between statesmen
of ancient Athens. Apart from the narrative motifs, Aristophanes also polit-
icises the double-levelled codification of meaning that is inherent in the Ae-
sopic fable. In the Aristophanic composition, the “moral” of the fable is not
related to a common ethical vice or a situation of general experience, but to
topical events of the poet’s contemporary Athens. Aristophanes conflates the
two opposite trends that prevailed in earlier comic dramaturgy: the folktale
and fantastic materials of Crates’ Mdrchenkomdidie are woven together with the
technique of political allegory developed by Cratinus.

THE CRAZY PROFESSOR

F ALL THE THOUSAND maladies the gods visit on us, madness is the
worst, as Grand Maester Pycelle used to say in George R. R. Martin’s
Game of Thrones. This was the affliction that befell old Professor Giovan-
ni Gianambetti, once a renowned academic, long-time holder of the Chair
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of Every Kind and Species of Knowledge at the National Favouritism Uni-
versity, in the city of Athensalonica, Surrealland. Professor Gianambetti had
enjoyed a long career as a faculty member and was widely praised as a for-
midable researcher, a prolific writer of scholarly studies, and a remarkable
teacher — although certain detractors insinuated that his publications were
mostly derivative and unoriginal, while students sometimes complained that
his lectures were abstruse, overlong, and rambling. However, the one task
which excited the veteran professor above everything else, among all the
multifarious duties of academic life, was participation in departmental elec-
toral committees, whether for the appointment of new faculty members or
for the tenure and promotion of junior instructors.

Into this latter activity Gianambetti channelled all his passion and en-
thusiasm; he exercised his duties as an elector with brio and seemed to de-
rive immense pleasure from them. He truly relished perusing the curricula
vitae, reading through the publications submitted by the candidates, and
finding out their shortcomings: errors of judgement and lack of proper
methodology, mistaken transcriptions of the codices and unlikely emenda-
tions, absence of originality or sloppy style, wrong factual data or plain ty-
pographical mistakes — his trained eyes were accustomed to spot all those
faults and many others in everyone’s writings, even in the ablest and best
prepared of academic competitors. He was overjoyed, of course, whenever
he discovered that a candidate enjoyed only limited international recogni-
tion of his/her scholarship, had no publications in acclaimed series or repu-
table journals, demonstrated a small number of citations in Google Scholar
and other databases, or failed to participate in conferences worldwide. A
case of this kind filled him with the heavenly delights of malice. Then, when
the time came for the electoral committee to convene, Professor Gianam-
betti was ready to mobilise his fearful academic artillery: he enumerated the
long series of the candidate’s inadequacies and concluded with a damnatory
pronouncement on his or her unworthiness for a university position.

Of course, in the vast majority of cases, Gilanambetti’s ardent complaints
were not heeded. The other members of the committee showed a more leni-
ent attitude, overlooked most of the candidate’s shortcomings, or expressed
the hope that such faults would be eventually overcome in the near future.
In the end, they all used to give a positive vote in favour of the appointment
of the best competitor — or at least in favour of the competitor who had flat-
tered and served the head of the department to the greatest degree. Profes-
sor Gianambetti would then embark into a fiery oratorical denunciation of
the unfairness, cronyism, and depravity of the academic world. He accused
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his colleagues in the committee of nepotism, sycophancy, gross injustice,
violation of the university regulations, betrayal of their academic duty, and
sheer incompetence. After that passionate display of self-righteousness, he
used to abruptly exit from the room and return to his office with a profound
sentiment of pride and contentment. He felt that he had done his supreme
devoir as a man of scholarship, defending meritocracy and combating cor-
ruption and mediocrity. In short, those electoral procedures were the chief
enjoyment he reaped from his profession, the salt of his life.

Nonetheless, once Gianambetti reached the age-limit of retirement and
became an emeritus professor, his access to such electoral committees was
terminated. Under the customary university regulations, retired ex-profes-
sors are allowed to pursue most of the tasks of their former academic life:
they are welcome to teach courses, if the department needs their services;
they may continue to supervise theses and dissertations; they are eligible
to be appointed to various offices of the university; and of course they can
always carry out their research (if they are not yet fed up with it after so
many years of practice). There is only one occupation from which retired
academics are irrevocably barred, upon their withdrawal from active ser-
vice: namely, the membership in committees for university elections and
appointments. Given that he was addicted to such committees and their
procedures, as though to a drastic recreation drug, Professor Gianambetti
found this particular deprivation too hard to bear.

In the beginning, the old retired scholar simply refused to accept the
restrictions of his emeritus status. He kept on appearing in his department,
whenever there was a session of an electoral committee, and tried to sneak
into the room and take part in the procedure. When the other faculty mem-
bers kindly requested him to leave, because he was not entitled to be pres-
ent, he forced his way inside, pushing and elbowing hard around him, and
obstinately clung to a desk, affirming his presence and insisting to have a
say in the proceedings. After that, the security of the university campus was
called to intervene; the security guards were obliged to remove the manic
professor by force, while he was wildly gesticulating, kicking around, and
yelling about the gross iniquity and corruption of the university system.
The guards safely deposed him outside the faculty building, but this did
not put an end to the old man’s artifices and machinations. While the pro-
cedure of the election was under way, he used to climb up to one of the
windows of the room, open the glass pane from the outside, and loudly
shout inwards, proclaiming his harsh opinions about the candidates and
castigating their unworthiness. Another time, he smuggled himself into the
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room during the preceding evening and remained there all night, hidden
under a desk. As soon as the electoral committee convened, the next morn-
ing, and the discussion started, he popped out from under the desk, stood
before the other members, and started expatiating again about the candi-
dates’ faults and inadequacies.

The situation was getting out of control, and the faculty decided to in-
form Professor Gianambetti’s family, so that appropriate measures might
be taken. The old scholar’s wife was truly desperate and at the end of her
tether. After decades of living at the side of an eccentric monomaniac, her
patience had been totally exhausted. She followed a strict line and confined
her husband to his room in their house, securely placing him under lock and
key. However, the incurable old fellow proved impossible to restrain. He
employed cunning tricks or risky ventures and found various ways to es-
cape from his imprisonment: he climbed out of his window and down to
the ground with a rope, or drilled a hole and came out on the rooftop, or hid
himselfin the laundry basket to get out of the house, or masqueraded as a Pa-
kistani immigrant to fool his wife and make her kick him out of the premises.
Every time he managed to set himself free, Gianambetti ran again to the uni-
versity, gate-crashed the faculty office, and disrupted the session of an elec-
toral committee with his ramblings about the low quality of the candidates.

It was obvious that the man was insane, and his poor wife considered
the option of committing him to a mental hospital, since she was clearly una-
ble to restrict him on her own. But then she conceived a bright new idea, by
means of which there might be a good chance of keeping the crazy old pro-
fessor in the house. The wife took him aside one morning and spoke to him
softly and cajolingly in the following manner: “Darling, why do you take so
much trouble to commute to the university, simply for participating in those
accursed electoral committees? It would be perfectly possible to have the
same thing here at home, just as you carry out your research in your per-
sonal library upstairs and have no need to go to the faculty or the American
School. You could hold your own electoral committees and sessions in our
house or our courtyard. Imagine how much labour this would save you: no
traffic to put up with in the streets, no stairs to climb up to the faculty office,
no unpleasant colleagues to growl at in the corridors, no disgruntled stu-
dents gathering around you to complain about their grades! And can’t you
guess the greatest benefit of all” You would have, at last, complete control
of the outcome of the procedure: you yourself would be the only member of
the committee, the only one to vote and decide on the appointment or the
promotion of colleagues. Your word would be final and definitive; there will
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be no other participants to question your authority or cast a different vote.
Just imagine this: you would finally get your say in university appointments,
exclude all the unworthy candidates, and elect those who truly meet your
high requirements, if only you can find them”.

Old Gianambetti was tempted by this marvellous prospect. Throughout
his professional life, his constant complaint was that his faculty colleagues
never paid attention to his adverse criticism of unsuitable candidates; they
kept on awarding jobs to those useless fellows, even though he had clearly
exposed their incompetence. Now he would have the chance to impose his
own righteous will, cast away all non-entities, and create the ideal university
of his dreams! There was only one factor that caused him concern, and he
duly asked his wife about it: “Yes, my dear, all this sounds excellent; but
who will be the candidates under assessment? How will I get young schol-
ars to come here to our house and apply for a faculty position to be judged
by me?” The resourceful wife, nevertheless, had prepared the answer in
advance: “Do not worry, my love, there will be no shortage of applicants.
For a start, you may begin by evaluating our household staff: the gardener,
the cleaning lady, the cook who comes to help me every now and then, the
waiters we hire from the catering service when we give a party. Then you
might proceed to other professionals who happen to call at our house: the
delivery boy, the grocer’s assistant who brings us the shopping, the post-
man, the controller from the electricity company, the technician who repairs
the internet connection. You have always been protesting that the young re-
searchers employed at your university are little better (or a little worse) than
common servants or than the shopkeeper at the next corner. Well, now you
will have the opportunity to prove your point: you will evaluate the servants
and the shop employees as though they were contenders for a university lec-
tureship! Why, in case of need, you might even hold scholarly competitions
among the stray animals of our courtyard, the neighbourhood cats and dogs
that come in to eat from the manger”.

Professor Gianambetti was now glowing with enthusiasm. “Love of
my life”, he exclaimed, “this is the best idea you have ever had in all the
duration of our marriage! And, by good fortune, I can put it into practice
straightaway”. Indeed, a moment before, the old scholar had spied two
creatures, a dog and a cat, which had entered into the courtyard from the
openings of the fence. The two animals were heading towards the contain-
ers of fodder and fresh water, which had been mindfully placed at a corner
of the yard by the compassionate wife, for the sake of the hungry quadru-
peds that strayed in during day or night. Gianambetti immediately rushed
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to his study upstairs and took out a small writing desk, a chair, and a bunch
of files. He transported all these paraphernalia into the courtyard, placed
them on the grass, among the flower beds, and promptly summoned the two
animals to come before him, using the leftovers of yesterday’s lunch of roast
chicken as a lure. As soon as the beasts approached him, the professor took
his seat behind the desk, opened the files in front of him, and initiated, with
all due pomp and ceremony, the proceedings of the committee for election
to a university post.

“So”, he said, casting a piercing look at the dog over his large specta-
cles, “you are a candidate for the advertised faculty job. How would you
describe your research interests?” “Bow wow”, muttered the dog, with an
air of expectance for the pieces of chicken lying on the desk. “Speak up,
please”, commanded Gianambetti. “I see here that your publications are few
in number, considering your age. Do they at least have some impact on the
scholarly community? What is your score on Google Scholar?” “Bowww
wowww”, barked the dog, with greater impatience this time. “I see. No par-
ticular international distinction, then. You do have significant gaps in your
CV. What about your previous academic experience?” “Wowwwwwww”,
cried plaintively the dog. “What?”, exclaimed the old man. “You have only
served as an adjunct at Wagabongo College, and yet you want to become
directly an associate professor? I am sorry, but you are hardly qualified for
such an advanced position”.

Then Gianambetti turned to the cat, which was sitting on her hind
legs and staring at him in a characteristically feline way, a mixture of cajole-
ment and ingratiation. “What about you, madam? What are your scholarly
achievements?”. “Meow”, uttered the cat in a coaxing tone. “Seriously?”,
blustered the old professor in anger. “You have only published in Mod-
ern Greek and have never appeared in international venues? How dare you
claim a university position when you have so meagre a record? Are you even
capable of writing a page of text in one of the major foreign languages with-
out making mistakes?” “Meowww, meowww, grrrrrrr”, whimpered the cat,
apparently scared by the man’s sore voice. “Do not try to soften me by in-
voking your services to society and your duties to your family”, bellowed
Gianambetti. “The sole criterion for election to a faculty position is academ-
ic excellence; nothing else matters”.

The two poor beasts were now assuming a rather downcast look, as the
professor stood up from his chair, pointed his finger at them, and transfixed
them with his intense gaze. “You are both incompetent, lacking in interna-
tional recognition, deprived of proper academic experience, and with no
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prospects of scholarly development. Neither of you is worthy of a teaching
position in a reputable university. Go away! You are not made of first-rate
stuff, and you will never find a place among the elect!” With those final
words, Gianambetti bounced forward, grabbed both the dog and the cat in
his arms (which were still robust, in spite of his age), and threw them over
the fence, out of the courtyard. The two animals, fortunately, landed on
their feet and ran away to opposite directions, howling and grunting loud-
ly, obviously shocked by this cruel treatment. The professor turned back
towards his house and faced his appalled wife with a big smile on his lips.
“Darling”, he said triumphantly, “you must be so proud of me today! I have
done my duty in the service of meritocracy, and I protected the university
from two incorrigible mediocrities!” And he gave the astonished woman a
full, warm kiss.

THE ARISTOPHANIC TRIAL OF THE DOGS:
FABLE AND FAIRY TALE

The story narrated above might have been written by Aristophanes, if he had
made the mistake of taking up an academic career and worked as a faculty
member at a university. As it is, readers will recognise the immediate poetic
model of this little piece of campus fiction: namely, the side-splitting episode
of the trial of the two dogs in the Wasps (826-1008), one of the most hilar-
1ous pieces of writing in the classical literary canon. Apart from its dazzling
humour, this scene also provides a fine exemplar for the study of the mate-
rials of Aristophanic dramaturgy and their peculiar treatment at the poet’s
hands. Like other major products of Aristophanes’ earlier creative period
(most notably, the first part of the Peace and the plot of the Birds), the trial of
the dogs is a large-scale synthesis based on the free combination of various
motifs and patterns from the folk narrative tradition. The elaborate blend of
fairy-tale and fabulistic materials is also invested with political meaning and
permeated by a network of references to the history and the public life of the
comic poet’s Athens. The figures and themes of popular folktale and fable
are employed as aesthetic means to depict and satirise the leaders of Atheni-
an politics, their corrupt activities, and the gullible people of the city.

In the Wasps, the young aristocratic Bdelycleon tries hard to keep his
incorrigible father Philocleon, an inveterate dicast obsessed with serv-
ing on public juries, away from the trials of the Heliaea. For this purpose,
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Bdelycleon establishes a private, domestic law-court at the gate of their family
house. There the monomaniac old man will sit on his bench as a sole judge
and try the intimate disputes and litigations that may arise between the slaves
or other members of the household, in due accordance with the formalities of
Athenian legal procedure (764-814). Oddly enough, Philocleon is satisfied
with this extravagant idea. Therefore, father and son promptly set up an im-
provised court room on the spot, outside the front door, handily using furni-
ture and utensils from inside the house (805-34, 844-62). When everything
1s ready, Bdelycleon assumes the role of the thesmothetes, the city official re-
sponsible for courts and trials, and introduces the first case. A certain dog of
the household named Labes (“the snatcher”) is accused of stealing a truckle
of Sicilian cheese from the larder. Another dog, by the name of Kyon of Cy-
dathenaeum, will appear as prosecutor and present the accusation (835-42,
894-903). This masterful parody of Attic procedural law and court practice
is the comic culmination of the plot, the true piéce de résistance of the Wasps.!
As the spectators would promptly understand from the very names and
attributes of the two litigants, both dogs represent notable public statesmen
of Classical Athens. The defendant Labes connotes, with a small phonetic
change, the aristocratic Laches, a career official of the Athenian army, also
known from his role as Socrates’ interlocutor in the eponymous Platonic di-
alogue. Laches had served as strategos in the Athenian campaign to Sicily a
few years earlier (427-425 BCE); to judge from the Aristophanic script and
the ancient scholia on it, he must have been accused of embezzlement, mis-
use of funds, or other financial misdemeanours committed during the tenure
of his office. Kyon of Cydathenaeum, who takes the prosecutor’s part, stands
for the demagogue Cleon, who hailed indeed from the deme of Cydathenae-
um and should have been the main instigator of the charges against Laches.
The very appellation Kyon, apart from its literal sense (“the Dog par excel-
lence”), might also be a pun (albeit a rather weak one) on the name Cleon
(/kyon/ ~ [k'¢dn/).? The two anthropomorphic hounds symbolise historical
personalities of ancient Athens and, as will transpire below, also imply their
respective political attitudes and ideological positions. The ludicrous scene of
the animal court is a staged allegory of the clash between rival statesmen and
their political factions in the turbulent final years of the Archidamian War.

1. On the parody of Attic legal procedures in the Aristophanic trial scene, see the detailed
comments of MacDowell (1971) 249-60 and Biles — Olson (2015) xlii—xlii1, 348-75; see
also Major (2013) 102-109; Konstantakos (2021a).

2. Cf. Lind (1990) 224.
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THE PERSONIFIED DOGS

Aristophanes’ choice of imagery poses an interpretative question: why were
dogs chosen to scenically incarnate the two Athenian politicians? When he
first conceived the idea of the domestic trials, Bdelycleon proposed that his
father hold court over household slaves (tolow oixétais, 766), passing ver-
dict on cases such as a maid that stealthily opened a door to leave the house
(768-69), or a Thracian slave-girl who burnt the kettle (828). Why did Aris-
tophanes not pursue this initial scenario of the trial of domestic slaves, as
suggested at the beginning of the episode? The slaves as allegorical repre-
sentatives of public statesmen or generals, such as Cleon and Laches, would
have been a comic spectacle familiar to the audience and successfully tested
before: Aristophanes had employed it on a large scale in the Knaghts, with
great success, winning first prize (a highly desirable prospect in 422, the
year of the Wasps, after the gross failure of the Clouds at the Dionysia of the
preceding year). Bdelycleon’s mention of the trials of slaves would doubtless
have brought up this possible plot in the spectators’ minds and made them
expect to see it on stage.

