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HELLENISTIC SCHOLARSHIP ON ANCIENT 
COMEDY: A CONCERN WITH HUMOUR AND WIT?



A B S T R AC T: In this paper, I focus on four Hellenistic scholars who worked 
on ancient comedy in the 4th and 3rd centuries bce: Chamaeleon, Lyco-
phron, Euphronius, and Eratosthenes. My aim is, on the one hand, to high-
light the difficulties associated with analysing their fragments. On the other 
hand, I suggest that these scholars were interested in the form, intention, and 
effect of jokes and witty staging on different audiences. After describing my 
analytical approach, I provide a brief review of selected texts and offer, finally, 
a systematic summary.

INTRODUCTION

Scholarly1 engagement with comic drama began quite early in ancient 
Greece: Plato, for instance, dealt with comedy and its effects on society 

* 	 I would like to express my sincere gratitude to Theofanis Tsiampokalos (formerly Trier, 
now Patras) for his valuable feedback on an earlier version of this paper. I am also grateful 
to the anonymous peer reviewer of Logeion, whose comments helped me strengthen my 
argument and draw attention to several important aspects that I have gratefully taken into 
consideration.

1.	 Following Novokhatko (2020), I adopt the term ‘scholarship’ also for philosophical and 
theoretical discussions of linguistic, grammatical, and literary questions that predate Al-
exandrian philology but which, according to Pfeiffer (1968) 3, would only represent the 
prehistory of scholarly philology. See, in particular, Novokhatko’s conclusion (2020, 
131): “By the end of the 4th century bc institutions supporting linguistic and literary 
studies, stylistic and interpretative analysis had been established. Many aspects of essen-
tial continuity on historical, cultural, and conceptual levels between the variety of per-
spectives of the Archaic and Classical Age and the scholarship which arose in Hellenistic 
times (above all the relationship between the Peripatus and the Alexandrian approach) 
have been highlighted and hold an important historical meaning. Certain methodological, 
theoretical and practical approaches to critical analysis had already been developed by 
the time philological scholarship began to flourish in the Alexandrian age and this was an 
important novelty and a turning point”.
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in Laws 816d–817a,2 and offered a brief analysis of its characteristics from 
an aesthetic point of view in Symposium 223d and above all in Philebus 
48a–50e. Aristotle addressed the subject in the now-lost second book of his 
Poetics, and his disciple Theophrastus composed, according to Diogenes 
Laertius, two treatises on the topic: one entitled On the Ludicrous, the other 
On Comedy (5.46–47 = T1.184 and 1.208 FHSG).3 Under the influence, inter 
alia, of peripatetic philosophy and methods, the examination of comic au-
thors and their works continued during the Hellenistic period.4 We know 
of many Hellenistic scholars, especially those whom we today would label 
as philologists and who in antiquity were mostly defined as grammatikoi, 
who dedicated treatises, commentaries, and lexica to the analysis of comic 
playwrights, their work, and comedy in general. In particular, Aristophanes 
of Byzantium and Aristarchus of Samothrace respectively edited and in-
terpreted comedies by the Athenian dramatist Aristophanes, and also ex-
amined questions of material culture related to ancient drama. Subsequent 
witnesses also mention, among the commentators or theorists of ancient 
comedy, scholars such as: Chamaeleon of Heraclea of Pontus (4th–3rd 
century bce), a peripatetic scholar; Lycophron of Chalcis on Euboea (4th–
3rd century bce), known today mainly as a member of the Pleiad; Euphro-
nius (3rd century bce), who, according to the Suda Lexicon, was one of the 
teachers of Aristophanes of Byzantium; Eratosthenes of Cyrene (3rd centu-
ry bce), the third head of the Alexandrian library; Callistratus (2nd centu-
ry bce), a contemporary of Aristarchus and author of a work Peri hetairōn; 
Ammonius (2nd century bce), one of Aristarchus’s pupils and successors as 
head of the Alexandrian library; Apollodorus of Athens (2nd century bce), 
another pupil of Aristarchus who had to flee from Alexandria to Pergamon; 
and Didymus Chalcenterus (1st century bce), who dealt extensively with all 
possible topics of Alexandrian philology.

This paper examines a group of Hellenistic scholars —Chamaeleon, 
Lycophron, Euphronius, and Eratosthenes— who predate Aristophanes of 
Byzantium and Aristarchus of Samothrace, and whose contributions to the 
study of ancient comedy have, to date, received relatively scant attention 

2.	 Most likely, the criticism of mimetic poetry that Socrates presents in Republic books 3 
(especially 388d–392c) and 10 can, of course, be applied to comedy too.

3.	 FHSG stands for Fortenbaugh – Huby – Sharples – Gutas (1992). Cf. also Ath. 261d–e 
(= T709 FHSG) and Ath. 347f–358a (= T710 FHSG). On these texts, see Fortenbaugh 
(2005) 364–390.

4.	 For a meticulous assessment of the Aristotelian influence on Hellenistic philological 
scholarship see, e.g., Montanari (1993) 259–264 and Richardson (1994).
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in modern scholarship. Although their achievements in other literary and 
scientific domains have undergone substantial reassessment in recent dec-
ades,5 this renewed interest has not extended to their work on comedy, 
notwithstanding the publication of new critical editions of the relevant 
fragments.6 Simultaneously, the increasing scholarly engagement with the 
methodological and conceptual underpinnings of fragmentary texts and 
ancient technical literature invites a reconsideration of how these figures 
approached comic material. This paper contends that their engagement 
with comedy was neither narrowly philological nor merely exegetical or 
antiquarian. Rather, it reflects, albeit in ways still difficult to describe, early 
attempts to document and historicise comedy with an eye to its performa-
tive and communicative dimensions. Thus, the paper seeks to reconsider 
these scholars’ contributions within the broader history of ancient literary 
criticism on comedy by applying to them recent methodological trends in 
the scholarship on fragmentary texts and ancient scholarly discourse. In 
doing so, it underscores their significance for understanding the reception 
and interpretation of ancient comedy in subsequent centuries. 