Alternatively, if Aristophanes was determined to construct his trial
scene around animal litigants, either for the sake of comic effect or to avoid
repeating the allegorical concept of the slave-politicians of the Knights, he
could have opted for other species of creatures, which would have guar-
anteed equal, if not stronger laughter and entertainment. The litigants, or
at least the defendant, might have been truly harmful animals, such as a
mouse ravaging the pantry. In the Batrachomyomachia and the other pa-
rodic animal epics of Greek literature, the mice always have a central role in
the storyline, and their funny habits and activities create very droll images.
On the other hand, if he wished to construct a highly imaginative and phan-
tasmagorical scenic extravaganza, the poet could also have presented a trial
of household tools or objects, which would have been theatrically vivified
for this purpose, endowed with voices and movement and played by regu-
lar actors. A spectacle of this kind forms indeed part of the trial of the dogs,
when a number of kitchen utensils, enlivened and presumably performed by
extras, appear as witnesses in the domestic court. In the context of the actu-
al Aristophanic play, this is only a peripheral detail. However, Aristophanes
could have produced a trial of personified house utensils, if he so wished;
Philocleon might have judged, for example, a casserole accused of burning
the food, or a jug charged with spilling out Sicilian wine.
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In view of these alternative possibilities, the question of Aristophanes’
selection of scenic images must be reconsidered: why dogs in particular?
A hypothetical but credible answer may emerge, if it is taken into account
that the demagogue Cleon is often likened to a dog in ancient comedy. In
Aristophanes’ Knights, Paphlagon, a transparent scenic representation of
Cleon, metaphorically casts himself as a jag-toothed dog which faithfully
guards his master Demos and loudly barks to protect him (1014-24). In
response, Paphlagon’s antagonist, the Sausage-Seller, cunningly overturns
his opponent’s simile: he represents Paphlagon as a fawning but thievish
and crooked dog, which steals his master’s food, while the latter 1s inadvert-
ently looking away (1025-34). In the Peace, Cleon, who had been killed in
battle in the meantime, 1s metonymically mentioned as Cerberus, the terri-
fying guardian hound of the underworld (313). Plato Comicus also called
Cleon “Cerberus” in one of his scripts (fr. 236). The hateful demagogue
was imagined as still clinging onto his doggish traits and behaviour after
death. Even when he 1s pictured as an atrocious conglomerate monster, in
the parabasis of the Wasps (1031-36), Cleon retains a prominent canine at-
tribute: his jagged, saw-like teeth (xapyapédovte, 1031, an epithet typically
applied to dogs in Greek poetry).’

The frequency of this image in Athenian comic texts, all of them com-
posed around the peak of Cleon’s career as a public figure (424-421 BCE),
is remarkable.* It is plausible to assume that the dog simile has been drawn
from the Athenian political discourse of the time, most probably from the
public speeches of Cleon himself.” The great demagogue, in his harangues,
might have pictured himself as a watchdog that guards the democracy or
the Athenian people, in order to stress his loyalty to the city. His associates
and acolytes may also have been keen to rehash and propagate the same
metaphor. By contrast, Cleon’s opponents might have taken up this figure
of speech and sarcastically reversed its meaning, as the Sausage-Seller does

3. Cf. Knights 1017 (xbva xapyapddovra); see Desfray (1999) 45; Imperio (2004) 284; Cor-
bel-Morana (2012) 131.

4. On this metaphorical comic simile, see Taillardat (1965) 403-406; Lilja (1976) 70-74;
Edmunds (1987) 55-56; Lind (1990) 223-28; Storey (1995) 16-20; Desfray (1999)
44-47, 54-56; Imperio (2004) 284-86; Lauriola (2004) 86-87, 93-94; Corbel-Mora-
na (2012) 118-36; Fileni (2012) 96-97; Brock (2013) 118-119, 136-37; Konstantakos
(2021a) 240-41.

5. This hypothesis has often been forwarded, from Dover (1972) 96-97 to Spatharas
(2013) 88 and Konstantakos (2021a) 240-43.
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in the Knights, with a view to castigating the demagogue for his unpleasant
and barking voice or for his tail-wagging flattery of the people.®

Indirect confirmation is provided by an actual piece of Athenian public
rhetoric, composed and pronounced several decades later in the courts of
the Heliaea: Demosthenes’ first speech Against Aristogeiton (Or. 25).” De-
mosthenes prosecuted the Athenian politician Aristogeiton for debts to the
state, which should have resulted to his disenfranchisement. At one point,
the speaker scorns the defendant’s supporters, who praise Aristogeiton for
being “the hound of the demos” (xbwv [...] T0d djuov, 25.40). This is the
exact same 1mage as that used by Paphlagon in Knights 1014-24; the good
statesman 1s envisaged as a watchdog guarding the democracy. By contrast,
Demosthenes inverts the value and political signification of the image, much
like the Sausage-Seller in the Knights. As the orator claims, Aristogeiton is
in fact a useless and harmful dog, because he does not bite the wolves but
instead eats the sheep he is supposed to protect. In other words, the ac-
cused politician, far from defending his fellow-citizens from their enemies,
actually causes harm to the Athenian people.®

In Plutarch’s Life of Demosthenes (23.4-6), the great orator is said to
have applied the same simile to his own person. After the destruction of
Thebes in 335 BCE, Alexander the Great demanded that the Athenians de-
liver him the most prominent anti-Macedonian politicians. In defence of
himself, Demosthenes recited to the people the famous Aesopic fable of the
wolves and the sheep (158 Hausrath/153 Perry). According to the storyline,

the wolves wanted to devour a flock of sheep but could not overpower the

6. Cf. Franco (2014) 93-94. Eupolis used the dog simile in an analogous way, to mock the
politician Syracosius (Poleis, fr. 220). As he is pacing around on the speaker’s stand, Syra-
costus is said to look like a dog’s puppy which barks from atop the courtyard walls. In this
case, the image may target again the shrillness of Syracosius’ voice or the aggressive tone
of his rhetoric. See Storey (2003) 225, 343-44; Fileni (2012) 101; Olson (2016) 238-41.

7. Following the convincing arguments of many scholars (Hansen [1976] 144-52; Carmi-
gnato [1999]; MacDowell [2009] 298-313; Martin [2009] 182-202; Faraguna [2011]
75-77; Apostolakis [2014] 203-208), I see no reason to question the authenticity of this
speech. Even in the extreme case that it were not considered a genuine work by Dem-
osthenes, the most plausible solution would be to assign it to another fourth-century or-
ator, presumably one of Demosthenes’ collaborators (cf. Treves [1936] 252-58; Martin
[2009] 182). To date the speech in the Hellenistic period and regard it as a mere rhetori-
cal exercise (Sealey [1967]; Sealey [1993] 237-39; Harris [2018] 193-97), is completely
unwarranted. There should be no doubt that Against Aristogeiton I testifies to the famili-
arity of the dog metaphor in Classical Athenian political discourse.

8. On Aristogeiton’s image as a dog, cf. Worman (2008) 230-32; Spatharas (2013) 88-91;
Apostolakis (2014) 216-22; Serafim (2019) 38-40.
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watchdogs which guarded the flock. Therefore, they used deception: they
sent the sheep a false embassy and asked them to hand over the dogs; as
the embassy claimed, the dogs were the only causes of enmity between
the sheep and the wolves, the only obstacles to a common peace. The silly
sheep did not suspect the treachery and fulfilled the wolves’ demand. Thus,
the wolves put the protective dogs out of the way and then ate up the de-
fenceless flock. Plutarch expressly states that he has drawn the anecdote
from the historian Aristobulus (FGrH 139 F3), one of the members of Al-
exander’s staff, and hence an exact contemporary of the narrated events.’

The joint mention of sheep, wolves, and watchdogs in all the afore-
mentioned texts (both in the speech Against Aristogeiton I and in the bi-
ographical anecdote about Demosthenes) brings forth the political import
of the animal imagery. The sheep stand for the common people of Athens;
the wolves represent the people’s enemies, whether public evil-doers with-
in the Athenian state (Against Aristogeiton) or menacing foreign powers
(Plutarch’s Demosthenes). As for the watchdogs, they correspond to the pa-
triotic statesmen, who protect the interests of the polis and its citizens. This
latter symbolism is also echoed in Theophrastus’ Characters (29.5), applied
again to a corrupt politician who speaks in the Assembly or undergoes trial
for public offences at court. He 1s again called »vva [...] o d7uov by his
wicked supporters, because he purportedly “barks against evildoers”.

In addition, the entire set of animal metaphors is repeatedly evoked in
the text of the Wasps. In the slave Sosias’ dream, described in the prologue
(81-41), the common populace of Athens are visualised in the form of sheep
which gather at the Pnyx to participate in the Assembly — a taunting allu-
sion to the Athenian people’s gregariousness and mass gullibility. Later in
the script, in the course of the mock trial, Bdelycleon defends Labes as an
excellent dog which chases away the wolves (952) and keeps watch over
many sheep (955). Once more, the sheep are to be interpreted as an em-
blem of the citizen body, which the good general Laches protects, while
the wolves must allude to the enemies of Athens, most probably the foreign
powers, against whom Laches combats in numerous campaigns. The sheep,
in themselves, are regularly used in Attic comedy as ludicrous symbols of

the docile Athenian demos (see Knights 264; Clouds 1203)."°

9.  On this anecdote and its historical reliability, see van Dijk (1997) 291-96; Kurke (2011)
148-49; Pierzak (2026) 234-35.

10. See Taillardat (1965) 255-56; Wright (2007) 422-23; Olson (2010) 66; Corbel-Morana
(2012) 109-14. Wright also proposes this line of interpretation for the image of the sheep
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The same chain of political connotations underlies the Aesopic fable
of the sheep, dogs, and wolves. The epimythium accompanying the prose
fable in the manuscript collections characteristically interprets the tale as
an allegory of public strife and leadership: “In the same way, those cities
which easily betray the leaders of their people, are themselves quickly sub-
dued by the enemies, before they know it” (o8tw xai vy nélewr ai Tods
dnuaywyods padiwc mpodidotoar Aavldvovor xai adtal Tayéwe moleuiows
yewwoduevar). Clearly, the traditional Aesopic fable must have been well
known and widespread in Classical Athens. Its animal imagery provides
the frame of reference for all the literary examples cited above, the rhetori-
cal similes of Demosthenes and the comic and humoristic examples, from
Aristophanes to Theophrastus.'' Under this perspective, it seems likely
that Cleon or his supporters also had in mind the Aesopic fable, when they
applied the image of the watchdog to the demagogic leader and his political
function in the democracy.'? A popular animal tale, diffused among all the
strata of the Athenian people, would have provided indeed an apt imagina-
tive infrastructure for the concoction of a universally comprehensible and
catchy populist slogan.

In that case, the Aristophanic representation of the two rival states-
men as dogs is a comic extension and elaboration of a favourite catch-
word used by Cleon and his party in their political oratory. The episode
of the Wasps offers, in this respect, one more instance of an emblemat-
ic Aristophanic technique: the scenic materialisation and enlivenment of

in Cratinus’ Dionysalexandros (fr. 39, 43, 45, 48, and cf. the papyrus hypothesis, test
1, vv. 31-32). An irregular variation of the simile occurs in a poem by Solon (fr. 36.27
West, cf. Fileni [2012] 96-97), where the poet and lawgiver oddly compares himself to
the wolf (d¢ év xvoiy moAAjjow dotedeny Abxoc, “like a wolf among many she-hounds I
turned around”). In this case, the righteous statesman, who protects the people, is fig-
ured as a solitary wolf, while his self-seeking political adversaries appear as a pack of
bitches. Thus, the political symbolism of wolves and dogs in the traditional Aesopic fable
is reversed: now the wolf is the leader who truly watches over the interests of the city,
while the dogs represent the sowers of division and destruction. Possibly Solon also had
in mind the popular animal story and was purposefully overturning its metaphorical val-
ue. The implications of his heretic use of the fable imagery are easy to grasp: sometimes
the man accused as “an enemy of the people” is in fact the benefactor of the state; by con-
trast, the self-styled “hounds” of the city (like the Aristophanic Cleon later) are actually
pernicious to public welfare. Readers will doubtless recall several occasions in their own
recent political experience, in which this sad moral is applicable.

11. Cf. Jedrkiewicz (1989) 237; Demandt (1991) 411; van Dijk (1997) 293-96; Kurke
(2011) 148-49; Corbel-Morana (2012) 133-34; Spatharas (2013) 79, 88-91.

12. Cf. Meuli (1954) 88; Jedrkiewicz (1989) 237, 377; van Dijk (1997) 293; Irwin (2005)
252-56; Corbel-Morana (2012) 111-12, 128.
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linguistic metaphors or figures of speech.'” By transforming Cleon and
Laches into household dogs, charged with guarding the flock and pro-
tecting the house and its master, Aristophanes grotesquely brings alive
on stage Cleon’s demagogic slogan. The radical leader likened himself to
a faithful watchdog of the demos, meaning metaphorically that he was the
loyal guardian of the democratic state. Aristophanes takes this rhetorical
figure literally and turns it into a visible and ludicrous spectacle of comic
action.'

On the other hand, the representation of the statesman as a watchdog
effectively points to the imagery of the Aesopic fable about the hounds, the
wolves, and the sheep. As demonstrated above, Demosthenes’ oratorical us-
es of this set of metaphors were inspired by the popular Aesopic tale, and
the same may well have been true of Cleon’s speeches. Thus, the Aristo-
phanic scene of the trial is tied to the animalistic universe of the Aesopic
tradition. This seems to have provided Aristophanes with a stimulus to in-
corporate further Aesopic material into his overall dramatic construct. In
essence, the entire episode of the dogs’ trial is constituted of motifs and nar-
rative units borrowed from the repertoire of fables or, more generally, of
animal tales. Aristophanes picks up a variety of elements from those rich
repositories of popular narrative and knits them together into novel and
peculiar combinations, resulting in a free and entirely personal imaginative
synthesis of his own. The domestic law-court process of the Wasps 1s an
original, new-fashioned mega-fable, created by the comic poet through in-
genious exploitation of the materials of the Aesopic tradition and spectacu-
larly vivified on stage.'® It is worth analysing the individual components of
this monumental dramatic fable one by one.

13. On this seminal comic technique, one of the most impressive theatrical effects in Aristo-
phanes’ oeuvre, see Newiger (1957) 122-33; Taillardat (1965) 65-67, 337-38, 405-406,
430-31, 504-506; Thiercy (1986) 103-19; Konstantakos (2024) 111-18; Zimmermann
(2024).

14. Cf. Taillardat (1965) 404-406, 505; Lind (1990) 225; Corbel-Morana (2012) 124-30;
Lenz (2014) 33-34.

15. Cf. Giner Soria (1978); Jedrkiewicz (2006) 77; Pertsinidis (2009) 209; Schirru (2009)
59-64; Hutchinson (2011) 65; Corbel-Morana (2012) 129-30. Ben Jonson, a keen read-
er of Aristophanes, who copied the trial of the dogs in his comedy The Staple of News,
imitated the same compositional technique in another major play of his, Volpone. The
plot of Volpone is also a scenically realised mega-fable, constructed through combination
of various ingredients taken from the fable tradition. See Scheve (1950); Parker (1976);
Patterson (1991) 53, 165; Dutton (2004).
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THE TRIAL OF ANIMALS

The law-court or juridical procedure involving animal participants is a
widespread theme in the folk narrative tradition. Since the Middle Ages,
it has been a staple situation in animal epics and romances, fairy tales and
Mirchen, fables and moral parables, in East and West. All kinds of species,
both wild beasts and domesticated animals, may participate in this type of
fiction. The animal characters appear in the role of the judge or of the liti-
gants; they may adjudicate and pass sentence over their fellow-creatures or
be brought to trial before a human magistrate.

A famous example in European literature is included in the Old French
Roman de Renart, the archetypical animal romance of the western canon
(twelfth century). The cunning fox, the main protagonist of the narrative,
1s accused of a range of crimes against the wolf: he has betrayed his alliance
with the wolf, deceived him and stolen his property, led him to a trap and
caused him much harm, or has even seduced the wolf’s wife. As a result,
the fox is brought to trial before the lion, the ruler and supreme judge of
the beasts. He makes a clever and spirited defence, emphasising above all
his loyalty to the lion king, but is nonetheless found guilty and condemned
to death. However, the guileful fox manages to avoid execution, by means
of his agile tricks, and finally obtains a royal pardon.'® The trial episode of
the Old French romance reposes on a long tradition of medieval fables, in
which the members of the animal kingdom are summoned by their king, the
lion, which bestows justice in his royal residence. Often in those fables the
fox is again found to be the guilty party and is sentenced to death."”

Another favourite theme of early European lore was the trial of the
hunter: in a characteristic manifestation of the mundus inversus of the fabu-
listic tradition, the hunter is captured by the hares, submitted to interroga-
tion, and pronounced guilty for the slaughter of many animal victims. In the
end, he is burned at the stake, and his hounds are also condemned by the

16. The trial of the fox is recounted, with variations, in two separate “Branches” of the Roman
de Renart: Branch Ia, “Le Jugement de Renart”, and Branch II, “Le Duel judiciaire”. See
Strubel - Bellon - Boutet — Lefevre (1998) 3-44, 87-126, 915-22, 967-73; Barre (2010)
73-75,117-73, 235-89; cf. Nieboer (1978); Subrenat (1979); Subrenat (1980); Cocchi-
ara (1981) 128-34; Bellon (1986); Scheidegger (1986); Krause (1987); Batamy (1989)
47-71. The episode has been taken over and reworked also in later offshoots of the Roman
de Renart, composed in the High Middle Ages, in France, Holland, and Germany.

17. See Knapp (1984) 265-72; Charbonnier (1986); Adrados (1999-2003) III 677, 693, 705.
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hares’ court and brutally cut up. This narrative is treated in a humorous po-
em by Hans Sachs (1555) and pictured in many woodcuts, prints, and book
illustrations. It is noteworthy that in all those works, the judicial enterprise
of the animals is adorned with graphic details of official legal procedure. For
example, the hares’ court is equipped with a secretary, a rabbit which dili-
gently writes down the minutes of the trial and the defendant’s confession.'®
Similarly, in the Aristophanic trial of the dogs, much of the comic effect is
due to the inclusion of vivid realistic details from actual Athenian law-court
practice — from the use of standard legal formulas and gimmicks of forensic
oratory to courtroom paraphernalia (railings, clepsydra, voting urns) and
formal procedures such as the thesmothetes’ interventions, the call of wit-
nesses to the stand, and the appearance of the defendant’s weeping children
to rouse sympathy.'?