In the pages that follow, I will begin by outlining the methodological 
framework underpinning my examination of the fragments and scientific or 
technical writings on comedy attributed to Chamaeleon, Lycophron, Eu-
phronius, and Eratosthenes. I will then proceed with a concise survey of 
the relevant texts by these authors, analysing them in accordance with the 
proposed approach. In a brief conclusion, I will finally offer a systematic 
synthesis of my findings.

SOME METHODOLOGICAL PRELIMINARIES: FRAGMENTS  
AND ANCIENT TECHNICAL WRITINGS

Like most works of ancient scholarship, the writings of the scholars dis-
cussed in this paper survive only in what classicists conventionally label 
as ‘fragments’. Over the past thirty years or so, however, fragmentary texts 
have been the subject of considerable scholarly debate, prompting a nota-

5.	 See e.g. Martano – Matelli – Mirhady (2012) on Chamaeleon; Geus (2002) and Pàmias 
(2016) on Eratosthenes; Chauvin – Cusset (2008) as well as Cusset – Prioux (2009) and 
Hurst (2012) on Lycophron.

6.	 E.g. Bagordo (1998); Martano – Matelli – Mirhady (2012); Pellettieri (2020). An excep-
tion to this ‘trend’ is Lowe (2013).
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ble shift in how they are approached and interpreted. Similar developments 
have occurred within the wider field of ancient technical literature, to which 
the writings of Chamaeleon, Lycophron, Euphronius, and Eratosthenes can 
reasonably be counted. Since this paper brings these two areas into conver-
sation, it is useful to briefly outline the main developments in these debates 
in order to clarify the methodological framework adopted here. 

In terms of the treatment of fragments, an attitude focusing on the con-
text of the fragmentary tradition has emerged alongside the more tradi-
tional view that the thoughts (or narratives, views, etc.) of a fragmentarily 
preserved author may be reconstructed by extrapolating and isolating the 
presumed remains of an ‘original text’.7 These two approaches are not nec-
essarily in opposition. For some purposes, they can complement one an-
other effectively, as demonstrated by two recent contributions that address 
different cases of fragmentary texts. In a 2020 study focusing on dramat-
ic (both tragic and comic) fragments, Bernhard Zimmermann underscores 
the limits and challenges of the more traditional approach. Zimmermann 
claims that philologists are “constantly faced by the challenge of laying the 
stones together so that they form, as much as possible, a full picture, in a 
way that respects both certainty and coherence”. In particular, he reminds 
us that “intuition” plays a major role in traditional philological reconstruc-
tive analysis. However, he also recognises that such a process leads to a 
“hermeneutic circle”, and a “historically determined” one indeed, since 
“any text is read [today] differently from how it would have been read 100, 
or even ten, years ago”. Yet Zimmermann also remarks that “a philological 
engagement with fragments […] seeks not only to reconstruct the place of 
the fragments in their original whole but also to consider the question of 
why a text fragmented in the tradition and how the resulting fragment was 
used in various literary discourses”.8 In other words, Zimmermann draws 
attention to the literary and scholarly frameworks through which fragments 
are transmitted —be it in commentaries, lexica, or doxographical collec-
tions— and emphasises the extent to which such contexts inform their in-
terpretation. In this respect, his approach echoes more recent trends in 
fragment studies that privilege reception and contextual embedding over 
conventional efforts to reconstruct an author’s original text or intended 

7.	 For an overview of the discussions of the last years see, e.g., Most (1997); Most (2010); 
Most (2011); Baltussen – Olson (2017); Neuerburg – Tsiampokalos – Wozniczka (2024) 
(as well as the contributions to their edited volume).

8.	 All quotes are from Zimmermann (2020) 34–36.
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meaning. For instance, Georg Wöhrle, who in his works on Presocratic 
philosophy suggested an approach that is more attentive to the role of the 
literary and historical context in which fragmentary textual transmission 
occurs,9 reconsiders the whole debate about fragments of any literary genre 
in a 2022 paper. He suggests that the ‘traditional’ division between frag-
menta and testimonia needs to be overcome by substituting the very con-
cept of ‘fragment’ with a more inclusive one, i.e., Zeugnistext, ‘testimony 
text’ (a term I will use quite systematically in this study from now on).10 
Wöhrle also —and more importantly— urges philologists working on any 
text of this kind to consider attentively the context within which the ‘tes-
timony texts’ are transmitted and, especially, the function that they fulfil 
within it. Wöhrle provides some examples of such functions (e.g., as an ar-
gument within the examination of an earlier scientific theory, as in Aristot-
le; as proof of scholarly erudition, as in Athenaeus of Naucratis; or again, 
as a claim that needs to be challenged, as in later Christian authors), and 
stresses that focusing on the narrower and wider contextualisation of ‘testi-
mony texts’ would surely be fruitful for any further analysis.11 

However, it should be noted that, although both Zimmermann and 
Wöhrle advocate for paying attention to the immediate context(s) in which 
a fragment survives, their aims diverge. Zimmermann —like many classi-
cal scholars today— still considers reconstruction the primary objective of 
working with fragmentary material.12 Wöhrle, by contrast, approaches con-
textualisation as a more open-ended endeavour. On the one hand, it may 
—and arguably should— support reconstruction; on the other, it can be re-
garded as a goal in its own right, insofar as it documents the tradition and 
reception of an earlier author. Significantly, this is not undertaken for the 
sake of the early author per se, but rather to illuminate the various interpre-
tative projections imposed by later writers — projections, which in turn may 
offer valuable insight into their own historical and intellectual horizons.13

9.	 See e.g. Wöhrle (2009/2014); Strobel – Wöhrle (2018); Wöhrle – Tsiampokalos – Lam-
mer (2022).

10.	 The few exceptions refer either to information about the editions (e.g. Euphron. fr. 27 
Strecker) or to ‘physical’ fragments (e.g., papyrus’s fragments, insofar as the papyrus is 
preserved ‘in pieces’).