In the folk narrative tradition, around the world, the narrative pattern
takes multiple forms, involving a wide range of animal species and juridi-
cal complaints. The owl brings lawsuits against the kite and the mouse. The
horse has legal disputes with the boar and the mule, in which the camel and
the ass appear as witnesses at court. In another tale, the eagle assumes the
judge’s role and passes sentence on the crow, which then slanders other
birds to take revenge. The wolf undertakes to settle the dispute between two
goats or two sheep about the ownership of a meadow, on condition that he
will eat the one which will lose the case. Similarly, the hawk adjudicates be-
tween two fighting cocks and devours one of them. The monkey arbitrates
between two cats which fight over a rice pudding, but he decides to confis-
cate the pudding and eat it himself. The bleaks of a lake sue the perch for
having violently evicted them from their natural habitat; the case 1s judged
by an old wise catfish; the perch calls a series of witnesses to his defence (the
roach, the pike, the turbot), but none of them supports the perch’s claims. In
another story about such a marine court, the dolphin tries a quarrel between
the carp and the trout and devours both contending parties. Several tales re-
volve around the fox, which is called upon to serve as judge in complicated
legal cases. Thus, the fox 1s asked to settle the difficult divorce of the lion and
the lioness. He condemns an ungrateful serpent, which has been salvaged
by a man and then tries to kill its benefactor. He adjudicates the dispute be-
tween a farmer and the wolf, and is bribed by the farmer with two chickens.

18. See Cocchiara (1981) 135-36, 203-207, 275, 301.
19. See Wasps $19-20, 830-31, 848, 854-59, 892-97, 907-909, 935-39, 944, 949-51,
962-65,976-81, 987-94; cf. above, note 1.
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The animals may also be brought before a human judge, in the ordinary
law-court of the city. For example, the pig files a lawsuit in order to change
his daily staple feed; the judge awards him indeed a change of diet, but the
fox deceives the pig and eats up his new food. The parrot and the spar-
row lay contrasting claims on a deceased man’s inheritance and make their
pleas before the people’s court. In other tales, the town magistrate tries
cases of theft or debt between a monkey and a badger, or between a par-
tridge and another bird. According to a story pattern widely disseminated
both in the western world and in the Near East, a great ruler (for example,
Charlemagne in the European variants, or the wise Persian king Khusrau
Anisirvan in eastern specimens) places a bell outside his palace, which all
petitioners may ring in order to demand justice. Various animals come to
ask for a hearing. An aged donkey denounces its master, who chased the
donkey away because it has grown old and weak. A snake protests against a
toad which harasses it. The king pronounces a fair verdict in all cases. Nu-
merous tales of this kind have been recorded over a vast area, from Europe
(Italy, Spain, Russia, Scandinavia, the Jewish Diaspora) to Central Africa,
India, and the Far East.?

In fact, the theme of the animals’ trial is very old, going back to the re-
motest antiquity. It is attested in a number of ancient sources, both from the
classical Graeco-Roman world and from the cultures of the East. It is note-
worthy that most of the ancient examples come from the repertoire of fables
or kindred genres, such as animal romances, parables, and didactic stories
with a moral and a symbolic dimension. In the ancient traditions, the law-
court of beasts was par excellence a fabulistic pattern.

Several specimens are found in the Greek and Latin fable corpora.
In one of Babrius’ versified mythiambi (102, fable 334 Perry), the narra-
tor exalts the ideal conditions prevailing in the reign of the good king li-
on. By order of this benign ruler, a court of law is instituted and all the
beasts are summoned to appear there and render account of their actions.
The wild predators apologise and give compensation to the creatures they
have harmed: the wolf asks forgiveness from the lamb, the leopard from
the gazelle, the tiger from the deer, and all beings are reconciled in com-
plete harmony. This storyline probably represents an optimistic and genteel

20. See many examples cited in Thompson (1955-58) 1 278-79, 413-14, IV 84, 57, 341,
V 550 (motifs A2255.2, B270-275, J811.2, J1172.3, K815.7, Z49.6); Adrados (1999
2003) III 423, 664-65, 677, 690, 693, 705-707, 713-14, 734, 809-10, 859-60, 880,
887-88, 944, 970; Uther (2004) 48-49, 92-93, 131-32, 138, 562 (tale types 53, 122K*,
207C, 220A, 926D). See also Zielinski (1885) 71-72; Uther (1987).
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adaptation by Babrius himself, based on a darker and more ironical model.
Medieval and later variants of the story conclude with a much more gloomy
and depressing outcome: although all the animals confess to their crimes
in king lion’s court, the ruler absolves the strongest wild beasts and only
imposes penalties on weak creatures, such as the donkey and the lamb.?!
Perhaps Babrius came upon a storyline of this latter kind in the tradition,
but 1dealised 1t by adding a happy ending, based on the fabulous motif of
peace among all the animals, which is usual in utopian fictions, legends of
the Golden Age, proverbial impossibilities, and popular Liigenmdrchen.*
Since Babrius was a court poet, presumably active in the milieu of a local
Syrian king in the early Roman period, he may have rewritten the fable in
order to flatter his enlightened royal patron in the personage of the magnan-
mmous king lion.

Another Greek fable (452 Perry) is narrated with much rhetorical elab-
oration in an anonymous collection of Progymnasmata, compiled in late an-
tiquity.* The wolf tries the donkey for his offences. The donkey confesses
to the only misdemeanour he can remember: once he inadvertently turned
his muzzle around and gnawed some leaves from the vegetables which his
master had loaded on his back for transport. The wolf deems this a grave
crime, pronounces a harsh indictment against the poor donkey, and final-
ly sentences him to death and devours him. In the lengthy version of the
Progymnasmata, the narrative is loaded with plentiful forensic terms, legal
jargon, and references to the realities of judicial procedure. The practice of
Graeco-Roman law-courts is the main frame of reference. The reader may
again be reminded of the strong judicial colouring that permeates both the
mock trial of the Wasps and some medieval tales.

A number of examples are found in Phaedrus’ books of versified fables.
In one specimen (1.10, fable 474 Perry), the wolf accuses the fox of theft,
and the monkey acts as judge between them, but decides that both the lit-
igating beasts are equally culpable. In another (1.17, fable 478 Perry), the
dog sues a sheep for stealing a loaf of bread, and the wolf appears as witness
and gives false testimony against the poor innocent sheep. In a third story
(3.13, fable 504 Perry), the drones claim the bees’ honeycombs as their own

21. See Wesselski (1909) 71, 220-22; Bolte (1924) 213; Rotunda (1942) 200; Thompson
(1955-58) V 418 (motifs U11.1, U11.1.1, U11.1.1.1); Dicke - Grubmiiller (1987) 637
41; Adrados (1999-2003) 111 677.

22. See Gatz (1967) 171-74, 209-10, 229-30; Demandt (1991) 416.

23. See Walz (1832) 597-99.
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belongings, and the bees take them to court. The wasp, as judge, proposes
a test to discover the true owner: the litigants should distil samples of their
honey before the court, so that these may be compared with the taste and
shape of the honeycombs in question. The drones are of course unable to
produce any honey, and thus lose the case. In all these poems, the court
procedure is marked with appropriate judicial vocabulary. The wolf “was
arguing a lawsuit of theft” against the fox (arguebat vulpem furti crimine,
1.10.4); the monkey “took the chair to judge” (tudex inter illos sedit simius,
1.10.6), and both the litigating beasts “pleaded with a peroration” (uterque
causam cum perorasset suam, 1.10.7). The bees’ prosecution is described
with the words lis ad forum deducta est, vespa tudice (3.13.3).

The ultimate offshoot and endpoint of the classical tradition of this
theme is found in a medieval Latin fable by Odo of Cheriton, the merry
English curate (early thirteenth century), Quod oves sunt conqueste leoni
de lupo (“The sheep complain to the lion about the wolf”, fable 596 Per-
ry).* Odo usually imitates and reworks storylines and tale types from the
Graeco-Roman fabulistic corpora; in this respect, he provides a useful sup-
plement to the materials transmitted from antiquity. In his fable, the sheep
accuse the wolf for devouring many of them, and king lion convenes a royal
court to judge the case. The pigs, which have a secret agreement with the
wolf and partake in his carnivorous feasts, appear as false witnesses and de-
fend him as a kind-hearted and generous individual. The sheep, however,
loudly proclaim the wolf’s bloody crimes; the lion acknowledges that they
are right, and condemns the wolf and the mendacious pigs to death.

Stories of the same type are also preserved in ancient Near-Eastern
sources, dated already in the second millennium BCE. Clearly, the theme
of the animal law-court enjoyed an ample diffusion and a rich gamut of
treatments from early times. An extensive Akkadian narrative and rhetor-
ical composition, titled by scholars The Babylonian Myth of the Fox, is
transmitted on cuneiform tablets from the middle of the second millenni-
um, although its primary composition may go back to the Old Babyloni-
an period, around the eighteenth century BCE. This work unfolds a long
tale about the adventures of various beasts (the cunning fox, the rapacious
wolf, the guarding dog, and the lion in the role of the king of animals);
the deities themselves (Shamash the god of justice and Enlil the supreme
god) are also involved in the action, mostly as arbiters and keepers of jus-
tice, before whom the animal characters may have recourse for complaints

24. See Hervieux (1896) 196-97 (XXIII); Jacobs (1985) 40-42, 93-94.
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Fig. 1. Painted limestone ostracon, Institute for the Study of Ancient Cultures of the University
of Chicago, E13951. Courtesy of the Institute for the Study of Ancient Cultures of the Univer-
sity of Chicago.

Fig. 2. Limestone ostracon with sketch, Cairo Museum, RT 29-12-21-2. Drawing from Brun-
ner-Traut (1968) 75, fig. 11.

Fig. 3. Limestone ostracon with sketch. Museum of Mediterranean and Near Eastern Antiqui-
ties, Stockholm, MM 14060. Reproduced by kind permission of the Museum of Mediterranean
and Near Eastern Antiquities, Stockholm, Sweden.
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and disputes. Some of the episodes of the storyline are unclear, due to the
damaged and fragmentary state of the tablets, but the main plot apparently
revolved around a law-court process of the animal protagonists. The fox
and the wolf are prosecuted by the dog, who acts as sheriff of the state,
and are charged with theft of the lion’s prey. The dog presents his case in
denunciatory tones. The fox defends himself with sly rhetoric; he protests
for the penal indictment calumniously brought against him and attempts to
shift all the blame to the wolf. In general, the animal litigants deliver long
oratorical speeches and employ the clichés of juridical argumentation and
discourse.”” This work is the forerunner of the genre of animal romance
or Tierepos, which would later flourish in classical and medieval western
literature. It preserves the remotest ancient model of the fox’s trial in the
Roman de Renart.

The culture of ancient Egypt offers iconographic parallels, which seem
to be based on popular humorous stories current at least in the oral tradi-
tion, even though they are not attested in the small surviving sample of an-
cient Egyptian mythopoeic literature. The Egyptian drawings focus on the
punishment of the convicted beasts, not on the trial process per se, but they
clearly represent the official imposition and execution of a judicial penalty.
Thus, they imply a proper trial of the chastised animal characters, with a
verdict of guilty and a sentence of condemnation, as a preceding link in the
narrative chain. From among the large quantity of ostraca of the Ramesside
period, which depict humorous sketches of animals in typically human pos-
tures and activities, two specimens illustrate snapshots of this theme. The
mouse, standing on his two hind legs, 1s dressed in the uniform of an officer
of the state, with the characteristic formal Egyptian apron, and holds the
long sceptre of judiciary authority; in this attire, the mouse sternly over-
sees the infliction of a legal penalty. In one of the specimens (Figure 1), the
cat operates as executioner and flogs a naked human prisoner with a long
curved stick. On the other specimen (Figure 2), the roles are reversed; the
cat 1s now the thrashed convict and the man is the guard who flogs him.
There is also a third variant of the scene (Figure 3), on which the man is
thrashed by two cats (or perhaps by a cat and a mouse). The elite animal
magistrate, who surveys the process, seems to be absent from this sketch;

25. For text and analysis of this Mesopotamian work, see Lambert (1960) 186-212; Kie-
nast (2003). See also the studies by Vanstiphout (1988a); Vanstiphout (1988b); Jiménez
(2017) 39-54, 377-95.
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Fig. 4. Illustrated papyrus, P.Turin 55001. Turin, Museo Egizio. Reconstruction by Omlin
(1973), table XV.

but the image of the punishment, in connection with the other two known
ostraca, may again suggest the infliction of a judiciary penalty.*®

To the same broad period, the twelfth century BCE, belongs the so-
called “erotic-satirical papyrus of Turin”, a papyrus roll with coloured il-
lustrations, which constitutes the first comic strip in the history of human
culture. About a third of the papyrus is dedicated to portraying various an-
imals in characteristically human milieus and occupations, from the siege
of a fortified citadel to cosmetic care in the boudoir, drinking parties, the
playing of board games, and the fabrication of beer. Two nearly consecu-
tive snapshots show animals bound in restraints and led on, presumably to
prison or to a place of chastisement (Figure 4). On one scene, the captive
animals are a dog, a cat, and a large bird; on the other snapshot, they are a
hare and a small lion. All of them are placed in fetters ending in large solid
spheres, like the iron balls attached to the ankles of condemned prisoners.
Behind the shackled animals another beast follows (a dog in one case, a ga-
zelle in the other), acting as guard; he holds the hind end of the fetters and a
long stick or weapon, to control and discipline the prisoners. The gazelle al-
so dons the apron of the state officer, like the mouse judge on the ostraca.””

These Egyptian sketches doubtless illustrate popular stories about an-
imals (whether plain folktales of an imaginative, fantastic variety, or proper

26. See Brunner-Traut (1968) 14, 19-20; Houlihan (2001) 70-76; Babcock (2022) 73-
75, 173-75. Generally on these entertaining sketches of anthropomorphic animals on
Ramesside ostraca, see also Brunner-Traut (1965) 44-68, 263-66; Van de Walle (1969)
16-20; Wolke (1978) 100-101, 250-56; James (1985) 2-3, 43-46, 60-61; Malek (1993)
112-22; Assmann (1993); Adrados (1999-2003) I 328-33; Houlihan (2001) 61-120;
Houlihan (2002) 123-26; Flores (2004); Meskell (2004) 22-25, 147-76; Cooney (2012)
145-70; Backhouse (2012); Konstantakos (2018) 17-23; Babcock (2022) 1-8.

27. The papyrus has been published by Omlin (1973). Cf. Brunner-Traut (1968) 4-5.
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fables of the Aesopic type), which circulated in the land of the Nile in the
late second millennium.?® The Egyptian storytellers and illustrators empha-
sised the punitive character and severity of justice, probably in order to sat-
irise the inexorable penal machinery of the pharaonic power.

The theme of the animals’ trial even infiltrated the rich fabulistic rep-
ertoire of ancient India. In the third book of the Paficatantra, the famous
Sanskrit collection of fables, one of the emboxed stories revolves around a
judiciary dispute between the hare and the partridge. Both creatures claim
the ownership of a particular tree hollow in the forest; they thus resort to the
arbitration of a wild cat, who pretends to be a holy personage and a connois-
seur of religious scriptures. The cunning cat plays well the role of the wise
old sage and recites passages from the legal writings of the sacred canon, in
order to deceive the two litigants and make them approach closer. As soon
as the partridge and the hare are within easy reach of him, the cat lets the
adjudication process drop, grabs the two animals, and devours them.*

The temporal and geographic range of the surviving ancient examples
1s remarkable: the specimens extend from classical Greece and Rome to
Egypt, Mesopotamia, and India, from the second millennium BCE to late
antiquity. The wide diffusion in space and time attests that the animals’ trial
was a familiar theme in the narrative traditions of the ancient world. Aris-
tophanes would naturally have come upon such stories in the popular lore
of his age, among the mass of fairy tales and fables circulating on his con-
temporaries’ lips. The mock trial of the dogs in the Wasps is based on this
age-old folktale concept, although it is not necessary to assume that Aris-
tophanes modelled his episode after a specific exemplar, a particular story
about the litigation of two dogs in a human law-court. The general idea of
animals involved in an anthropomorphic judicial procedure, as exemplified
in so many popular narratives worldwide, would have sufficed to fire the
poet’s imagination. Of course, Aristophanes selected the type of scenario
in which a human character is involved in the animal trial, in the judge’s
capacity, to pass sentence on the litigating beasts. This was necessary for
the plot of the Wasps, so that the protagonist, the monomaniac Philocleon,
could appear in the role of the dicast, conformingly to his central obsession.

28. See Brunner-Traut (1965) 21-29, 65-67; Brunner-Traut (1968) 44-46; Omlin (1973)
38; Cocchiara (1981) 42-47; Houlihan (2001) 78, 102-103; Flores (2004) 234-36; Bab-
cock (2022) 5-8, 19-23, 64-79, 86-98.

29. See Edgerton (1924) 369-71; Lancereau (1965) 230-34; Olivelle (1997) 118-20.



DOG WILL HAVE HIS DAY 83

It 1s not unlikely that certain circumstantial details of the comic action
are inspired by one or another folktale variant of the theme. Aristophanes
need not have adapted wholesale a particular story, but he may have bor-
rowed individual motifs or touches from the many specimens he knew. For
example, in an animal tale from West Africa, the lizard and the ant are ac-
cused of having stolen the king’s pet cock and are brought to court. The
ant pours water down the lizard’s throat; thus, when the time comes for
the accused to make their defence speeches, the lizard loses his voice and
is unable to present his case. He merely bobs his head up and down and is
condemned to repeat this same movement in eternity.”® This incident re-
calls, to some extent, the affliction of the defendant dog Labes in the trial of
the Wasps. The unfortunate animal loses his ability to speak, out of fear and
amazement before the court, and Bdelycleon is obliged to act as an advocate
and make a speech in Labes’ defence (944-49).°!

THE CONTRASTING DOGS

Another important component of the Aristophanic episode is also rooted in
the fable tradition: the contrast between the two rival litigant dogs, which
exhibit totally opposed qualities and idiosyncrasies. Bdelycleon, in his ora-
tion on Labes’ behalf, compares the respective temperaments and behav-
1our modes of the two hounds in detail, in order to illuminate the peculiar
character and nature of each one. According to Bdelycleon, the defend-
ant Labes 1s a loyal and useful animal: he valiantly guards the house door,
watches over many sheep, chases the wolves away, and gives battle for his
master’s sake; he is indefatigable, constantly moves around, and endures
hardship, to the point of feeding even on scraps and bare bones (950-59,
967-69). By contrast, the prosecutor, Kyon of Cydathenaeum, is an un-
grateful lazybones; he remains idle and never exits from the house; yet he
demands a share of every delicacy that is brought inside, and if he does not
get what he wants, he starts biting (970-72). The contradistinction of the

30. See Barker - Sinclair (1917) 47-49; Thompson (1955-58) I 278-79 (motif A2255.2).

31. The deeper reason of Labes’ speechlessness lies, of course, in the realities of the ancient
Athenian theatre: the comic dramatist did not have a fifth actor, so as to assign Labes a
speaking part, in addition to the four performers representing Philocleon, Bdelycleon,
the accuser Kyon, and the slave Xanthias. Cf. Biles — Olson (2015) Ixii-Ixiii. On another
level, Labes’ silence may also imply a symbolic political aspect; see Rosenbloom (2002)
297. Nevertheless, the motif could also have been suggested by a fairy tale or a fable
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two animals is clear-cut: the hard-working and tough hound, which assists
his master in all tasks, is opposed to the spoiled, rowdy, and slothful dog of
the household.

Similar contrasts and confrontations between different types of dog
are found 1n animal fables, both in the Aesopic corpora and in the didac-
tic lore of the ancient Near East. In a tale of the classic Greek collections
(94 Hausrath/92 Perry), the bloodhound, which toils all day in the hunt
to sniff out and capture the prey, protests against the privileges enjoyed by
the household dog: the latter remains at home and nonetheless receives a
portion of the quarry, even though he has not laboured for it. However,
the domestic dog shifts the blame on the master; it is he who assigned these
particular roles respectively to the two animals. This story illustrates again
the antithesis between the indefatigable labour outdoors and the comforts
of a housebound and well-fed existence, more or less the same polarity that
applies to the pair of rival dogs in the Wasps.?® In a mythiamb of Babrius,
which survives only in prose paraphrase (153 Crusius, fable 329 Perry), the
well-nurtured home-grown dog, which the master has purposefully bred to
fight against wild beasts in the arena, escapes from the house and wanders
in the streets; there he comes face to face with the stray dogs, which are lean
and poorly fed — a complete contrast to his robust condition. However, un-
like the stout and corpulent domiciliary dog, the stray animals do not need
to risk their lives in fights.

Analogous bipolar patterns occur already in the age-old repertoire of
the Sumerian fables, which are preserved on tablets from the early second
millennium BCE. One brief saying, a kind of micro-fable condensed into a
proverbial phrase, describes the bloodhound (or shepherd’s hound) which
does not tolerate the chain and collar. This elliptical formulation implies
an opposition between this kind of hound, accustomed to greater freedom,
and another type of animal, such as the household dog, which habitually
tolerates the restraints.”” A different kind of opposition between dogs is de-
scribed in a Jewish animal parable in the Babylonian Talmud (tractate San-
hedrin 105a). Two shepherd’s dogs were overseeing the same flock and
were constantly in conflict with one another. However, when the wolf came
and attacked one of them, the other dog became afraid for his own safety;

about an animal litigant losing his voice in court. Like all poetic conceptions, Aristo-
phanes’ scenic ideas may be “the children of many”.

32. See Giner Soria (1978); Schirru (2009) 59-60; Corbel-Morana (2012) 129.

33. See Gordon (1958) 57; Alster (1997) 136.
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therefore, he united forces with his rival, and both of them together slew
the wolf.?* The enmity between the two watchdogs recalls the hostile rela-
tionship of Labes and Kyon in the Wasps, although the unification before a
common enemy would be beyond the capacity of the Aristophanic beasts.
In any case, the portraiture of the two litigating hounds in the trial of the
Wasps draws on this ample and widely diffused thematic repository.

THE ANIMATED HOUSEHOLD OBY¥ECTS

Another entertaining element of the Aristophanic episode 1s also borrowed
from the imaginary world of fairy tale and fable. Bdelycleon, in the defence
counsellor’s role, calls a series of witnesses to testify in favour of the de-
fendant Labes. All of them are kitchen utensils: the bowl, the pestle, the
cheese-grater, the brazier, the kettle, and other cooking pots, blackened by
the fire of the hearth (936-39). Among all these summoned witnesses, only
the cheese-grater effectively gives testimony in the course of the scene (963-
66). Bdelycleon calls her (the word rvgdxrnotic is feminine in Greek, and
the corresponding personage is accordingly treated as female, 964) to the
stand and interrogates her on the cheese supposedly stolen by Labes. The
cheese-grater affirms by nodding that she grated all the cheese for distribu-
tion to the soldiers. The accused dog, therefore (as Bdelycleon implies),
cannot have appropriated it for his personal enjoyment.

The rest of the utensils do not take the witness’ stand. They must sim-
ply have appeared on stage when Bdelycleon convened and introduced
them, at the beginning of the relevant phase of the trial (936-39), before the
presentation of the defendant’s case. Presumably, the utensils would have
taken their place on a special spot of the improvised courtroom, designated
for the witnesses. Perhaps they would have been seated on a bench; there
they would have waited their turn to be invited to the stand and give evi-
dence, even though this does not happen in the actual scenario of the play.
They may well have remained at that spot, visible to the audience, through-
out the trial scene, until the procedure is ended with Labes’ acquittal, and
the stage 1s cleared for the chorus’ parabasis (1009).

By means of this theatrical artifice, the inanimate objects of the kitch-
en are brought to life, so as to move and behave like live beings, indeed
like the human participants in a trial. Cooking vessels and food containers

34. See Wiinsche (1889) 245; Goldschmidt (1901) 466; Epstein (1935) 716.
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present themselves before the court, wait to be cross-examined, and one of
them mounts on the speaker’s stand, answers questions, and provides evi-
dence for the case. Of course, none of the animated utensils utters a single
word in the performance. Even during the cheese-grater’s cross-examina-
tion, Bdelycleon poses a specific question, to be answered by yes or no, and
then vociferously announces the response he has supposedly been given by
the interrogated witness (963-66). The cheese-grater must have answered
the counsellor’s query with a simple gesture or nod. It may plausibly be
assumed that these objects would have been represented on stage by mute
extras (xwga mpdowma), suitably dressed in graphic and picturesque suits,
so as to look like grotesque, oversized household gadgets equipped with
moving hands and feet.”” This would greatly contribute to the comic spec-
tacle and entertainment, much more so than the use of plain kitchen ob-
jects (or even magnified effigies of them) which would be moved around
by Bdelycleon and his slaves as scenic props.”® Played by disguised per-
formers, the inanimate utensils would come fully alive before the specta-
tors, walking and gesticulating like weird humanoid creatures, as happens
in present-day cartoons.

This 1s a very common conception in the popular imaginary. In mag-
ical fairy tales and legends, lifeless material items are often vivified, so as
to act and move of their own will, and sometimes also speak and behave
like human beings, performing characteristic activities of men. In gener-
al, two main types of this marvellous phenomenon may be distinguished.
On one hand, the inanimate objects may be bewitched by a character with

35. Cf. MacDowell (1971) 19, 254-55; Duranti (2015) 142-45.

36. This latter scenario is the unimaginative and rather trivial solution proposed by Biles
- Olson (2015) Ixv, 360-61, 367 — with a notable lack of appreciation of scenic play
and theatrical effect. The objection that, if the utensils were performed by extras, Aristo-
phanes would have needed to bring on stage five or more such mute performers (cf. Biles
- Olson [2015] 360), is not valid. Some of the ckoregoi of Attic comedy were obviously
generous enough to ensure large numbers of extras for their dramatists’ productions. The
prologue of the Acharnians, for instance, given the many groups of characters involved
in it (the prytaneis presiding in the Assembly, at least two Scythian archers, the com-
panions of the Ambassador returning from Persia, the two eunuchs of Pseudartabas, the
companions of Theorus who returns from Thrace, the Odomantian mercenaries), could
not possibly have been staged with less than nine extras and may have implicated even
more. Such large numbers of extras were also a standard rule in the classic Aristophanic
stagings of the National Theatre of Greece, at least up to the ’80s and *90s. It is fortunate,
perhaps, that the two aforementioned commentators were not chosen to be chorego? at
the dramatic festivals of ancient Athens; their limited scenic generosity might have posed
serious impediments to the comic poet’s dramaturgical vision.
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extraordinary powers (a wizard, witch, fairy, deity, demon etc.) and thus
acquire the attributes of life and the capacities of motion, action, and speech
by means of a magical spell. On the other hand, the animation of material
things may be supposed from the outset to be an inherent characteristic of
the fantastic universe of the story, like the talking and anthropomorphic ani-
mals or other supernatural motifs that form part of the same fictional world.

The first of these scenarios is exceedingly common 1in the tradition of
Mirchen worldwide. It is an age-old motif, amply attested already in the
imagination of ancient peoples. In Greek mythology, superhuman crafts-
men, such as the divine artisan Hephaestus and the extraordinary inven-
tor Daedalus, fabricate wonderful artefacts and effigies, into which they can
instil the miraculous power of self-movement and automatic function.’” A
relevant conception is traced already in ancient Egyptian literary fictions of
the second and first millennium BCE: the wizard fabricates a wax or clay effi-
gy of a certain creature (human or animal) and brings it alive with his magic
spells, instilling breath and the ability of motion and action into it.”® An even
better parallel to the Aristophanic scene 1s provided by the classic literary
fairy tales of magic and fantasy narrated by Lucian (Philopseudeis 33-36)
and Apuleius (Metamorphoses 2.32-3.18). In those stories, a wizard or a
witch casts their vivifying sorceries not over specially fabricated artefacts
and simulacra, but over common household items that are readily available
in the immediate surroundings, such as a door bar, a broom, a pestle, or
stored wine-skins. As a result of the magical procedure, the objects become
alive, roam about, and perform various tasks.*

Given that the trial scene of the Wasps includes no magically endowed
character to perform a spell, the enlivened utensils of Bdelycleon’s house-
hold are better taken as an example of the second type of fairy-tale scenario
distinguished above: namely, the marvellous animation of material objects
as an intrinsic quality of the fantastic fictional world. Bdelycleon’s extrava-
gant idea of a domestic, privatised law-court has created an imaginary space,
which transcends the ordinary reality of the Athenian city and of the usual
everyday world in which the spectators live. The new-founded household

37. See Hom. Il. 18.373-77,417-21, 468-73; Od. 7.91-94; Simonides PMG 568; Plat. Eu-
thyphr. 11d, Men. 97d; Arist. Pol. 1253b 35-38; cf. also Od. 8.557-63. See Faraone
(1992) 5, 18-35; Ogden (2007) 254; Gerolemou (2023) 11-23.

38. See Konstantakos (2026); Konstantakos (forthcoming), where the relevant Egyptian fic-
tions are summarised and extensive bibliography is cited. See also Brunner-Traut (1989);
Brunner-Traut (1990).

39. See the comments of Miiller (1932) 101-103; Ogden (2007) 253-56, 268-69.
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court is an invented secondary world, a miniature cosmos operating accord-
ing to its own peculiar rules (like the private peace realm of Dicaeopolis
in the Acharnians, the utopian mid-air citadel of Nephelokokkygia in the
Burds, or the society of plenty created after the cure of the god of wealth in
the Plutus). It 1s a parallel alternative universe, inserted within the broader
area of the polis of Athens but independent of it.

In this fantastic microcosm, marvellous phenomena, beyond the laws
of nature and the limits of reality, may occur spontaneously and unprob-
lematically. Animals, such as Kyon, can have a voice and deliver lengthy
courtroom speeches. In the same way, the inanimate pots of the kitchen
may acquire life and movement, a mind and a will of their own. The won-
drous and the preternatural become innate components of the fictional uni-
verse, which has been created in an instant by the sheer will of the comic
characters. The animated utensils are not merely a charade of props moved
around to deceive the crazy old Philocleon; like the talking dog, they are the
constituents of a different order of existence, which has been generated and
has taken effect through the comic hero’s surreal scheme.

This latter notion, the fantastic world in which enlivened objects are
part of the common order of things, is also a staple ingredient in the rep-
ertoire of fairy tales, in every corner of the earth. Very often, in folktales
of this kind, the animated items are handy household utensils, as happens
also in the Aristophanic mock trial. They are vessels of the kitchen, crock-
ery and cutlery of the cupboard, paraphernalia of the storeroom, or tools of
the housewife’s shed. In a well-known type of tale, the young heroine finds
herself in an enchanted palace or a witch’s house, where pots and furniture
pieces speak to her, answer her queries, and obey her commands. The ta-
ble moves on its own and sets itself for dinner. Knives, forks, spoons, bot-
tles, jugs, and dishes come along and place themselves on the table, making
ready for the heroine’s meal. If a guest steals a spoon, this cries from within
the thief’s clothes and betrays him. The stools, cupboards, and tables of
the witch’s household also speak and eat, like living creatures.”” Another
ubiquitous motifis the bewitched pot, which can move and go to the neigh-
bour’s house, fill itself with foodstuffs or money found there, and then re-
turn and give its contents to its owner.*!

40. See the examples in von Hahn (1864) 74, 106, 253, 267, 342; Poeschel (1878) 392-93;
Zielinski (1885) 22, 59.

41. See Thompson (1955-58) II 282 (motif D1605.1); Scherf (1995) 1133-35; Uther
(2004) 348 (tale type 591); Goldberg (2010); Shojaei Kawan (2010).
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In further specimens, the broom and the dustpan quarrel and shout
to each other on the staircase, like servants having a row. The spindle, the
shuttle, and the needle help a poor girl spin an immense quantity of wool, so
as to win the heart of a demanding prince. In particular, it is the tales regard-
ing animals and their adventures which most frequently incorporate animat-
ed objects as additional characters and factors of the storyline. The needle,
the pin, and the millstone mount on the carriage of the hen and the rooster
and take lodgings with them in an inn, where they also dine and drink beer;
in the end, they all hide in a room, fall upon the innkeeper, and severely
harm him. Elsewhere, the needle sets up house with the glove and the squir-
rel, but the latter beat the needle, because they consider it as a worthless
idler. The straw, the coal, and the bean escape from the house and travel
together in the countryside; however, the straw breaks in two as it tries to
stretch over a rivulet and provide a bridge; the coal falls into the water and
is extinguished, and the bean bursts aside with laughter. The sausage moves
in with the mouse and the bird, and takes care of the household and the
cooking; one day, however, when the sausage strays out of the house, it 1s
caught and eaten by the dog. The turtle recruits an odd company of fellows,
including the knife, the brush, and the awl, and they all set out for the war.**

Indeed, in tales about anthropomorphic animals, which were shown
speaking and acting like human beings, the phenomenon could be easily ex-
tended to material objects, which could equally acquire human characteris-
tics and participate in the same adventures. In such imaginative fictions, the
usual distinctions of ordinary reality between live creatures and inorganic
matter, between humans, beasts, and lifeless things, are transcended; all be-
ings interact and co-star in a pantheistic creation of the imagination.* The
same principle applies to the trial of the Wasps, where the enlivened kitchen
tools take part in the representation of the story of two personified dogs.

As happens with the other fantastic motifs of the Aristophanic trial, the
personified objects which speak and behave like humans are also a standard
ingredient of ancient fables, both in the classical Aesopic tradition and in its
Near-Eastern cognates and forerunners. In the prose paraphrase of a lost

42. There is a vast quantity of such folktales, coming from every corner of the world; see
e.g. the stories cited in Bolte - Polivka (1913-32) I 75-79, 135-37, 227, 11 438-40, III
355; Penzer - Tawney (1925) 248-49; Thompson (1955-58) 11 277-95, III 261 (mo-
tifs D1600-D1649, F1025-F1025.2.1); Scherf (1995) 592-94, 1167-68; Uther (2004)
173,132-33,334-35, 346-48 (tale types 90, 210, 565, 585, 591); cf. Demerson (1981)
542-44; Neumann (2010) 591-92.

43. Cf. Reckford (1987) 78, 90, 99.
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mythiamb of Babrius (193 Crusius, fable 378 Perry), a bronze and a clay
pot (ydrpac) are carried away by the river stream and talk to each other. The
clay vessel is afraid lest it clashes with the bronze one and is broken in con-
sequence; it therefore implores the bronze pot to swim as far away as possi-
ble. In a fable of the Greek collections (296 Hausrath/270 Perry), the wall is
violently pierced by a stake and cries out in pain: “What harm have I done
to you, that you lacerate me like this?” The stake, however, blames the man
who is hitting it hard from behind. Another story of the same collections
(280 Hausrath/368 Perry) narrates a dialogue between the river and a piece
of hide (fdpoa) floating on the stream.** A distant Eastern parallel is found
in a string of didactic parables, forming part of a broader mythological epic
composition and preserved on bilingual tablets in Hurrian and Hittite, from
around 1400 BCE. In one of the parables, a copper cup raises its voice and
curses the artisan who has fabricated it; it wishes that the man may break his
arm and that the muscles of his hand may be paralysed. The craftsman duly
returns the curse.”

The inanimate household items that come to life were also exploited
in the fantastic scenarios of Attic Old Comedy, especially in the Mérchen-
komodien produced by Crates and other poets, which amply drew on the
magical motifs of fairy tales and fabulous legends. In Crates’ Beasts (Onoia),
an emblematic representative of this comic genre, mankind is promised a
paradisiacal utopian society, which will involve the miraculous enlivenment
of objects: furniture pieces and utensils of the kitchen and the bathroom
will come alive and spontaneously perform their operations in the service of
men. The table will set itself for dinner; the vases of the kitchen will move
of their own accord; the grain-sack will knead the dough, the ladle will pour
wine, the wine-cup will wash itself, the cook-pot will boil the beets and pour
them out (fr. 16). The perfume container, the sponge, and the sandals will
also move on their own and come to their master, while he will be taking his
bath (fr. 17). Even the water is imagined to acquire voice and instruct peo-

ple to stop its flow, when the bathtub is filled (fr. 17.5).

44. On the animated objects in Aesopic fables, see Ngjgaard (1964) 297-98, 418; Josifovi¢
(1974) 27-28; Pertsinidis (2009) 209. Later authors also invented such fables: Leonardo
da Vinci wrote one about a razor that is consumed with vanity; the German poet Daniel
Stoppe composed several verse fables featuring animated objects which talk and act. See
Dithmar (1974) 51-52; Patterson (1991) 11-12, 159-60.