11.	 Wöhrle (2022).
12.	 Cf. also Guido Schepens’s works on what he calls ‘cover-texts’ (Schepens 1997; Sche-

pens 2000).
13.	 See, for example, how Schwab (2011) has applied Wöhrle’s approach to investigate the 

reception of Thales by Christian authors.
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In addition to the trends in fragmentary text studies outlined above, 
scholarship on ancient technical writings —which has focused mainly on 
mathematical, biological, and medical works that have not been preserved 
fragmentarily— has since the 1990s increasingly turned away from an ap-
proach centred on the history of individual disciplines in favour of a meth-
od that examines these texts in their socio-cultural and literary context. 
By the early 2000s, Thorsten Fögen had already compiled a rich collec-
tion of the questions that drive this approach to technical writings. Among 
these, some can be classified as belonging to the linguistic-pragmatic do-
main (how is knowledge processed and presented in written form? What 
are the purposes of technical writing?), others to the ‘purely’ literary do-
main (how are colleagues and their works, possibly even an entire profes-
sional tradition, evaluated? How is one’s own competence underpinned, 
and which authorities are invoked?), and still others to the broad cultur-
al domain (what is the relationship between author and society? What is 
the status of specialised knowledge and its processing in certain social 
groups?).14 These and similar questions are, of course, difficult to answer 
in the case of the surviving fragmentary texts on ancient comedy from the 
Hellenistic period, and may not even be meaningful to ask. Nevertheless, 
following Markus Asper’s theoretical approach to ancient Greek technical 
writings15 and Franco Montanari’s heuristic classification of Hellenistic 
grammatical writings,16 Markus Dubischar has recently offered a typolo-
gy of philological writings in antiquity. In particular, Dubischar reviews 
the situation in Hellenistic times and differentiates between “broad-band” 
and “special-purpose” types of philological writings.17 The ‘subcategories’ 
within “broad-band” writings are especially relevant for earlier Hellenis-
tic works on ancient comedy: Dubischar includes among them both mar-
ginal or interlinear annotations and commentaries (hypomnēmata) as well 
as monographs (syggrammata), which in turn include “commentary-like” 

14.	 Fögen (2005) 1–7.
15.	 In his pivotal study of ancient ‘technical’ and scientific literature, Asper engages with dif-

ferent disciplines (mathematics, medicine, philosophy) and elaborates some criteria that 
lead to a systematisation of literary characteristics of such literature. Particularly fruitful 
is the distinction between ‘discrete’ (e.g., collections of sentences) and ‘continuous’ (e.g., 
introductions) texts (Asper 2007, passim), which Dubischar (2015) 555 also uses.

16.	 Montanari (1993) 240–249. See also Trojahn (2002) 153–217.
17.	 Dubischar (2015) 586–587. Dubischar also (fortunately) remarks that “the literary 

space’s dynamics and complexities cannot be captured in any single classificatory sys-
tem” and stresses that his aim consists merely in providing a “greater differentiation than 
had been achieved previously” (585).
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as well as “zētēmata-like” monographs, the so-called “peri-literature” and 
“antigraphai”.18 More specifically, Dubischar endeavours to explain the 
possible relationship between these types of writings within the framework 
of systems theory and stresses that the emergence of these different types 
of writings reflects attempts to solve specific problems and questions that 
arose in dealing with primary texts.19 As helpful as this typology and its 
systemic analysis are, it is still difficult to implement them in relation to 
the ‘testimony texts’ of the authors on whom this paper focuses. For it re-
mains impossible, apart from such general remarks, to reconstruct even in 
a cursory way the scholarly conversation that almost certainly took place 
between the Hellenistic interpreters of ancient comedy.

Nevertheless, closer attention to the so-called ‘testimony texts’, along-
side consideration of the broader contexts of ancient philological writings, 
can offer a more nuanced perspective on the sources. This could, in turn, 
help to clarify scholarly engagement with ancient comedy in the late 4th 
and early 3rd centuries bce — a period which, as mentioned above, re-
mains relatively obscure in terms of its reception. This methodological 
gap could be addressed in two complementary ways. First, situating the 
‘testimony texts’ within their transmission contexts calls for a distinction 
between different layers of reception. We have a blend of three types of ma-
terials: the comic texts themselves, the early scholarly commentaries, and, 
eventually, the later authors —mainly from the imperial, late antique, or 

18.	 “Commentary-like” monographs focus mainly on a primary text and do not really dif-
fer from hypomnēmata; “Zētēmata-like” monographs take the form of an ‘inquiry’ into 
specific questions, mainly concerning, again, one specific primary text; the so-called 
‘peri-literature’ does not present any kind of restriction concerning topics, method, 
etc...; “antigraphai” usually display a polemical tone towards other authors. Of course, 
“special-purpose” writings are also relevant for Hellenistic scholarship on comedy 
(among these Dubischar counts, e.g., catalogs, lists, and hypotheseis).