45. See Oettinger (1992) 9-11; Neu (1996) 80-83; Hoffner (1998) 70.
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In the preserved fragments of Crates’ play, the description of live and
moving objects is very picturesquely visualised.*® Sadly, it is unknown
whether this wonderful vision was only narrated or actually materialised on
stage in a later scene of the comedy, after the eventual establishment of the
comic utopia.*” As in the Wasps and in many folktales, the fabulous vision
of animated objects in Crates’ Beasts is also connected with the adventures
of anthropomorphic animal characters. The description of the future utopi-
an world is placed on the lips of the beasts, or of a representative of them.
Apparently, the beasts are endowed with human speech and negotiate with
a group of men; they promise mankind a magnificent world of plenty and
automatic fulfilment of their needs, and ask in return that humans abstain
from eating the animals’ meat.

Another comic example of the motif may have occurred in Eupolis’ play
The Golden Race (Xpvoody yévog), probably a medley of utopian themes and
political satire. In fr. 299 the speaker directly points to a truckle of cheese (7
Tpopalic éxewni) which 1s walking off (fadilet) towards the water, clothed
in its rind; the cheese is moving, apparently on its own accord, to wash it-
self, before being eaten or stored. The strongly deictic demonstrative pro-
noun éxewni would normally indicate something immediately present and
visible to the speaker.*® In combination with the vivid present tense, this
clearly suggests an incident enacted on stage: the cheese must have been
impersonated by an actor or an extra, in a suitable costume, and would have
moved before the spectators’ eyes.*

The spectacle of the live and moving kitchen utensils in the Wasps
clearly belongs to the same tradition of the Attic fairy-tale comedies, with

46. On the animated objects in Crates’ Beasts, see Poeschel (1878) 392-93; Zielinski (1885)
22, 59; Bonanno (1972) 53-54, 178; Farioli (1999) 23-24, 29-30; Pellegrino (2000) 23-
24, 60-61, 68-69; Farioli (2001) 65-66; Pellegrino (2006) 181-83; Garcia Soler (2009)
204-205; Melero (2009) 67, 76; Garcia Soler (2012) 321-22; Konstan (2012); Konstan
(2014) 287-88; Duranti (2015) 131, 141-43, 146-47, 150; Perrone (2019) 104; Kon-
stantakos (2021b) 117-18.

47. Cf. Wilkins (2000a) 351; Farioli (2001) 72, 189.

48. The codices of the scholia on Aristophanes, which transmit Eupolis fr. 299, read an un-
metrical éxefvn at the end of the first line. This was emended into éxewni by Meineke
(1839) 538, a slight but palmary correction, which restores metre and has been accepted
by all subsequent editors: see Kock (1880) 334; Edmonds (1957) 410; Kassel - Austin
(1986) 479; Storey (2011) 230. Olson (2016) 468-69, with his typically excessive reser-
vation, places the entire phrase tpogalic éxeivy between cruces; but even he admits that
Meineke’s emendation may be right.

49. See Zielinski (1885) 58, 66; Miiller (1932) 102-103; Ruffell (2000) 490, 501; Storey
(2003) 269; Ogden (2007) 254, 269; cf. Olson (2016) 469-71.
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their fantastic scenarios and marvellous scenic concepts. In general, the ep-
1sode of the mock trial incorporates and reworks many of the typical mate-
rials of the Mdarchenkomadien of Crates and his imitators, and may be read
as an innovative development and re-contextualisation of that older comic
genre and its poetics.”” However, Aristophanes was familiar with the motif
of animated objects also from other sources, closer to the repertoire of fa-
bles and fabulistic parables. This becomes evident from another passage of
the Wasps, placed near the finale (1435-40). Philocleon is returning home
drunk from a boisterous symposium, after a rowdy walk through the streets
of Athens, during which he maltreated a series of passers-by. The latter ap-
pear now 1n front of the old man’s house and protest. Philocleon pretends
to try to appease them by telling them instructive and exemplary stories,
which are in fact sarcastic and add mnsult to injury.

Thus, when a man badly beaten up by Philocleon appears, the old
hero narrates him a pair of Sybaritic tales, that is, anecdotes about fun-
ny incidents set in the city of Sybaris and befalling its luxurious inhab-
itants. There was a flourishing tradition of such Sybaritic anecdotes in
antiquity; in ancient rhetorical, grammatical, and scholiastic sources, they
are standardly associated with Aesopic fables and even considered as a
sub-species of them.”" According to the second one of Philocleon’s anec-
dotes, a woman of Sybaris once broke a broad-mouthed clay jar (éyivog).
The jar then called witnesses, with a view to suing the woman. The la-
dy, however, scolded and taunted him: “Leave witnesses aside and go to
buy a bandage”, she said; “that would show more sense” (1435-40). This
brief narrative, as it stands, 1s obviously made up by Aristophanes, given
that it 1s tailor-made for the situation faced by the insane old protagonist
at that particular point of the play. Philocleon has violently assaulted and
smacked the man, who 1s now coming in company of a witness, to threat-
en prosecution (1417-18, 1434, 1436). The comic poet thus invents and
puts on Philocleon’s lips a suitable exemplary story, which reflects the old

50. See below, in the conclusion of the present article. Cf. Baldry (1953) 59; Carriere (1979)
260; and Konstan (2012) 13, 17, who overtly compare the vision of Crates fr. 16-17 with
the personified household utensils in the Wasps.

51. See e.g. Theon, Progymnasmata 3 (I p. 73 Spengel); Hermogenes, Progymnasmata 1
(pp- 1-2 Rabe); Aphthonius, Progymnasmata 1 (p. 1 Rabe); Nicolaus, Progymnasmata
1 (III p. 452 Spengel); Schol. in Ar. Av. 471b (p. 80 Holwerda); Hesychius o 2132. See
principally Hausrath (1909) 1719-23; van Dijk (1997) 105-109, 191-94; West (1984)
114-16; Strong (2021) 165-71; see also Chambry (1927) xxiv-xxv, xxviii-xxix; Jedrkie-
wicz (1989) 49-51; Adrados (1999-2003) I 14-15.
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man’s own offence and indicates his nonchalant indifference for his accus-
er’s menaces.” Nevertheless, Aristophanes’ funny yarn is fashioned on the
model of the traditional Sybaritic anecdotes, which were circulating on the
people’s lips and familiar to the poet and his audience. The storyline must
therefore have been constructed from the typical materials of those Syba-
ritic tales. The animated household vases, which speak in manlike voice
and undertake human activities, should have been a staple component of
this particular variety of storytelling, as it was endemic in the Aesopic rep-
ertoire overall.

A FREE FABULISTIC COMPOSITION

As transpires from this analysis, the trial of the dogs 1s a free fantastic syn-
thesis, in which many and multifarious elements are combined, drawn from
popular storytelling and the folk narrative tradition in its diverse manifes-
tations — above all from the repertoire of Aesopic fables and related didac-
tic parables. The Aristophanic episode does not transcribe a specific and
distinct folktale type or fable. Rather, it constitutes an original composite
creation, which gathers together and inextricably merges several smaller
narrative units (motifs, patterns, themes, narrative tropes) taken from many
different folktale or fable types. Indeed, some of the individual ingredi-
ents do not even pertain to a particular narrative type but are common and
broadly diffused items of the tradition, which recur in several different ex-
emplars within the popular storytelling repertory. All these separate com-
ponents have been amalgamated by Aristophanes’ creative hand and fused
into an indissoluble organic whole.

Aristophanes does not copy the pattern of any pre-existing fairy tale or
fable. He does not even use the storyline of a particular tale type or group
of types as a central plot thread or an overall framework, which is then
supplemented with further materials of different origins, as he does in the
Peace with the Mirchen of the maiden abducted by the ogre and liberat-
ed by the hero.”” He draws from the popular narrative tradition only the
primary raw materials, the building blocks, and utilises them to construct

52. See Pertsinidis (2009) 215; Hall (2013) 292. On the fabulistic tales used by Philocleon
in the final scenes of the Wasps, see Rosen (1984) 394; von Mollendorff (1994) 144-45,
152; Pertsinidis (2009) 214-16, 221; Hall (2013) 289-93; Piitz (2026) 105-108.

53. On the fairy-tale material that supplies the main plot of the Peace, see Konstantakos (2019).
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his own, unique and unprecedented fictional edifice. In this respect, the
trial of the dogs in the Wasps belongs to the category of the “literary fairy
tales”, the studiously designed and artistically elaborated fictional works,
produced by a literary author, who similarly combines various separate el-
ements of traditional folk narratives, in order to create a novel and original
“Mirchen-like” or “folktalesque” plot. From the ancient Egyptian Story of
the Two Brothers to Lewis Carroll’s Alice romances, Tolkien’s The Hobbit,
C. S. Lewis’ Chronicles of Narnia, and J. K. Rowling’s Harry Potter series,
examples of this genre abound in world literature.

It 1s not fortuitous that Aristophanes resorts mostly to materials from
the Aesopic repertoire, the tradition of fables about talking animals and an-
imated objects, to produce his scenic fantasy of the dogs’ trial. Philocleon,
the cantankerous and monomaniacal dicast of the Wasps, has a great liking
for Aesopic fables and related genres. At various moments of the action, in
particular during the sympotic second part of the comedy, he narrates him-
self animal fables and cognate pieces (Sybaritic anecdotes, didactic episodes
from Aesop’s biography) to other personages, in order to make an argument
or support his own viewpoint. He favours fabulistic narratives as a means
of amusement in social occasions, such as the symposium (1177-82), and
standardly has recourse to them, whenever he has a verbal confrontation
with rival characters (passers-by who blame him for his harmful behaviour,
or his own restrictive son, 1399-1411, 1427-40, 1446-49).>* The tales of
Aesopic type are obviously very familiar to this comic hero and very close
to his heart; they are the kind of entertainment and the rhetorical trope he
prefers above everything else.

Philocleon expressly acknowledges his love for this genre, simultane-
ously revealing a fertile source from which he has drawn the fables he him-
self tells, or at least a large part of his repertoire. When he enumerates the
pleasures of his service at the Heliaea (548-630), the old obsessive dicast in-
cludes among them the various ways by which the litigants try to amuse the
judges and gain their favour in the course of the judicial procedure. Some
of the pleading men narrate myths as part of their speeches; others recite
jokes or funny stories of Aesop (Aiodmov 71 yélowor, 566-67).” Philocleon,

54. On Philocleon’s use of fabulistic stories, in addition to the works cited above (n. 52), see
Jedrkiewicz (1989) 347-48, 360-62; Rothwell (1995) 233, 239-54; van Dijk (1997)
38-39, 188-97; Pertsinidis (2009) 211-23; Schirru (2009) 20-21, 26-39, 56-70, 88-99,
150-65.

55. Schirru (2009) 27-33, 37-39 argues that the phrase Aicdmov Tt yéAotoy in Wasps 566
does not signify fables but rather didactic or funny episodes from Aesop’s biography,
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therefore, by his own admission, particularly enjoys listening to Aesopic fa-
bles and kindred tales at the law-court.’® This is one of the greatest delights
that he reaps from the exercise of his public office as a judge.?”

The old dicast’s passion for Aesopic stories explains the subject-mat-

ter and the form selected by Bdelycleon for the domestic trial, which he
offers to his father as a substitute of his beloved public processes at the He-
liaea. The young son’s aim 1s to keep his father content and well-guarded at
home, away from the popular courts that are at the centre of his obsession.
It is for this purpose that Bdelycleon sets up the household law-court in the

56.

57.

like those strung together later in the desop Romance. He invokes, in this respect, the
anecdotes about Aesop’s encounters and experiences, which Philocleon utters in subse-
quent scenes of the comedy (Wasps 1401-1405, 1446-48). Nonetheless, the distinction
between fables and tales from Aesop’s life was not so easy and unproblematic in the fifth
century BCE. At that time, long before the compilation of the desop Romance or indeed of
any extensive written Vita of the famous fabulist, the anecdotes or biographical snapshots
regarding Aesop and his career could only have circulated in oral tradition, and they
would have a single, well-defined purpose: the stories of Aesop’s adventures were not au-
tonomous pieces but frame narratives emboxing one or more fables; each episode would
have shown Aesop being incited or inspired by certain circumstances to narrate one or
another of his fables to the surrounding personages. An emblematic example is the scene
of Aesop’s execution at Delphi, which Philocleon starts recounting in Wasps 1446-48.
The Delphians’ accusations and their condemnation of Aesop served as a frame story,
within which Aesop warned his accusers by reciting the fable on the eagle and the beetle.
In short, Aesop’s life and his fables were inextricably connected elements, closely joined
to each other and not easily divisible. In the eyes of the ancients, Schirru’s distinction
would risk appearing hair-splitting.

Another source of Philocleon’s fables (Aesopic or Sybaritic ones) may have been the
symposium, an occasion which the old man has just started to attend, under his aristo-
cratic son’s incitement (Wasps 1174-1325); see Totaro (2000) 84; Pertsinidis (2009)
220-21; Piitz (2026) 105-106. Indeed, this is precisely the advice that Bdelycleon gives
to his father, while training him for the high society: Philocleon should use, in his com-
munication with others, the Aesopic or Sybaritic tales he has learned in the symposium
(Wasps 1259-60, Aiowmixov yérowoy §) Zvfagitixdy, dv Euales év ¢ ovumooi); thus he
will appease potential conflicts and will be reconciled with his opponents. Philocleon
promptly agrees that it is worth learning many such stories (1262, uafntéor tdo’ dovi
moAdovs T@v Aéywv), if they can help him avoid punishment for eventual misdeeds. It
should be remembered, nonetheless, that Philocleon’s involvement in the sympotic world
is only very recent and has been all too brief. After all, in the extensive description given
by the slave Xanthias about the one and only symposium attended by the old man in the
course of the play (1299-1325), there is no reference to any use of fables by the guests.
By contrast, Philocleon’s service in the jury courts of Athens goes far back in time and has
been long-standing, intensive, and passionate. The old hero must have heard many more
fables in the courts, from the defendants’ lips, than he could have picked up on a single
sympotic occasion.

Cf. Jedrkiewicz (1989) 360; Pertsinidis (2009) 219-20; Hall (2013) 289-90.
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first place, so that the old man may satisfy his monomaniacal passion with-
out budging from the house. Thus, most appropriately, Bdelycleon chooses
a quarrel between two personified dogs as object of the domestic trial: all
the components of this case (anthropomorphic animals, animated objects,
attributes and comparison of the two hounds, the entire framework and the
main motifs of the plot) immediately evoke the world of Aesopic animal fa-
bles. Philocleon had confessed, shortly before, that what he enjoys most in
the trials are the Aesopic fables and cognate stories which he hears from the
litigants’ lips. Fittingly, the son now enlivens before his father’s eyes a me-
ga-fable of the Aesopic type, in the form of a forensic lawsuit, so that the old
man may take delight precisely in the kind of material he loves best.

There 1s, of course, a great deal of irony behind Bdelycleon’s scheme.
Instead of conscientiously assessing the substance and significance of every
judicial case, Philocleon expects to be entertained with Aesopic stories
recited by the speakers. Thus, his son now takes care that the entire trial
evolving in front of him becomes a large-scale Aesopic fable enlivened on
stage. In Philocleon’s eyes, this would look as though his best dream had
come true: the tedious details of judicial procedure and litigating argumen-
tation are put aside, and the whole process 1s occupied by the most enjoya-
ble element of all, the one that has always granted him the strongest delight.
From the spectators’ point of view, of course, the sarcastic parody of the
Athenian legal system is evident. The low intellectual and moral level of the
lot-appointed jurors, their gullibility and proneness to extra-judicial criteria
and unrestrained favouritism, the cheap rhetorical artifices of the litigants
and counsellors, all this 1s painfully discernible under the burlesque scenic
metamorphosis of court practice.”®

HISTORICAL AND POLITICAL BACKGROUND

The acrid sarcasm underlying the episode of the dogs’ trial also provides
the key for appreciating its deeper political meaning. As in other instances
of Mérchenkomdidie in Aristophanes’ oeuvre, the synthesis of fairy-tale and
fabulous materials only forms one side of the poetic fabric. Under the sur-
face of the motifs taken from the popular imaginary, a definite ideological
orientation 1s discerned, targeting the public affairs and the political leader-

58. Cf. Sousa e Silva (1987-88) 62-68.
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ship of Aristophanes’ Athens. As already noted, the litigating dogs incarnate
on stage two Athenian statesmen of the time, the demagogue Cleon and the
veteran strategos Laches; the latter, during his long and prosperous career,
was distinguished more as a military commander than as a political figure in
the Assembly, but in the late 420s he was also rising as a factor in Athenian
foreign policy and diplomacy.”

It 1s impossible to fully reconstruct the historical circumstances and the
political significance of the conflict between those two men, because the in-
formation provided by the extant ancient sources (practically, the Aristo-
phanic text and the ancient scholia on it) is insufficient.®® Laches had served
as general of the Athenian forces in the first expedition to Sicily, between
427 and 425 BCE. To judge from the burlesque charge directed against the
mock-personage of Labes in the Aristophanic episode (the theft of Sicilian
cheese, which the larcenous hound devoured all by himself), Cleon must
have accused Laches of misappropriation of public or army funds during
the exercise of his military command at Sicily. In his prosecuting speech,
Kyon claims that the defendant Labes “ate up the cheese-rind of the cities,
while sailing around ... the mortar” (Wasps 924-25). This would imply that
the financial assets or resources supposedly embezzled by Laches were pro-
vided by Sicilian cities, that is, by those poleis of the 1sland which were allies
of Athens. Presumably those cities were required to contribute money or
supplies for the maintenance of the Athenian forces and the overall cost of
the expedition (as happened also later, in the ill-starred Sicilian campaign of
415 BCE). On the other hand, Bdelycleon, in his defence oration for Labes,
argues that the missing cheese was duly grated and distributed to the sol-
diers, not consumed by Labes alone (963-66). This supplements Kyon’s
allegations; apparently, Laches’ purported crime consisted in purloining for
his own use the funds which were provided by the Sicilian allies for the ben-
efit of the Athenian army and its warriors.®!

There 1s a chronological discrepancy between the dates of the campaign
and the production of Aristophanes’ comedy. As was the standard proce-
dure for all Athenian officials, Laches should have been obliged to appear
before the appointed state functionaries and render account (euthynaz) of

59. See Carter (1986) 117-19; Biles — Olson (2015) 165-66.

60. On the historical background of the conflict between Cleon and Laches, see Mastromarco
(1974) 35-64; Moneti (1993); Braund (1999); Saldutti (2014) 155-64.