19.	 Dubischar (2015) 590–591: “The various types of philological writings as presented 
above can now be reconceptionalized in terms of systems theory. A look at only the main 
types must suffice at this point, but the same principle applies to every type and subtype. 
Brief and precise marginal critical semeia emerged in response to questions concerning 
textual constitution; marginal or interlinear notes provide succinct critical, semantic, or 
exegetical information; self-standing lemmatized hypomnemata are the system’s effective 
way of targeting difficulties that demand even, passage-by-passage elucidation; in-depth 
discussion of select topics, however, is relegated to syggrammata (especially the Περί-
type); various types of pinakes have emerged to alleviate inevitable difficulties related to 
the identification, authenticity, classification, or retrievability of primary texts; scholarly 
hypotheseis are the system’s functionally optimized form of providing important contex-
tual and orienting information; the function assigned to glossai-type dictionaries is to 
reduce efficiently unavoidable semantic difficulties”.
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Byzantine periods— who preserve traces of that earlier scholarship. Dis-
entangling these layers is essential before any attempt at reconstruction. 
Second, considering the conventions of ancient technical writing invites a 
more focused reading of the ‘testimony texts’ —fragmentary though they 
are— for possible cross-references and intertextual links. Such an approach 
could generate fresh insights into how early Hellenistic scholars engaged 
with the comic tradition of classical Athens.

ANCIENT SCHOLARSHIP ON ANCIENT COMEDY 
 BEFORE AND AROUND ERATOSTHENES

Before examining, in the following pages, a selection of ‘testimony texts’ 
on the four authors at the centre of this contribution, I would like to make 
a brief comment on how they may have experienced Greek theatre, and 
comedy in particular. Even if it is true that, already in Aristophanes’s time, 
comedies began to circulate as published texts —a mode of transmission 
that would eventually become the only means by which ancient audiences 
could access this genre—, the Hellenistic commentators on comedy exam-
ined in this study likely still had the opportunity to witness live performanc-
es, at least of some of their contemporary plays.20 This implies (or at least 
suggests) that their approach to ancient comedy was more multifaceted than 
modern reconstructions based on available evidence would have us believe.

a. Chamaeleon 

Chamaeleon was born in Heraclea of Pontus around 350 bce. According 
to Tatian’s testimony (2nd century ce), he was a member of the Peripa-
tos21 and published works on both philosophical (especially ethical) and 
literary questions. Regarding the history and analysis of Greek literature, 
Chamaeleon seems to have dealt with almost every author and literary gen-
re (in particular, with Homer as well as lyric and tragic poets). One of the 
most central issues within scholarly debate has often been whether his writ-
ings focusing on literary criticism —which, according to the textual tradi-

20.	 Cf. inter alia Csapo (2010); Wilson (2014) 425–426.
21.	 Ad Gr. 31, 3. See on this inter alia Schorn (2018) 275–276. For a brief but exhaustive 

reconstruction of Chamaeleon’s life and works, see Wehrli (1969) 69, and more recently, 
Corradi (2019).
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tion, mostly bear a so-called περὶ τοῦ δεῖνα title— should be considered 
as writings about the poetic work of any examined author or as examples 
of biographical works.22 It is widely held, however, that Chamaeleon had 
made the peripatetic interest in biographical matters a central aspect of his 
research in the field of literary history and that he had formulated the his-
toriographical-literary method that subsequently became known, follow-
ing Graziano Arrighetti’s terminology, as “Chamaeleon’s method”.23 This 
method basically consisted of interpreting the writings of the respective 
authors more or less systematically as literary transpositions of their own 
lives. A short parenthetical claim made within the near context of a ‘testi-
mony text’ about Chamaeleon in the first book of Athenaeus’s Deipnoso-
phistae —a fictional account of a banquet lasting for days in Rome, during 
which various aspects of ancient Greek culture were discussed24— seems 
to suggest that information drawn from comedies was essential for this 
method. After reporting Chamaeleon’s opinion that Aeschylus took upon 
himself the whole management of his tragedies, Athenaeus also says, with-
in the context of a quote from a now-lost comedy of the Attic playwright, 
that “Aristophanes, at any rate —there is credible information about the 
tragic poets in the comedians— represents Aeschylus himself as saying, 
etc.” (Ἀριστοφάνης γοῦν παρὰ δὲ τοῖς κωμικοῖς ἡ περὶ τῶν τραγικῶν ἀπό-
κειται πίστις ποιεῖ αὐτὸν Αἰσχύλον λέγοντα· Ath. 21d-f = Wehrli fr. 41, 
transl. Olson). Whether this claim about the reliability of comic testimo-
nies for the life and work of tragic authors should be attributed to Cha-
maeleon is a matter of interpretation and has been discussed with different 
outcomes.25 In particular, the position one can adopt depends on one’s 
own understanding of the method and the intention one wants to ascribe 
to it. Linguistically, however, I cannot see, except for the use of the parti-
cle γοῦν (“at any rate”) at the beginning of the sentence, any sure indica-
tions for such an assumption. Although it is possible that Athenaeus took 

22.	 See Leo (1901) 104–107 (followed by most scholars) for the former option, Schorn 
(2018) 51–105, for the latter.

23.	 See on this especially Arrighetti (1987) 141–190.
24.	 In the last twenty years or so, scholars have increasingly shown that Athenaeus’s recep-

tion and appropriation of earlier literature operate in more complex and nuanced ways 
than earlier research had assumed. See, e.g., Pelling (2000); Carrière (2007); Lenfant 
(2007); Berti et al. (2016); Olson (2018).

25.	 Martano (2012) 273 n. 3 gives a brief overview of the main positions: “Scorza … believed 
that the quotation of Aristophanes was an addition of Athenaeus. Pickard-Cambridge … 
remains doubtful …, while Arrighetti … considers, probably correctly, the Aristophanes 
passage to be from Chamaeleon …” Cf. also Mirhady (2012) 396–397.
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over the whole passage from Chamaeleon, γοῦν seems to have here what 
Denniston calls a “part proof” function26 and, accordingly, could also sig-
nal that Athenaeus was simply adding a further argument to Chamaeleon’s 
claim. Furthermore, if we assume —as did Stefan Schorn— that Chamaele-
on, most presumably, neither developed nor applied in his writings the 
method that carries his name,27 there is practically no cogent argument to 
extend the ‘testimony text’ further than is strictly necessary. This does not 
mean, of course, that the programmatic statement about the biographical 
value of comedy is unrelated to Chamaeleon’s approach to ancient com-
edy. Indeed, the fact that Athenaeus, to my knowledge, does not present 
any comparable methodological statement elsewhere suggests that it may 
be attributed to Chamaeleon himself. Still, the reported methodological 
claim may also be understood as a corollary that arises more generally from 
Peripatetic literary criticism. 