61. Cf. MacDowell (1971) 164, 250-51; Salduti (2014) 156-59; Biles - Olson (2015) 165-
66, 357, 367.
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his tenure of office, as soon as his term of service in Sicily was completed in
425 BCE. Even if it is supposed that Laches’ hearing was delayed for some
time, pending his return to Athens, it could not have taken place much later
than, say, the beginning of the year 424 BCE. Eventual accusations concern-
ing offences committed by Laches during the exercise of his command (in-
cluding embezzlement of funds and all kinds of financial misdeeds) should
normally have been brought and investigated in the context of the gener-
al’s regular euthynai. The Athenian justice system did not provide any oth-
er occasion for lawfully submitting such complaints against a former office
holder. In view of the above, if Cleon formally filed charges of financial mis-
conduct against Laches, and if the latter had to stand trial because of them,
these incidents could only have taken place in direct connection to Laches’
rendering of accounts in 425 or early in 424 — in other words, two or more
years before the production of the Wasps at the Lenaea of 422.%

However, it seems unlikely that Aristophanes would devote such a cen-
tral and extensive episode of his play, a true backbone of the comic action,
to satirise a case of two or three years before, which would have passed out
of currency by the time of the performance.” By the standards of the top-
ically oriented Old Comedy, an event of such a temporal distance would
have been deemed rather stale; it could have been awarded an occasional
joke, a humorous tirade, or at most a brief scene, but could not have been
used as the basis for a cornerstone episode of the play. Like all major satir-
ical sequences of this kind in the Aristophanic oeuvre, the dogs’ trial must
point to a public affair of immediate relevance and seasonality at the time of
the performance. The events that inspired it should have occurred at most
a few months before the presentation of the comedy, and should have been
still fresh in the audience’s memory.

There may be a solution to the impasse, if it 1s assumed that the Aris-
tophanic episode does not correspond to an actual judicial trial of Laches
in an Athenian law-court. Indeed, there is no independent historical evi-
dence that Cleon truly indicted and prosecuted Laches at court, outside
the comic scene of the Wasps and its scholiasts. Therefore, the trial, in the
same way as the domestic tribunal and the personified animals, may be
a product of Aristophanes’ fertile imagination, a grotesque inflation of a

62. This chronological frame is endorsed by Mastromarco (1974) 57-62; Moneti (1993);
Giangiulio (1997) 881; cf. Biles — Olson (2015) L, 165-66.

63. Cf. Mastromarco (1974) 59-63, 97-101; Storey (1995) 17; Olson (1996) 138; Reinders
(2001) 229.
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more moderate and prosaic reality. In historical terms, Cleon might only
have verbally attacked Laches and denounced him in his public speeches.
The demagogue would have attempted to blacken the general’s reputation
by claiming that the latter had embezzled money and made illegal profits
during his tenure of office at Sicily.** In this context, Cleon may have also
threatened to bring a proper lawsuit and formal charges against Laches for
those alleged financial misdeeds, even though, in point of fact, there would
have been no legal possibility of doing so in 423/422, long after the comple-
tion of the general’s euthynas.

A significant event may explain why Laches would have suddenly be-
come Cleon’s target, at a juncture immediately before the production of the
Wasps. This event took place in the spring of 423, some months before
the performance of Aristophanes’ play — exactly at the time when Aristo-
phanes would presumably begin to design the plot of his forthcoming com-
edy and to compose his first drafts. At that point, Laches took an active
mitiative for the conclusion of a yearly truce with Sparta: he moved a decree
by which the Athenian Assembly accepted the suspension of hostilities, and
thus opened the way for negotiations with the Lacedaemonians towards a
definitive peace treaty (Thucydides 4.118). In practice, the truce proved
abortive and ineffectual; ongoing military action undermined the negotia-
tions, and the hopes for a lasting peace agreement were soon frustrated.
Nevertheless, Laches’ prominent role in those events brought him to the
fore of Athenian foreign policy and promoted him as a rising champion of
the pro-peace faction, and hence as a dangerous potential opponent of the
belligerent radical demagogues.®® Consequently, Cleon would have been
likely to target this ascending enemy and to try to smear him with slander
and suspicions. Laches’ most recent major command in the Sicilian expedi-
tion would have come in handy as a hook on which to attach various accu-
sations of misconduct.

If any credit is given to Aristophanes’ texts, and also to historical sourc-
es such as Thucydides, the radical populist demagogues of Athens, in the
turbulent years of the Peloponnesian War, were not hesitant to utter such
loud accusations in public discourse, using them as rhetorical weapons to

64. This hypothesis is proposed by Jacoby (1954) 500-501; Gomme (1956) 430-31; Westlake
(1969) 122; MacDowell (1971) 164-65; Moneti (1993); MacDowell (1995) 167-68; Gi-
angiulio (1997) 867-68, 880-82; Reinders (2001) 229-30; Biles — Olson (2015) 165-66.

65. See Kagan (1974) 305-308; Mastromarco (1974) 34-53, 63-64; Carter (1986) 117-18;
Edmunds (1987) 55; Giangiulio (1997) 868; Saldutti (2014) 158-59.
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harm their political opponents. It was not relevant whether the denunci-
ations were more or less unsubstantial or impossible to support with re-
al evidence. The main thing was to give an airing to this kind of defaming
slander, to have it heard and disseminated among the people. If one throws
large cargoes of dirt, some of it will eventually stick and soil the target. Any
practising politician will tell us this, especially if he has spent his public ca-
reer in Greece, ancient or modern.

If there is truth in this hypothesis, the trial of the dogs in the Wasps is a
piece of alternative historical reality, rather than a burlesque metamorpho-
sis of a true event. Aristophanes takes inspiration from Cleon’s demagog-
ic proclamations and flag-waving threats and dreams up a judicial process
against Laches; he imagines what a lawsuit against the general might look
like, filtered of course through comic phantasmagoria — as though a public
trial of political scandals were visualised in a dream shared by Aesop and
Baron Munchausen simultaneously. Thus, a clash of the Athenian political
arena 1s transplanted to the theatrical stage and metamorphosed into a fan-
tastical day at the law-court.

Through this imaginative creation, the comic poet contrives once again
to focus his satirical criticism on Cleon, the main target of political ridicule
in all his early comedies. The demagogue’s allegorical appearance, under
the mask of the Dog of Cydathenaeum, and the contrast between him and
his opponent, the accused Labes/Laches, bring out the 1deological back-
ground of the hilarious Aristophanic episode.?® The animal trial is a bur-
lesque scenic representation of Cleon’s effort to disgrace one of his prime
political opponents at that time. As already noted, in 423, shortly before
the production of the Wasps, Laches was on the rise as a representative of
the moderate and peace-oriented faction of Athenian politics, the one that
wished to negotiate a treaty with the Spartans and put an end to the long
war. Cleon’s campaign to besmirch Laches’ generalship in Sicily was doubt-
less aimed at discrediting one of the champions of this “pro-peace” party.

By extension, Cleon’s ultimate purpose must have been to combat the
opponents of the belligerent policy advocated by himself and the other rad-
ical populist demagogues. In many of his early plays, Aristophanes blames
indeed the demagogues for instigating and sustaining the Peloponnesian
War because it serves their personal ambitions and brings them great profit.

66. On the ideological background and political aspect of the trial of the dogs, see mainly
Olson (1996) 138-42; Rosenbloom (2002) 294-300; Biles — Olson (2015) lii-1vi; cf. also
Edmunds (1987) 54-55; Hubbard (1991) 130-33; Storey (1995) 15-19.
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Cleon and his corrupt clique are repeatedly denounced as corrupt warmon-
gers, who exploit the turbulent situation of the hostilities in order to occu-
py state posts and accumulate large salaries, deceive the common people
and keep them under control, receive large bribes from the allied cities, and
generally consolidate their own power in Athens.®” These depraved politi-
cal charlatans are the only group which truly benefits from the armed con-
flict, while the people of Athens, as a whole, suffer and the polis 1s gravely
damaged. They are traitors who sell off the welfare of their homeland for
the sake of their personal career and enrichment. The mock trial of Laches/
Labes is thus perfectly accommodated within Aristophanes’ persistent crit-
icism against the sabre-rattling radical politicians and their pursuit of the
disastrous Peloponnesian War.

The portrait of the jingoistic, sham-patriotic accuser Kyon 1s significant
in this respect. As Kyon unashamedly admits in his speech of prosecution,
the main motive of his indictment is not the theft of the cheese per se. What
annoys him above all is the fact that Labes ate up the cheese truckle alone
and gave no share to Kyon (907-30). In symbolic terms, it is thus insinuated
that Cleon does not care about the welfare of the polus or the demos but only
about his personal interests. He 1s an unscrupulous blackmailer, constantly
in pursuit of bribes and illegal gains; and if someone dares push him aside
and fails to buy off his complicity, he contrives to ruin him by means of
rigged trials, manipulation of juries, and fake lawsuits and verdicts.®® Bdely-
cleon, in his defence speech on behalf of Labes, provides a similar character
sketch for the dog Kyon: he 1s an egocentric loafer and coward, remains se-
curely stranded at home and performs no labour, but standardly demands
a share of the prey (970-72). This is also easily decipherable in historical
terms: Cleon is branded as a worthless opportunist, who contributes noth-
ing to the war effort but only takes advantage of the military achievements of
others (viz. Demosthenes’ victory at Pylos and Sphacteria) to promote his
own interests.

By contrast, Labes/Laches is pictured in a much more favourable way,
at least in Bdelycleon’s advocating oration. From the beginning of the ep-
isode, the slave announces with certainty that the dog Labes has stolen

67. Seee.g. Ar. Ach. 56-152, 595-619, Eq. 802-809, 1388-95, Vesp. 672-95, Pax 632-48.
Cf. Sirago (1961) 33-38; Henderson (1990) 282-84; Olson (1991); MacDowell (1995)
46-79, 108, 191-92; Olson (1998) xxxi, xli-xlii, 111-12, 154, 167-68, 196, 202-207;
Olson (2002) xxxix-li1, 227-34; Brockmann (2003) 86-96; Lauriola (2010) 29, 47-48,
193-95, 220-21; Konstantakos (2021c); Konstantakos (2022a) 130-31.

68. Cf. the remarks of Carter (1986) 113-15, 118-19; Rosenbloom (2002) 296-98.
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the cheese, as though the beast has been caught red-pawed in the larder
(836-38). Throughout the juridical procedure, Philocleon is convinced of
the defendant’s guilt (893-961); Labes’ responsibility for the theft is never
doubted. However, Bdelycleon adduces the cheese-grater’s testimony, ac-
cording to which Labes did not himself devour the stolen cheese but had it
grated and distributed to the soldiers (962-66). Bdelycleon also praises the
other virtues of this faithful dog, which strenuously guards the house door
and the flocks, gives battle against the wolves, and indefatigably runs every-
where for his master’s sake (950-69). Once again, the political symbolism is
transparent. Laches 1s commended as a good soldier, who constantly fights
for his homeland, toiling in expeditions all around the Greek world for the
glory and benefit of Athens. Also, even though he might not be impeccable
in handling finances, Laches presents a significant difference from Cleon: he
does not selfishly keep the spoils or other earnings from military operations
for himself, but distributes them to the soldiers, the brave lads of the Atheni-
an demos.” In Aristophanes’ eyes, the competent, zealous, and dependable
military commander is deemed far preferable to the radical demagogue, even
though his tactics towards the allies and the booty are not faultless. The good
general looks after the city and its army; it is he who keeps Athens safe.”
Thus, the trial of the dogs 1s integrated into the overall ideological en-
terprise of the Wasps. Cleon and his pack of radical collaborators are the
main targets of Aristophanes’ satirical attack throughout the length of the
play. The first and largest part of the script, up to the trial of the dogs and
the following parabasis (1009-1121), though ostensibly a diatribe against
the popular courts of the Heliaea and the Athenian judicial system, is actu-
ally concentrated on Cleon’s pernicious influence on the law-courts. The
problem with the Athenian mechanism of justice is that it easily lends itself
to manipulation by Cleon and his clique; the demagogues manoeuvre the
juridical procedure and its operators in order to achieve condemnations of
whomever they wish, annihilate their political enemies, blackmail their ri-
vals or the allied states, and collect large bribes. In the extensive epirrhem-
atic agon of the comedy, Bdelycleon explains to his father in detail how the
radical leaders deceive the people and exploit the poor unsuspecting judges,

69. On Labes/Laches’ overall positive portrait in the Wasps, see MacDowell (1971) 163-
65, 249-51; Mastromarco (1974) 55-64, 97-101; Landfester (1977) 136-39; Braund
(1999); Rosenbloom (2002) 296-300; Biles - Olson (2015) li-lix, 165-66, 363-70.

70. Cf. Mastromarco (1974) 60-61; Carter (1986) 117-19; Edmunds (1987) 55; MacDowell
(1995) 166-70; Braund (1999); Reinders (2001) 230-31; Rosenbloom (2002) 296-99;
Biles - Olson (2015) lii-lv.
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in return for minimal remuneration, so as to forward their own political
agenda, terrify their opponents, and amass riches and offices (650-735)."!

As in the earlier Aristophanic comedies, Cleon is showcased again as
the greatest political villain, the veritable katharma of the state,”” the main
source of corruption in the public life of Athens.” The trial of the dogs
forms part of the same strain of political critique. By use of the narrative
materials of animal fairy tales and the figurative techniques of Aesopic fable,
this scene carries forward the same anti-demagogic line of thought that was
set forth earlier by Bdelycleon’s comic rhetoric in the agon.”

COMIC ALLEGORY AND AESOPIC FABLE

The Aristophanic trial of the dogs is constructed of the materials of animal
tales and fables, which the comic poet has invested with topical symbolisms,
referring to the contemporary historical and political realities of Athens. By
this method, in essence, Aristophanes sharpens and amplifies a distinc-
tive structural feature inherent already in the popular narrative stuff he ex-
ploited, especially in the Aesopic tradition. The fables of Aesopic type, by
definition, are stories with a metaphorical or symbolic value. The storyline
of the fable is invented and fictitious, but it points to an actual situation of
common experience, found in the world of everyday life.

71. On Bdelycleon’s arguments in the agon, cf. Hubbard (1991) 128-30, 133; MacDowell
(1995) 160-65; Olson (1996) 134-38; Slater (2002) 91-94; Rosenbloom (2002) 323-
24; Edwards (2010) 331-35; Zumbrunnen (2012) 67-70; Bertelli (2013) 115-16; Ma-
jor (2013) 101-104; Saldutti (2014) 93-94; Zumbrunnen (2014) 75-76; Biles — Olson
(2015) xlix-lii. As many scholars have observed, Bdelycleon, in spite of his overall dry
image, functions as Aristophanes’ stand-in or mouthpiece in this respect: see Thiercy
(1986) 268; Reckford (1987) 254-55, 273-74; Hubbard (1991) 114, 132-33, 136-37,
222-23; Russo (1994) 124; Storey (1995) 13, 15; Olson (1996) 143-45; Totaro (2000)
82; Telo (2010) 283-86; Lauriola (2010) 19-20, 49-50; Biles (2011) 163-65; Biles -
Olson (2015) lviii-lix; Nelson (2016) 167-168.

72. On this term, cf. Rosenbloom (2002) 331-32.

73. On the satire against Cleon in the Wasps, see Edmunds (1987) 51-57; Hubbard (1991)
126-33; MacDowell (1995) 162-70, 175-79; Storey (1995); Olson (1996) 145-49;
Treu (1999) 48-50; Reinders (2001) 207-32, 240-42; Sommerstein (2009) 166-68;
Hutchinson (2011) 63-67; Fileni (2012) 95-97; Bertelli (2013) 115-16; Saldutti (2014)
93-94, 155-59; Biles - Olson (2015) xliv-Ixii.

74. Cf. Lenz (1980) 24-28; Olson (1996) 138-39; Hutchinson (2011) 65; Biles - Olson
(2015) xliii, Lii.
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In other words, the fable is a two-dimensional construct; it operates on
a double level of signification and is made up by two interconnected stra-
ta of meaning. On the “upper” level, the external surface of the narrative,
a certain plot evolves concerning particular personages (habitually, though
not exclusively, animals with human voice and anthropomorphic attributes)
and their actions or sufferings. Below that superficial level of the storyline,
there 1s a second layer of meaning, which consists in a certain state of af-
fairs or a reality of human life. The storyline metaphorically refers to that
reality, and the connection between the two levels 1s ensured by means of
a series of correlations and analogies: various key constituents of the sto-
ry (individual characters, or particular qualities of them, or specific actions
performed by them) correspond to matching elements of the actual situa-
tion. In consequence, the fable 1s presented to its audience as a story with
a secret, codified meaning, which the recipients are called to decode, so as
to fully understand the tale. The storyline and the heroes’ interactions and
adventures convey a useful idea or lesson applicable to the circumstances of
real life. The fable is created precisely with the purpose of conveying this
implicit lesson (or “moral”) and the piece of truth it encapsulates. Following
the action that evolves in the course of the narrative, the reader or listener
must perceive its analogies to a particular condition of reality and thus re-
construct the implicit frame of reference of the story and grasp its message.”

This message, at least in the classic Aesopic fables of the Graeco-Roman
tradition, 1s most usually related to general ethical principles, rules of moral
behaviour, or precepts of popular sagacity. For example, in the famous tale
of the hare and the tortoise (fable 254 Hausrath/226 Perry), each one of
the two animal protagonists stands for a particular characterological type or
a specific quality of temperament. The tortoise incarnates endurance and
perseverance in one’s purpose, the hard-working and undaunted dedication
to a task that eventually leads to success, even though it may not be accom-
panied by great natural aptitude or extraordinary talent. The hare, on the
other hand, symbolises the charismatic person that complacently rests on
his natural endowments and facilely trusts his abilities, but takes no care to
develop them with hard work and persistent labour; as a result, the talented
person may be surpassed by more mediocre but insistent rivals.