That the biographical-literary method apparently did play a role in 
Chamaeleon’s treatment of comedy is further suggested by the two ‘tes-
timony texts’ from his On Comedy, also preserved by Athenaeus. These 
inform us, first, that this work by Chamaeleon encompassed at least six 
books (ἐν ἕκτῳ περὶ [τῆς ἀρχαίας] κωμῳδίας, frr. 43 and 44 Wehrli = 
Ath. 373f and 406e). Both texts are similar in structure and are written 
in accordance with the method described above: Athenaeus reports Cha-
maeleon’s anecdotal account of two comic playwrights, Anaxandrides (of 
Camirus or Colophon, first half of the 4th century bce) and Hegemon 
of Thasos (5th century bce) in which he mixes information about their 
physical appearance, behaviour, and work. Furthermore, they may inform 
us about Chamaeleon’s specific interest in questions of staging and per-
formance of comedy (‘testimony texts’ from his works on tragic authors 
might indicate that this was his main interest in drama). Particularly tell-
ing is an excerpt from fragment 44 Wehrli (= Ath. 406e–407b) concerning 
Hegemon:

Χαμαιλέων ὁ Ποντικὸς ἐν ἕκτῳ Περὶ τῆς Ἀρχαίας Κωμῳδίας·Ἡγήμων ὁ 
Θάσιος <ὁ> τὰς Παρῳδίας γράψας Φακῆ ἐπεκαλεῖτο καὶ ἐποίησεν ἔν τινι 
τῶν Παρῳδιῶν· 

26.	 Denniston (1954) 453–454. 
27.	 Schorn (2014) 683.
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ταῦτά μοι ὁρμαίνοντι παρίστατο Παλλὰς Ἀθήνη, 
χρυσῆν ῥάβδον ἔχουσα, καὶ ἤλασεν εἶπέ τε μῦθον·| 
“δεινὰ παθοῦσα, Φακῆ βδελυρή, χώρει ’ς τὸν ἀγῶνα.”
καὶ τότ’ ἐγὼ θάρσησα.

εἰσῆλθε δέ ποτε καὶ εἰς τὸ θέατρον διδάσκων κωμῳδίαν λίθων ἔχων πλῆρες 
τὸ ἱμάτιον, οὓς βάλλων εἰς τὴν ὀρχήστραν διαπορεῖν ἐποίησε τοὺς θεατάς. 
καὶ ὀλίγον διαλιπὼν εἶπε·

λίθοι μὲν οἵδε· βαλλέτω δ᾽ εἴ τις θέλει·
ἀγαθὸν δὲ κἀν χειμῶνι κἀν θέρει φακῆ.

εὐδοκίμει δ᾽ ὁ ἀνὴρ μάλιστα ἐν ταῖς παρῳδίαις καὶ περιβόητος ἦν λέγων τὰ 
ἔπη πανούργως καὶ ὑποκριτικῶς καὶ διὰ ταῦτα σφόδρα παρὰ τοῖς Ἀθηναίοις 
εὐδοκίμει. ἐν δὲ τῇ Γιγαντομαχίᾳ οὕτω σφόδρα τοὺς Ἀθηναίους ἐκήλησεν, 
ὡς ἐν ἐκείνῃ τῇ ἡμέρᾳ πλεῖστα αὐτοὺς γελάσαι, καίτοι ἀγγελθέντων αὐτοῖς 
ἐν τῷ θεάτρῳ τῶν γενομένων περὶ Σικελίαν ἀτυχημάτων. οὐδεὶς ἀπέστη 
καίτοι σχεδὸν πᾶσι τῶν οἰκείων ἀπολωλότων. ἔκλαιον οὖν ἐγκαλυψάμενοι, 
οὐκ ἀνέστησαν δ᾽, ἵνα μὴ γένωνται διαφανεῖς τοῖς ἀπὸ τῶν ἄλλων πόλεων 
θεωροῦσιν ἀχθόμενοι τῇ συμφορᾷ· διέμειναν δ᾽ ἀκροώμενοι καίτοι καὶ αὐτοῦ 
τοῦ Ἡγήμονος, ὡς ἤκουσε, σιωπᾶν διεγνωκότος.

Chamaeleon of Pontus in Book VI of On Old Comedy: Hegemon of Thasos, 
the author of the Parodies, was nicknamed Lentil-Soup and wrote in one 
of his Parodies:

And as I was pondering these things, Pallas Athena stood beside me
with a gold wand in her hand, and she struck me with it and made a 
speech: “Although you have suffered terribly, wretched Lentil-Soup, 
enter the contest.” And then I got my courage up.

Once when he [Hegemon] was staging a comedy, he entered the Theater 
with his robe full of stones, and puzzled the audience by tossing them into 
the orchestra. But a few minutes later he said:

Here are some stones, and anyone who likes can throw them.
But Lentil-Soup is a fine dish in winter and summer alike.

He was particularly admired for his parodies and had a reputation for re-
citing his poems stylishly, like an actor; as a consequence, the Athenians 
had an extremely high opinion of him. They were so captivated by his 
Gigantomachy that they laughed a great deal that day, even though the 
disasters that had occurred in Sicily were announced to them in the Theat-
er. No one got up to leave, despite the fact that almost everyone had lost 



D. De Br asi220

family-members. So they covered their faces and cried, but did not leave 
their seats, because they did not want it to be obvious to the spectators from 
the other cities that they were upset about what had happened. Instead, they 
stayed there and listened to the recital, even though Hegemon himself had 
decided not to perform when he heard the news. (transl. Olson)

The anecdote has a specific function in Athenaeus’s text. Democritus of 
Nicomedia, a philosopher and participant in the banquet, tells it at the re-
quest of the grammarian Ulpian in the context of a discussion about the 
meaning of the term βαλλητύς (‘throwing’) and its relationship with the 
consumption of lentils. The narration proceeds by depicting how Hegem-
on had been indicted by the Athenians after the Sicilian expedition and 
freed upon Alcibiades’s intervention. Chamaeleon’s text is, thus, used by 
Athenaeus within the framework of a biographical interpretation of certain 
staging decisions of the comic playwright. Nevertheless, the content of this 
passage suggests that Chamaeleon himself also viewed this information 
from a literary perspective. On the one hand, Hegemon’s work is remem-
bered not only for its staging aspects, but also for its ability to captivate 
the Athenian audience (most likely the more intellectual viewers) through 
literary parodies. On the other hand, and more cogently, Chamaeleon’s 
own interest in literary aspects is suggested by the focus of the ‘testimony 
text’ as a whole, and especially by the material he quotes: both quotations 
by Hegemon are para-tragic in tone, but end with para prosdokian con-
clusions. In both cases, Chamaeleon seems to point out that Hegemon ap-
proached his very own nickname, i.e. ‘Lentil-Soup’ (Φακῆ) with a touch 
of self‑referential humour.28 Taken together, these elements suggest that 
Chamaeleon interpreted Hegemon’s work through a distinctly literary lens.

b. Lycophron

Lycophron was born, most probably, around 325 bce in Chalcis on Eu-
boea, died after 275 bce, and is renowned as a grammarian, a member of 
the Pleiad, and a tragic poet.29 He apparently shared a similar interest as 
Chamaeleon in matters of audience impact. 

28.	 See on this inter alia Ornaghi (2004) 460–461 with nn. 20 and 21.
29.	 This short survey of Lycophron’s life and work on comedy is based on Meliadò (2019); 

cf. also Pellettieri (2020) 236–242.
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The Suda Lexicon reports under Lycophron’s name the titles of 20 
tragedies, while according to Johannes Tzetzes he wrote 64 or 46 dramas 
(Scholia in Lycophronem p. 4, 20 Scheer = TrGF 100 T 1), among which, 
quite probably, ranks also the only surviving example of Hellenistic trag-
ic monody, the Alexandra.30 Tzetzes informs us that Ptolemy Philadelphus 
commissioned Lycophron to prepare the διόρθωσις of the comic poets,31 
while charging Alexander Aetolus with that of tragic authors (Prolegomena 
de Comoedia Aristophanis 1, 1–7, p. 22–23 Koster). In his edition of the 
‘testimony texts’ of Euphronius, Lycophron, and Eratosthenes, Carl Streck-
er has attributed to Lycophron nineteen texts with certainty and eighteen 
more dubiously, though, in some cases, the ‘testimony texts’ are also to be 
associated with Eratosthenes. Most of these ‘testimony texts’ are found in 
the Scholia ad Aristophanem (23), the rest mainly in erudite writings such 
as Athenaeus’s Deipnosophistae (6), Hesychius’s Lexicon (4), Eusebius’s 
Praeparatio Evangelica (1), or Photius’s Lexicon (3). On this rather thin 
basis, it is simply not possible to make observations on the structure and 
characteristics of Lycophron’s On Comedy (Peri kōmōdias), as Strecker did32 
and as is still sometimes done today.33 Clearly, the texts enable us to claim 
that this work included at least nine books (F3 Bagordo = F1 Pellettieri), 

30.	 Gauthier Liberman describes the Alexandra, following the Suda’s characterisation of the 
poem as σκοτεινὸν ποίημα, as perhaps “the most illegible piece of classical literature, one 
which nobody can read without a proper commentary and which even then makes very 
difficult reading” (Libermann 2009). It is disputed today whether the Alexandra should 
be attributed to the Hellenistic grammarian Lycophron or, as some scholars claim fol-
lowing the Scholium on Alexandra 1126, one would have to postulate another tragedian 
under the name Lycophron, who might have lived in the second century bce. For a brief 
discussion of the status quaestionis, see Meyer (2014) 90–94.

31.	 Montanari (2015) 642 interprets the term as ‘correction’: “Zenodotus was chosen by 
King Ptolemy as the first head of the Library of Alexandria and in the source of this piece 
of information he is defined as the first diorthotes of Homer. The term is highly significant 
and is also confirmed in another source, which states that during the reign of Ptolemy II 
Philadelphus (285–246 bc) two philologist-poets, Alexander Aetolus and Lycophron, 
dealt with plays (the former with tragedy, the latter with comedy), while Zenodotus dealt 
with Homer and the other poets. I have deliberately paraphrased the Greek verb with a 
neutral and imprecise term, dealt with, although in actual fact it is a precise and specific 
term, diorthoo, namely straightening up, revising, more precisely correcting; it is the verb 
from which is derived the designation diorthotes, used to characterize Zenodotus, literally 
corrector. The term that indicated the operation of correcting a text was, naturally, di-
orthosis, which is indeed used here in connection both with Zenodotus and Aristarchus”. 
Cf. also Pellettieri (2020) 237.