75. On the nature of the fable, see Ngjgaard (1964) 23-86; Perry (1965) xix-xxiv; Dithmar
(1974) 93-98, 124-30; Jedrkiewicz (1989) 219-21, 260-61, 271-76; van Dijk (1997)
3-37,72-76, 112-15; Adrados (1999-2003) I 24-44; Zafiropoulos (2001) 1-10, 38-39;
Konstantakos (2020); Strong (2021) 155-60; Konstantakos (2025).
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Similarly, in the exemplary fable of the eagle, the hare, and the beetle
(83 Hausrath/3 Perry), all three characters are allegorical figures represent-
ing attributes of human character and modes of behaviour. The eagle em-
bodies brute strength, violence, and the arrogance that is often a mark of
privileged people. Being the regal bird par excellence, the favourite emblem
of the king of the gods, the eagle stands for the powerful, who ruthlessly
display authoritarianism, arbitrariness, and contempt for the lower class-
es. The hare, which is eaten up by the eagle, symbolises the victims of this
world, the weak and defenceless sufferers, whose rights are unhesitatingly
disregarded by the figures of authority. The beetle, on the other hand, rep-
resents another category of the lowly and inferior members of society, those
who have the determination and resourcefulness to assert their dignity in
face of violence. In the course of the action, the beetle finds a way to take
revenge on the powerful eagle and repeatedly smash his eggs. As the fable
demonstrates, the underlings have the power to avenge themselves for the
violation of their rights, if they show the necessary wilfulness and strength
of mind.

In short, the fable is a narrative “of the second degree”, so to speak. Its
entertaining storyline is invested with an internal layer of ethical significa-
tion, so that the entire narrative construct is turned into a characterological
or sociological parable. With his allegorical conception of the domestic trial
of the dogs, Aristophanes whets even more sharply this function of Aesopic
fable, investing it with political orientation and public conscience. All the
ingredients of the Aristophanic episode are drawn from the repertoire of the
stories of Aesopic type; the entire trial 1s a mega-fable of this kind, dram-
atised and enlarged to monumental dimensions. Exactly like the fables of
Aesop, which have a metaphorical significance and refer to another set of
empirical circumstances, the dramatic fiction constructed by the comic poet
on the basis of fabulistic materials is also endowed with a symbolic dimen-
sion and points to a different reality.

Only, in Aristophanes’ case, the reality signified by the allegorical fic-
tional creation is not an ordinary situation of common existence; the sto-
ryline does not betoken a habitual fault of character or ethical quality, a
principle of the human condition, a standard convention of social experi-
ence, a moralistic lesson, or an expression of popular sagaciousness, which
could find general application to any milieu of human symbiosis. The cir-
cumstances insinuated by Aristophanes’ staged mega-fable are entirely fo-
cused and restricted to the political life of Athens in the exact period when
the Wasps was performed. The litigating dogs do not represent universal
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types of human character, like the personages of Aesopic narrative, but spe-
cific individual statesmen active in the polis in those years. The clash and
juridical confrontation of the two hounds correspond to current historical
events, which occurred quite close to the date of the Aristophanic comedy
and are captured in comic writing quast in the heat of the moment.

Aristophanes does not castigate widespread moral weaknesses, such as
arrogance, violence, sloth, overconfidence, vanity, or proneness to lies, as
1s the practice of Aesopic fables. It cannot even be maintained that the poet
targets political corruption and depravity in general, whenever and wherev-
er they may be manifested. Aristophanes lampoons solely certain concrete,
specified historical figures of Athenian public life who have demonstrated
corruption and malfeasance by particular actions they committed in con-
temporary occasions. In brief, the comic poet applies the Aesopic mytho-
poeia, its symbols, and its metaphorical mechanisms exclusively to recent
and topical incidents of the Athenian public life of his time; his fiction is not
possible to be transferred and applied to another environment, another pe-
riod, and different conditions.

In this way, Aristophanes politicises not only the narrative material
of Aesopic fables, but also their distinctive symbolic structure and meta-
phorical technique, the emblematic double codification of meaning that is
the brand mark of the fable genre. This effect is a double-edged, Janus-like
achievement. On one hand, the comic poet innovates by comparison to the
traditional use of fables for general ethical and moralistic teaching, which
had become customary and self-evident in his age. On the other hand, Aris-
tophanes reconnects with the ultimate roots of the narratives of Aesopic
type, their peculiar use in the distant past, in the satirical literature and po-
litical practice of Archaic Greece.

In its primary and prototypical form, as it is attested in the earliest
Greek sources, the fable of the Aesopic kind is similarly uttered by the
speaker with a view to transmitting a message on a specific, topical, and
current situation of his immediate environment. The teller utilises the fab-
ulistic narrative to mockingly criticise the behaviour of a particular individ-
ual or a special occasion in his direct surroundings. The fable employed to
express general and all-human truths, lessons of universal value applicable
to all relevant conditions of life, seems to have emerged at a somewhat later
stage, at least in the Greek world. This kind of generalised moralistic im-
plementation of the narrative is par excellence a trait of the extensive and
multi-collective compilations of Aesopic fables, which started appearing
from the late Classical or early Hellenistic period (the first known sylloge of
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fables being that of Demetrius of Phalerum) and proliferated in the Imperial
age and later antiquity.”

Possibly, in the oral tradition of Classical Athens, the Aesopic animal
tales, which amply circulated among the people at large, constituted as a
whole an oral repertoire of popular narratives with (in principle) wide value.
Each one of these stories could potentially be adapted and applied to many
and multifarious situations, to which its general moralistic or sagacious mes-
sage was appropriate. From among this widespread repertory, every teller
could pick out, at any given moment, the specimen which suited him with
regard to one or the other particular occasion that he faced in his current
experience. An indication of this is provided in the Aristophanic oeuvre,
in which the same Aesopic fable is used in different comedies for entirely
distinct purposes and applications. This is the fable of the eagle and the
beetle (3 Hausrath/3 Perry, cf. above), which denotes that even the weak-
est and most scorned person, if wronged, may find the opportunity to take
revenge on his abusers. In the Wasps, this fable is recited by Philocleon, as
he protests against his oppressive son, who tries to confine his father inside
the house (1446-48). In the Peace, the same story is scenically enlivened
and provides the basis for an entire sequence of episodes in the early part
of the play, with Trygaeus’ flight to heaven on the back of the giant beetle
(1-181). In this context, the dramatised fable expresses in a phantasmagori-
cal way the complaint of a common, humble Athenian against the powers of

76. On the generalised character of the items in the fable collections, cf. Ngjgaard (1964)
115-20, 477-510; Perry (1965) xi—xviii; Jedrkiewicz (1989) 271-89; Adrados (1999-
2003) T 28-37, 410-22, 444-46; Holzberg (2002) 22-31, 84-85; Strong (2021) 391-95.
In the Near East, the primal and authentic homeland of didactic fable, the all-inclusive
application of the story to every pertinent case, at all times and places, was established
already from the very beginning, from the earliest known origins of the genre. In the large
Sumerian wisdom collections (late third or early second millennium BCE), a plethora
of brief fables and proverb-fables are listed next to the other genres of didactic sayings,
precepts, ethical instructions, and apophthegms of general truth. In these compilations,
the fables are offered as narrative crystallisations of morals and messages of ubiquitous
validity and universal relevance. On the fables of the Sumerian collections, see most no-
tably Gordon (1962); West (1984) 109-11; Konstantakos (2017); Konstantakos (2018)
33-36; and Konstantakos (2025), with further bibliography. Only at a later stage, in the
first millennium BCE, are fables attested in Near-Eastern literatures as examples of person-
alised, ad hominem censure or admonition of particular individuals from the teller’s en-
vironment. This is the case, for example, in a royal epistle of Ashurbanipal addressed to
insubordinate and treacherous subjects of his (Waterman [1930-36] I 278-79, III 148-
50; Pfeiffer [1935] 69-70; Lambert [1960] 281); and in the harsh parables of chastise-
ment uttered by Ahiqar against his ungrateful son, at the finale of the later versions of the

Tale of Ahiqar (see Oettinger [1992]; Konstantakos [2008-13] I 128-42, III 471-80).
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the universe for the evils of war. Finally, in the Lysistrata (693-95), a brief
allusion to the beetle’s revenge is made by the semichorus of old women.
The latter thus threaten the old men, who try to abuse them, that they are
capable of severely harming them in return.””

Other testimonia about fables in Classical Athens are also indicative. In
Buirds 471-72, it is stated that Aesop “used to tell” (épaoxe Aéywr) the fable
of the lark which buried its father inside its own head. This phrase, with its
continuous temporal aspect, implies that the fabulist recounted the story
on several occasions, presumably in different contexts and with reference
to a range of situations. A fable told by Aesop did not need to be associated
strictly to a single, unique set of circumstances. Perhaps this is the deeper
meaning of the appellation Aoyomoiég, attributed to Aesop by Herodotus
(2.134.3): Aesop was a creator of logo? in the sense given to the term later
by Aristotle (Poetics 1449b 8-9: xafléAov ... Adyovs xai ubbovg), that is, of
stories of general validity, independent of particular persons and incidents.
When Socrates set himself to versifying Aesopic fables, to pass his time in
gaol (Plato, Phaedo 60d-61b), he obviously drew them from the oral treas-
ure of popular tradition (cf. Phaedo 61b: 0d¢ mpoyeipovs elyov ubbovs xai
nruetauny tovg Aicdmov, “those tales of Aesop which I had at hand and
knew”), as didactic parables with a broad application to human affairs.”

Nevertheless, in their earliest occurrences in Greek culture, two or
three centuries before the time of Aristophanes and Socrates, the fables
of Aesopic type were employed by the Archaic poets and sages in a more
specialised and focused manner: they were applied directly to the teller’s
current surroundings and his immediate present, targeted to an individual
recipient, a concrete moment of time, or a specific situation from that given
environment.” The first examples of animal fables found in extant Greek
literature, 1n the works of Hesiod and Archilochus, are meant precisely
to blame and reprove individual adversaries who have wronged the poet.

77. On Aristophanes’ different uses of this fable, see Piitz (2026). Cf. van Dijk (1997) 379-
80, listing many analogous examples from ancient literature: the same fable may be used
in different contexts to suggest different meanings and serve diverse purposes.

78. Cf. the remarks of Karadagli (1981) 17-19; West (1984) 113-14, 119-22, 128; Jedrkie-
wicz (1989) 388; Jedrkiewicz (1990) 125-26; Adrados (1999-2003) I 377-83; Strong
(2021) 71-74.

79. On this authentic and prototypical use of fables in the ancient Greek tradition, see primar-
ily Meuli (1954); see also Perry (1965) xx—xxii; Karadagli (1981) 1-2, 6-52; West (1984)
106-19; Lasserre (1984); Jedrkiewicz (1989) 52-53; van Dijk (1997) 73-76, 376-78;
Adrados (1999-2003) 1 7, 19, 28-32, 145-48, 367-68; Holzberg (2002) 11-18; Strong
(2021) 65-68.
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Hesiod includes 1n his didactic epic (Works and Days 202-12) the tale of
the nightingale caught in the hawk’s claws, which showcases the cruel be-
haviour of the powerful towards the weak. The poet/narrator addresses this
animal parable to the rulers or magnates (faoldijec), who judged unfairly
Hesiod’s dispute with his brother Perses and deprived the poet of an equi-
table share of his paternal inheritance (cf. Works and Days 37-39). Imme-
diately afterwards an exhortation to Perses follows, who is urged to respect
justice (213-18). By means of the fable, the narrator rebukes the men who
have maltreated him.*

Similarly, Archilochus repeatedly narrates animal fables, especially in
his epodes, to castigate and censure persons of his environment. In one of
his epodes (fr. 174-181), Archilochus recounted the story of the fox, which
was betrayed by his former friend the eagle but finally took revenge on the
wrongdoer (fable 1 Hausrath/1 Perry). The iambic poet set this story up as
an allegorical example for the behaviour of his enemy Lycambes; through
the fabulistic narration, Lycambes was castigated for having shown unfaith-
fulness and having broken his agreement with the narrator.®’ In another
composition (fr. 185), Archilochus included the fable of the vain monkey,
which aspired to the kingship of the animals but was derided by the cunning
fox (83 Hausrath/81 Perry). In its iambic context, the fable was perhaps di-
rected against a prominent political or military leader of Archilochus’ milieu,
whom the iambographer intended to criticise as inept for his high office.*

Fables fulfil essentially the same function in some samples of political
oratory from early Archaic Greece, which are recorded in Aristotle’s Rhet-
oric, with a view to illustrating the utility of Aesopic narratives as rhetor-
ical examples (Rhet. 2.20, 1393b 8-1394a 2). Stesichorus, addressing a
public speech to the other inhabitants of Himera, is supposed to have told
them the fable about the horse, which gave a rider the right to mount it and
ended up becoming the rider’s slave. By means of this paradigmatic sto-
ry, the poet warned his fellow-citizens not to concede a military guard to

80. On this Hesiodic fable and its critical purpose, see van Dijk (1997) 127-34, who surveys
earlier bibliography. See also Puelma (1972); Mordine (2006); Zanker (2009); Steiner
(2012) 1-12; Currie (2026).

81. On the topical use of the fable in this poem, see most notably Burnett (1983) 61-64;
Brown (1997) 58-66; Irwin (1998); Gagné (2009) 251-74; Lennartz (2010) 204-12;
da Cunha Corréa (2010) 47-108; Steiner (2012) 12-19; Swift (2019) 30-31, 328-40.
Further bibliography is cited by van Dijk (1997) 138-44.

82. See Burnett (1983) 64-65; van Dijk (1997) 144-47; Bowie (2008) 133-36; da Cunha
Corréa (2010) 119-57; Steiner (2012) 19-29; Swift (2019) 30-31, 344-51.
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the ambitious tyrant Phalaris, who would use that force to enslave the city.
Aesop, on the other hand, held an oration in Samos, to defend a corrupt
demagogue who was standing trial on a capital charge. In this context, the
fabulist related the story of the fox which was tormented by fleas in a ravine.
When a hedgehog proposed to help and remove the fleas, the fox refused,
on the grounds that the present fleas were full and drew little blood; if they
were taken away, however, others would come, which would still be hungry
and would drain the rest of the fox’s blood. Through this allegory, Aesop
signalled an important political message to the Samian assembly: it is better
to keep in position a satiated rogue, who has more or less satisfied his greed
through embezzlement and can cause little harm in the future, than to elim-
inate him and open up his position to new and still avid opportunists, who
will completely ravage the public funds.®

These two Aristotelian cases are of course anecdotal or even legendary,
not certified historical events. Nonetheless, they attest the characteristic
specialised and targeted use of the animal fable in Archaic Greece, which 1s
also evinced by the early poetic tradition.** Significantly, the mobilisation
of the fable in the orations of Stesichorus and Aesop, and also its exploita-
tion in Hesiod’s poem refer to phenomena of public life and stigmatise mis-
deeds of political import: namely, the corruption of charlatan demagogues,
the abuse of state funds, the arbitrariness of the powerful, and the danger-
ous ambition of autocrats. The Aristophanic trial of the dogs seems to be
a natural evolution of those Archaic applications of fabulistic narratives to
crucial issues of political practice. Aristophanes was an excellent connois-
seur of Archaic iambography, as indeed of all earlier Greek poetry. He was
undoubtedly familiar with such examples of political utilisation of Aesopic
material in the previous poetic and rhetorical tradition.®

It 1s exactly this tradition that the comic poet revives and develops
through the dramatised animal fable placed at the heart of the Wasps. Tran-
scending the usual didactic and moralistic use of Aesopic narratives for

83. The Greek state has had the misfortune to repeatedly experience Aesop’s wry proposi-
tion in practice, during the 2000s and 2010s.

84. Cf. Meuli (1954) 78-79; Karadagli (1981) 14-17, 29-30; Jedrkiewicz (1987) 58-59; De-
mandt (1991) 408; Cascajero (1991) 22-26; Rothwell (1995) 245-47; van Dijk (1997)
40-42, 155-58, 287; Kurke (2011) 150, 156; Strong (2021) 68-69.

85. On Aristophanes’ familiarity with the use of fables in iambic poetry, cf. Rosen (1984);
Rosen (1988) 30-34; Kugelmeier (1996) 172-78; Zanetto (2001). More generally, on
the comic poets’ knowledge and appreciation of Archaic iambus, see also Degani (1993)
15-17, 20-21; Rotstein (2010) 201-206, 216-21, 289-93; Rosen (2013); Telo (2013)
134-35; Konstantakos (2022b).
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faults or problems of general nature, which had started to prevail in his
time, Aristophanes reconnects with the older, public roots of Greek fabulis-
tic composition. The avid Cleon, thirsty for bribes, is a worthy successor of
the “donation-eating” (dwgopdyor) rulers of Hesiod. Financial abuse, em-
bezzlement, and corruption permeate to the marrow of his political exist-
ence, exactly as in the case of the crafty demagogue of Aesop’s Samos. His
will to dominate the Athenian state and eliminate his opponents matches
the notorious tyranny of Phalaris. His perjuries and treacherousness would
make Lycambes pale in comparison. With the trial of the dogs, Aristo-
phanes rediscovers the 1ambic and invective aspect of animal fables.

CONCLUSION: POLITICAL FAIRY TALE

In the domestic trial of the Wasps, Aristophanes combines into an organic
whole the main trends of comic writing which had been cultivated by the
master dramatists of the preceding generation. On one hand, the episode
of the domestic law-court is fashioned out of the same stuff of fairy tale and
popular fantasy, which also formed the staple substance of the Mdrchen-
komdadien produced by Crates and Pherecrates. The talking and anthropo-
morphic animals, which communicate with men and indulge in typically
human activities, were a recurrent theme in the Attic fairy-tale comedies.
Crates presented a group of land animals which spoke the human language
and negotiated with mankind in the Beasts (fr. 16-17).% Pherecrates, in his
Myrmekanthropor (“Ant-Men”), may have brought on stage a fish speaking
with a man’s voice and holding a conversation with Deucalion, after the
Deluge (fr. 117).5 Archippus, the last writer of fairy-tale and animal come-
dy in the Attic theatre, expanded this latter idea into a full-blown scenario
with his Fishes (fr. 14-30). In that play, the creatures of the sea were fully
anthropomorphised, founded their own state, undertook its various public
and religious offices, and negotiated a treaty with Athens.* The phantasma-

86. Cf. above the section on the trial of the animals and its fabulistic materials. On the plot of
Crates’ play, see most handily Farioli (1999) 21-37, 54-59; Wilkins (2000a) 341, 347-
48; Pellegrino (2000) 55-69; Farioli (2001) 12-15, 57-74, 196-97; Rothwell (2007)
123-26, 259-60; Konstan (2012); Perrone (2019) 98-121; and Konstantakos (2021b)
114-20 with further references.