32.	 Strecker (1884) 3–5.
33.	 Meliadò (2019). 
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and that Lycophron examined various poets — mainly Aristophanes, but 
also Pherecrates (F3 Bagordo = F1 Pellettieri), Cratinus (fr. 25 Strecker = 
F4 Pellettieri), Epilycus (fr. 26 Strecker = F15 Pellettieri), Antiphanes (F1 
Bagordo), and very likely others too. Nevertheless, although it is possible 
that Lycophron focused on exegetical questions and occasionally discussed 
metrical problems (cf. fr. 12 Strecker = F16 Pellettieri) in Peri kōmōdias, it 
would be presumptuous to assume that the work had a structure in which 
glosses were explained in alphabetical order.34 It would be equally specu-
lative, however, to assume that Lycophron wrote a ‘zētēmata-like’ mono-
graph, given that (a) we have no evidence whatsoever for a systematic work 
addressing a precise, clearly and narrowly defined question, and (b) the term 
διόρθωσις does not permit any conclusions in this direction. On the basis of 
the attested title, the most plausible assumption would be to assign it to the 
so‑called “peri-literature”.35

Interesting is in any case F1 Bagordo (= fr. 13 Strecker = F2 Pellettieri), 
a ‘testimony text’ reported at the beginning of book thirteen of Athenaeus’s 
Deipnosophistae. Introducing the theme of the book (love), the narrator re-
ports the following anecdote:

Ἀντιφάνης ὁ κωμῳδιοποιός, ἑταῖρε Τιμόκρατες, ὡς ἀνεγίνωσκέ τινα 
τῷ βασιλεῖ Ἀλεξάνδρῳ τῶν ἑαυτοῦ κωμῳδιῶν, ὃ δὲ δῆλος ἦν οὐ πάνυ τι 
ἀποδεχόμενος, ‘δεῖ γάρ, ἔφησεν, ὦ βασιλεῦ, τὸν ταῦτα ἀποδεξόμενον ἀπὸ 
συμβόλων τε πολλάκις δεδειπνηκέναι καὶ περὶ ἑταίρας λεονάκις καὶ εἰλη-
φέναι καὶ δεδωκέναι πληγάς,’ ὥς φησι Λυκόφρων ὁ Χαλκιδεὺς ἐν τοῖς περὶ 
Κωμῳδίας.

When the comic poet Antiphanes, my friend Timocrates, was reading one 
of his comedies to king Alexander, and Alexander was obviously not much 
taken by it, Antiphanes said, “That’s because, your majesty, anyone who’s 
going to appreciate this material has to have repeatedly eaten dinners for 
which the guests split the costs, and have traded plenty of punches over 
whores”. Thus Lycophron of Chalcis in his On Comedy. (transl. Olson)

34.	 See inter alia Tosi (1994) 154 n. 21, who, in my opinion, is not sceptical enough: “è 
significativa, ma non suffragata da sufficienti prove, l’ipotesi di C. Strecker … secondo cui 
Licofrone … il cui metodo era senza dubbio simile a quello dei glossografi omerici, raccol-
se le sue osservazioni in un lessico alfabetico (si può semmai supporre che si trattasse di un 
lessico, ma è impossibile stabilire i criteri secondo cui era organizzato)”. Pellettieri (2020) 
237–242, aligned with Lowe (2013) 351–353, takes also a critical view on this point.

35.	 See also Pellettieri (2020) 240–242. For the genre-specific differences, see above, n. 18.
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It is hard to draw any conclusion from the context in which the ‘testimo-
ny text’ is transmitted.36 However, even though we can say nothing about 
the role of this anecdote in Peri kōmōdias, or whether it was even told in 
this form by Lycophron, it at least suggests that Lycophron was not only 
focusing on exegetical problems or questions of textual criticism, but that 
he also dealt with matters concerning the essence of comedy, ancient wit, 
and their reception among different audiences. Antiphanes’s comment is, 
indeed, quite intriguing, as it implies that certain jokes can only be appreci-
ated within a particular social circle.37

It therefore seems possible to detect a convergence between Chamaele-
on’s and Lycophron’s interests in the effect of comedies on the audience. 
And, as I shall now proceed to argue, may also have played a role in Eratos-
thenes’ approach to comedy of Cyrene, Lycophron’s sternest detractor, too.

c. Eratosthenes

Rudolf Pfeiffer describes Eratosthenes as the last example of poet-philolo-
gist and, above all, as a philological naturalist or natural philologist.38 Dif-
ferent sources inform us about his life and works — in particular the Suda 
Lexicon and Strabo’s account in the first book of his Geographica, which 
is strongly polemical against Eratosthenes’s geographical work.39 Erato-
sthenes, the son of a certain Aglaos, came from Cyrene, Libya, and lived 
most probably between 276 and 194 bce. He was presumably a pupil of 
Lysanias the grammarian (although it is provocatio whether in Alexandria or 
Athens), and of both the academic sceptic Arcesilaus of Pitane and the Stoic 
Ariston of Chios in Athens. He had intense scientific contacts with sever-
al philosophers of his time, such as Bion of Borysthenes or Archimedes of 

36.	 Strecker (1884) 3–4 assumes that it possibly (fortasse) comes from the proem of Peri 
kōmōdias, in which questions about the characteristics of comedy may have been dis-
cussed (naturam et indolem comoediae). Pellettieri (2020) 283 rejects this interpretation, 
suggesting that the anecdote was reported in Lycophron’s comment on a comic passage 
about dinners or courtesans (see also the next note). He rightly notes, further, that the 
typical structure of anecdotes (occasio – provocatio – dictum) is followed here. Pellettieri’s 
hypothesis that Lycophron might have employed in this case a methodology akin to that 
of Chamaeleon (283–285) strikes me, instead, as somewhat implausible.

37.	 In this instance, it appears to refer to the male urban elite, as evidenced by the mention of 
banquets and courtesans. Cf., e.g., Arnott (1996) 87. See also Pellettieri (2020) 285 ad 
τὸν ταῦτα ἀποδεξόμενον.