87. See Norwood (1931) 161; Quaglia (2003) 269-71; Konstantakos (2021b) 124-25.

88. On Archippus’ Fishes, see most notably Farioli (1999) 37-59; Wilkins (2000a) 345-47,
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goric idea of animated objects was also exploited in Crates’ Beasts and other
fantastic plays (cf. above).

The trial of the dogs in the Wasps belongs to the same genre of comic
writing, with regard to its form and fictional materials. However, the Mdr-
chenkomdidien of Crates and Pherecrates, in so far as can be seen, were de-
void of true political orientation; they appear to have been works of pure
comic fantasy and did not display large-scale interest or satire of the state
affairs and leadership of democratic Athens.** Of course, these plays may
have been tied to social issues of their time, such as the distribution of
wealth and work, the misery of the slaves and the working classes, or may
have reflected contemporary historical circumstances, notably the hard-
ships and privations of the people in the Peloponnesian War.? There is,
however, nothing in their remains (and in the overall surviving production
of their authors) to suggest the kind of direct political invective and ful-
ly-fledged treatment of public issues, as found in the works of Aristophanes,
Cratinus, or Eupolis.”

By contrast, in the Aristophanic trial of the dogs the stuff of folktale
and animal fantasy is employed as a framework or canvas of political met-
aphor, in order to criticise serious problems of democratic Athens and rid-
icule its corrupt leaders. Aristophanes adds a substantial layer of political
symbolisms to the themes and patterns of fairy-tale comedy. For this pur-
pose, he utilises the technique of historical and political allegory, which had
been introduced by Cratinus, the grand master of militant and publicly en-
gaged comic drama in the preceding generation. As noted, the two dogs of
the Aristophanic episode incarnate individual statesmen of contemporary

351-52; Wilkins (2000b); Farioli (2001) 156-74; Rothwell (2007) 126-30, 260-62;
Pace (2008); Storey (2012); Miccolis (2017) 92-211; Konstantakos (2021b) 121-25.

89. Cf. Baldry (1953) 54; Cantarella (1969) 332-33; Bonanno (1972) 50-54; Rehrenbock
(1988) 51; Farioli (1999) 35-37; Pellegrino (2000) 33-36, 58; Farioli (2001) 72-74,
102-104, 220-25; Pellegrino (2006) 178-83; Pellegrino (2013) 16-17.

90. See Cantarella (1969) 334; Lépez Eire (1984) 172-74; Pellegrino (2000) 32-36; Farioli
(2001) 216-39; Melero (2006); Garcia Soler (2009) 202, 205; Konstan (2012); Konstan-
takos (2021b) 126-32.

91. That Crates and Pherecrates avoided invective and concentrated on the creation of uni-
versal plots is the unanimous verdict of ancient critics, from Aristotle (Poetics 1449b 5-9)
to Hellenistic and later scholarship (Prolegomenon de Comoedia 111 29-31 Koster). Un-
der this light, it is hardly believable that Crates’ and Pherecrates’ scripts were politically
engaged works, which censured the imperialist programme of Pericles or of his radical
populist successors, as argued by Langerbeck (1963) 194-200 and Ceccarelli (1996).
See the sound critique of Farioli (2001) 221-25, and cf. already Bonanno (1972) 53-54;
Fauth (1973) 59-61.
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Athens, Cleon and Laches. Their actions point to recent incidents of Athe-
nian public record: the theft of the cheese signifies Laches’ expedition to
Sicily and his alleged misuse of the campaign funds; the lawsuit and trial
allude to Cleon’s denunciations of his opponent.

This mechanism of exact symbolic correspondence between the constit-
uents of the comic plot and the elements of current political reality was com-
mon practice in Cratinus’ plays. In the Dionysalexandros, the myth of Paris
and Helen was grotesquely cast in the form of a dramatic parable for the
outbreak of the Peloponnesian War. Cratinus applied an extensive network
of precise, one-to-one connections and identifications between the Trojan
myth and recent Athenian history:** the womanising and cowardly Diony-
sus represented Pericles, the Lacedaemonian persecutors of the eloped Hel-
en stood for the true Spartan enemies of Athens in 431, their invasion and
ravage of the Trojan land recalled the ravage of the Attic countryside by the
Spartan army, the Trojan War represented the Peloponnesian War, and the
real Paris perhaps embodied the Athenian demos, which took on the cause
of the conflict (in the person of the fatal Helen) because of Pericles’ dark
machinations. The same allegorical technique must have operated in other
plays by Cratinus, such as the Nemesis.”

Aristophanes reproduces perfectly the layout and tropes of Cratinus’
political allegory, like a new master of the genre.?* Inside the broader com-
ic plot of the Wasps, he emboxes a miniature of symbolic political come-
dy in Cratinus’ style, as though to demonstrate his virtuosity in handling
his great predecessor’s maniére. What was for Cratinus the backbone and
fundament of an entire comedy, this becomes in Aristophanes’ hands one
of many ingredients that are combined together to produce a composite
whole — a partial component in the frame of a highly complex, polymor-
phous, and polyphonic synthesis.”” There is also another obvious difference

92. On the allegorical technique of the Dionysalexandros, see most notably Schwarze (1971)
169-93; Rosen (1988) 49-55; McGlew (2002) 21-22, 43-56, 212-13; Casolari (2003)
98-112, 122-25; Sifakis (2006) 26-29, 36-43; Wright (2007) 417-26; Bianchi (2016)
198-301; further bibliography is cited in Konstantakos (2022a) 121-22.

93. See Schwarze (1971) 22-40; Luppe (1974); Casolari (2003) 78-97, 111-12; Henderson
(2012); Bianchi (2016) 23-28, 116-20.

94. On Aristophanes’ knowledge and imitation of Cratinus’ allegorical technique, cf.
Sommerstein (2000) 437; Ruffell (2002) 150-55; Nelson (2016) 184; Konstantakos
(2022a) 131-32.

95. Analogously, for example, in the latter part of the Wasps (1122 ff.), Aristophanes imitates
and parodies the domestic comedy of private, family, and amorous themes, which was
cultivated mainly by Pherecrates, and also by Phrynichus and other comic playwrights.



114 I. M. KONSTANTAKOS

by comparison to Cratinus’ poetics. The elder comic poet applied his al-
legorical method and his political messages to storylines and heroes taken
from traditional mythology. In the Dionysalexandros and the Nemesis, the
figures symbolising Athenian statesmen and procedures of the democracy
are drawn from the legend of the Trojan War and the narratives of the epic
cycle. The stuff and means of Aristophanes’ dramaturgy are of another kind:
in the trial of the dogs, the bearers of the political symbolisms are patterns
and heroes of fairy tales and animal fables. These were properly the materi-
als of the Mdrchenkomadien of Crates and Pherecrates, who set their plots in
the marvellous world of talking beasts and magical automatism.

This 1s how Aristophanes joins and mingles together the cardinal el-
ements of both the basic tendencies which had been developed in earlier
comic production. He unites the two opposite routes which had been sep-
arately followed by his main precursors in the history of Attic comic the-
atre. From Cratinus’ works, Aristophanes draws the symbolic depiction
of Athenian public life, the scenic representation of contemporary leaders
and historical circumstances, transparently masqueraded as figures and plot
structures of the comic mythopoeia. From the Mérchenkomdidien of Crates
and Pherecrates, in turn, he receives the fairy-tale plots, the free synthe-
sis of motifs from folk narrative tradition, the concepts based on the pop-
ular imaginary, the dream-like projection of human civilisation and social

The relationship between Philocleon and Bdelycleon ludicrously reverses one of the ba-
sic plot patterns introduced in Pherecrates’ comedies about hetairai: the profligate son
who indulges in love-affairs and feasts with courtesans, while his tight-fisted old father is
full of worry and tries to restrain him; cf. Pherecrates, Corianno fr. 77 (rivalry between an
elderly and a young lover) and Petale fr. 143 (man in love). In the burlesque distortion of
this scenario in the Wasps (1341-87), the elderly father Philocleon revels in a symposium
and abducts a prostitute to make her his concubine, while his prudent son Bdelycleon
tries to tear his father away from the girl and drag him back to the house. In this case,
as well, Aristophanes borrows the main pattern from one of the trends of earlier comic
production, in order to invest it with political meaning. The uncontrollable Philocleon
is a personification of the restless and undisciplined Athenian demos (like the homony-
mous figure of the Knights). Philocleon’s unrestrained profligacy implies that the people
of Athens are dominated by a raw, indomitable emotional force which is impossible to
moderate. In spite of the best efforts of his well-educated guardians (viz. Bdelycleon), the
Athenian demos remains essentially beyond control, incorrigible, and totally unpredict-
able. It is in the Athenian people’s nature to continually swerve towards exaggeration,
chaos, and anomy. How could the magnificent energy of the demos be channeled into
productive and beneficial activities, instead of leading to madness and outrage? This is
the main question that remains bitterly unanswered in the Wasps. Cf. Hubbard (1991)
126, 134-37; Konstan (1995) 15-28; Olson (1996) 142-44; Slater (2002) 100-108,
274-76; Henderson (2003) 168-69.
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conventions onto the heterotopia of fantasy. Aristophanes’ originality is, to
a large extent, an art of combination: the poet innovates by applying the
technique of Cratinean political allegory on the themes of Crates and his
epigones.

Already in the literary-historical parabasis of the Knights, Crates and
Cratinus were closely juxtaposed and discussed one immediately after the
other (526-40). This seems to herald the innovative combination of their
comic identities which would be subsequently engineered by Aristophanes.
By promoting himself as the heir and successor of both these earlier poets
(Knaghts 515-19, 54111.), Aristophanes may hint at his own desire to bring
together in his own works the best qualities of each one of his two prede-
cessors: the satirical force of Cratinus (526-30) alongside Crates’ witty plot
concepts (538-39). The trial of the dogs in the Wasps implements in prac-
tice a poetological programme that the great comic author had proclaimed a
couple of years earlier.

The enfant terrible of the mature age of Attic drama clearly admired
and appreciated the Mdarchenkomodien of Crates and other poets of the same
style. Aristophanes’ poetic idiosyncrasy tended towards the fantastic, and
he derived immense pleasure from the marvellous conceptions and the in-
credible adventures of magical fairy tales. His entire theatrical production
testifies to his passionate love for the creatures and inventions of the pop-
ular imaginary. A kind of comic drama that was nurtured by those sources
would certainly appeal to him. Aristophanes gives a hint of his appreciation
in the brief section dedicated to Crates in the anapaests of the parabasis of
the Knughts: Crates used to offer to the Athenian spectators “lunch out of
small expense, kneading up the wittiest ideas from his most frugal mouth”
(538-39, 8¢ G0 ouxpdc damdyns duds aoiotiCwv anéneumey, | 4o xoau-
Bordrov oTéuaTos udTTWY doTEloTdTag Emwoiag). Inevitably, this passage is
steeped in irony; Aristophanes adopts the stance of a young genius, envis-
aging Crates’ rather cheap and facile productions with condescending su-
periority and patronising aloofness. Nevertheless, alongside those sardonic
elements, there is also a perceptible tone of esteem, even of admiration for
? “exceedingly witty ideas”. Aristophanes’ delight at the fantastic con-
cepts of the old master’s plays 1s audible under the accumulated superlatives
(539, xpaupotdrov ... doTeotdrag).”

Crates

96. On Aristophanes’ esteem for Crates, which coexists with his irony and criticism, cf. Baldry
(1953) 54; Taillardat (1965) 440; Roux (1976); Hubbard (1991) 74-76; Ruffell (2002)
143, 147-48; Zimmermann (2006) 5-6; Corbel-Morana (2007) 9-10; Zimmermann
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However, the great comic poet also felt that the theatrical elaboration
of fairy tale, no matter how graceful and phantasmagoric 1t might be in it-
self, was not enough. Comedy should not be merely a pleasant spectacle of
escapist amusement. The comic poet had a public duty to fulfil: to censure
the enemies of the city, to ridicule the useless and depraved politicians, to
advise the demos of the spectators on communal affairs. In the parabaseis
of his early plays, Aristophanes displays a strong awareness of this collec-
tive, community-oriented, and authentically political role of his comic art.
Through the mouthpiece of the chorus, he repeatedly stresses that the com-
ic poet has an obligation to fight for the welfare of his city and his people,
defend the right, give sound advice to his fellow-citizens with regard to the
major issues of the polus, castigate those that are harmful to the state, de-
nounce blackmailers and calumniators, and criticise even the most power-
ful leaders without fear. In the wake of all the great poets of Hellas, from
Homer onwards, the comic writer should be conscious of his educational
function in a public context. He is not merely an entertainer but a teacher of
his fellow-citizens, a censor of public morals and politics, a purveyor of civic
paideia for the benefit of his audience. This is the comic poet’s mission, and
Aristophanes is proud to declare that he has carried it out.”

Notwithstanding the humour, the satirical elements, and the self-iro-
ny permeating the Aristophanic parabaseis, there should be no doubt that
deep down these claims were sincerely meant.”® Aristophanes believed in
his didactic calling and in the public dimension of his art. His emphatic
declarations about the instructive and civic function of his comedy accord
perfectly with his tendency to overtly politicise the fairy-tale and fabulous
materials of earlier comic production. By contrast, Aristophanes expresses

(2011) 731; Perrone (2019) 13-15, 42-47. It would be wrong to see in Aristophanes’
statement only contempt and a sense of superiority, as a number of scholars do: Bonan-
no (1972) 36-41, 54, 133-39; Pellegrino (2000) 12; Imperio (2004) 215-20; Lauriola
(2010) 92, 102-105.

97. See e.g. Acharnians 633-51, 655-64, Knights 509-11, Clouds 549-50, Wasps 1017, 1029-
43, Peace 739-60, Frogs 686-87; cf. Perusino (1986) 25-31; Mastromarco (1987) 81-82,
89-92; Sommerstein (1992) 27-30; Bremer (1993) 127-34; Konstantakos (2004) 16-17.

98. Most experts accept this conclusion: see most notably Mastromarco (1987) 80-83, 89-93;
Hubbard (1991) 29-33, 45-53, 61-63, 71-72, 108-12, 118-21, 137-39, 146-50, 155,
220-25; Sommerstein (1992) 27-30; Bremer (1993) 127-34; MacDowell (1995) 3-6,
33-34, 354-56; Imperio (2004) 23-52; Lauriola (2010) 11-19, 25-51, 5658, 10810,
145-46, 169-70, 198-99, 227-28. See also Reckford (1987) 187-91, 398-99; Hender-
son (1990) 312-13; Lind (1990) 15-16, 24-26, 218-34; Henderson (1998) 266-70;
Silk (2000) 46-48, 303-20, 348-49; Slater (2002) 9, 59-61, 75-76, 235-39, 259-60.
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contempt for those of his colleagues who treat anodyne and trivial subjects,
without public significance or utility, such as the mockery of unimportant
private men or women (Peace 751, 0dx ididrac avlpwmioxovs xwuwddiv
000¢ yvvaixag; cf. Wasps 1029, Peace 739-40). This latter example seems
to imply comedies of domestic setting, private affairs, and love plots, such
as the works of Pherecrates,” which illustrated the households of hetairai,
their lovers and amorous adventures, or the everyday relationships in a fam-
ily context.'® Aristophanes imitated this Pherecratean type of storyline in
the Clouds and delightfully parodied it in the latter part of the Wasps, but in
both cases he endowed the domestic plot with a clear orientation towards
major public issues, such as the governance of the demos and the intellec-
tuals’ effect on the morals of the city. He would never deign to write a mere
comedy of eros and manners, without a definite association to the commu-
nal affairs of the polis.

Mutatis mutandzs, the discourses of the Aristophanic choruses are also
applicable to the genre of pure Mdrchenkomdidie, as cultivated by Crates
and Pherecrates, which was mostly restricted to the presentation of imag-
inative and phantasmagorical adventures, without public reverberations.
Aristophanes does not overtly decry this genre of comic writing (by con-
trast to the plays about women and private life), perhaps because he was
rather fond of it.'! Undoubtedly, however, this kind of drama would ap-
pear rather weak and deficient in his eyes, given that it lacked political

99. Cf. Henderson (2015) 154-55. Olson ([1998] 221) takes yvvaixag as an allusion to Eu-
polis’ Marikas, which ridiculed Hyperbolus’ mother as an old and drunken woman. Hy-
perbolus, however, for all his despicability as a populist leader, could hardly be called an
i0udTne avbowmiorog.

100. On these favourite themes of Pherecrates, see Norwood (1931) 157-59; Gil (1974) 76-
80; Handley (1985) 382-83, 391-93; Henry (1985) 16, 30; Urios Aparisi (1992) 44-56,
62-128, 164-68, 173-259, 270-75, 410-20; Urios Aparisi (1996-97) 78-79, 82-86;
Henderson (2000); Henderson (2002) 81-82; Quaglia (2003) 255-60, 279; Quaglia
(2005) 101-105; Auhagen (2009) 49-54; Henderson (2015) 154-57; Franchini (2020)
193-98, 204-13.

101. Bonnano (1972) 39-41, 103-104 interprets the mention of the mythical ogress Lamia in
Wasps 1177-1179 (cf. Ecclesiazusae 76-78) as a denigrating allusion to Crates’ homon-
ymous comedys; in her view, through this reference, Aristophanes condemns in general
the fabulous comedies of Crates as mere fictitious fabrications (u8fo¢) without benefit for
the polis. By extension, Aristophanes means to contrast those dramas of evasion with his
own topically engaged and publicly useful works. Cf. similarly Lauriola (2010) 71-72,
74, 103-5; Quaglia (2005) 110. This approach, however, places too heavy a poetolog-
ical burden on a brief occasional and peripheral joke. Cf. the critique of Roux (1976)
261-62.
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target and failed to fulfil the public operation of comedy.'” The comic po-
et’s task was to offer counsel and commentary on the public life of the polis,
and this is exactly what Aristophanes had done since the beginning of his
theatrical career.

For this reason, while exploiting and developing the fairy-tale materials
of the fantastic comedy of Crates and his followers, Aristophanes also adds
the public dimension and the political conscience they lacked. In the hands
of the great comic poet, the Mérchenkomidie acquires a direct relation to the
current affairs and an impact on the collective life of the polis. The storytell-
er becomes the true and prototypical didaskalos, the teacher of the demos.
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