38.	 Pfeiffer (1968) 152–170.
39.	 This very brief sketch of Eratosthenes’s biography is based on Geus (2002) 7–47.
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Syracuse, who dedicated to Eratosthenes his writings The Method of Me-
chanical Theorems and the so-called Cattle Problem. Around 245 bce, Era-
tosthenes was appointed head of the library of Alexandria by Ptolemy III, a 
position he probably held until his death. He engaged in almost every field 
of research and was renowned for his acumen:40 he wrote philosophical dia-
logues platonico more, composed poetry, focused on questions of chronog-
raphy, and dealt with mathematical problems. His main achievements were, 
however, in the field of astronomy and especially geography, of which he 
is considered the founder. Moreover, Eratosthenes was also a philologist,41 
who dealt both with the object of Alexandrian philology par excellence, the 
Homeric text, and with more general aspects of Greek grammar. In particu-
lar, he focused on ancient comedy, as did Chamaeleon. His main work on 
comedy was titled On (Ancient) Comedy (Peri kōmōdias —F1, F2, F4, F6, 
Bagordo— or Peri tēs archaias kōmōdias — F3, F5, F7, F8 Bagordo) and 
consisted of at least twelve books.42 The first edition of Eratosthenes’s ‘tes-
timony texts’ from On Ancient Comedy was compiled by Carl Strecker in 
1884, and comprised 54 ‘testimony texts’ that Strecker attributed with cer-
tainty to this work and 27 as probably belonging to it. Andreas Bagordo, in 
his edition of fragmentary extant treatises on drama, presents 20 ‘testimo-
ny texts’ from On Ancient Comedy.43 Scholars today mostly agree that the 

40.	 See e.g. Plin. HN II 247.1 who remarks that Eratosthenes distinguished himself by his acu-
men (in omnium quidem litterarum subtilitate ... praeter ceteros sollers). However, Eratos-
thenes’s polymathía was often interpreted as a sign of his lack of originality. See e.g. Suda, 
s.v. Ἐρατοσθένης (2898 Adler): “because he was only second best in every field of knowl-
edge, although he came close to the top position, he was called Beta” (διὰ δὲ τὸ δευτερεύ-
ειν ἐν παντὶ εἴδει παιδείας τοῖς ἄκροις ἐγγίσαντα Βῆτα ἐπεκλήθη; ἐγγίσαντα Βῆτα is the text 
emended by Johannes van Meurs, the manuscript reads ἐγγίσασι τὰ βήματα; my translation).

41.	 According to Suet. Gram. et rhet. 10, Eratosthenes was the first scholar to claim for him-
self the appellative of philologos: Philologi appellationem assumpsisse videtur [scil. L. Atei-
us], quia sic ut Eratosthenes, qui primus hoc cognomen sibi vindicavit, multiplici variaque 
doctrina censebatur.

42.	 F11 Bagordo (= fr. 47 Strecker; Phot. Lexicon s. v. εὐκλεία καὶ τὰ ὅμοια): μακρὰ ἡ τελευ-
ταία καὶ παροξύνεται, ὥσπερ καὶ Ἐρατοσθένης ἐν ιβ  ʹΠερὶ <κωμῳδίας>. It has been often 
assumed that Eratosthenes’s On Ancient Comedy presented the material in a free, neither 
chronologically nor systematically ordered arrangement (e.g. Fuentes González 2000, 
227). Geus (2002) 291–292, however, rightly notes that this “is difficult to imagine in 
view of the considerable size of the work”.

43.	 Bagordo (1998) 127–135. In previous scholarship, the question of whether the two writ-
ings Architektonikos (most likely a glossary of carpentry terms) and Skeuographikos (most 
likely a description of household devices) should be understood as parts of Peri tēs ar-
chaias kōmōdias or as independent works has been controversial. Geus (2002) 290 nn. 
7–8 offers a brief outline of the most important opinions. F21, F22 (schol. Ap. Rhod. 
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content and structure of Eratosthenes’s main writing on comedy cannot be 
reconstructed. Nevertheless, when reading the ‘testimony texts,’ one gets 
the impression that Eratosthenes’s interests embraced many aspects and au-
thors of ancient comedy.44 It is likely that the ‘testimony texts’ indicate that 
Eratosthenes was concerned with questions of authenticity or attribution 
as well as with aspects of performance and staging, but also with text-crit-
ical problems and questions of material culture. This impression seems to 
be confirmed by the two texts on which I will focus briefly in the following 
pages, F2 and F18 Bagordo. These ‘testimony texts’ have been preserved in 
extremely different contexts and address very different problems.

F2 Bagordo is an excerpt from Athenaeus’s Deipnosophistae. In the 
eleventh book, Athenaeus focuses on the form, function, and ‘cultural sig-
nificance’ of drinking vessels. One of the objects under scrutiny is the phi-
ale, a flat, footless bowl. The examination of the phiale begins with a quote 
from Homer’s Iliad (23.270; 23.243), and after delineating different inter-
pretations of the Homeric text, continues with the discussion of a verse from 
a comedy by Cratinus (PCG 54). The comments on this verse refer, then, to 
Eratosthenes (Ath. 501d):

Κρατίνου δ ̓ εἰπόντος ἐν Δραπέτισι 
δέχεσθε φιάλας τάσδε βαλανειομφάλους,

Ἐρατοσθένης ἐν τῷ ἑνδεκάτῳ Περὶ Κωμῳδίας τὴν λέξιν ἀγνοεῖν φη-
σι Λυκόφρονα· τῶν γὰρ φιαλῶν οἱ ὀμφαλοὶ καὶ τῶν βαλανείων οἱ θόλοι 
παρόμοιοι, εἰς δὲ τὸ εἶδος οὐκ ἀρύθμως παίζεται. Ἀπίων δὲ καὶ Διόδωρός 
φασι· φιάλαι ποιαὶ ὧν ὁ ὀμφαλὸς παραπλήσιος ἠθμῷ. 

When Cratinus in Runaway Slave-Girls said:
Take these balaneiomphaloi phialai!

Eratosthenes in Book XI of On Comedy claims that Lycophron misunder-
stands the word; because the central bosses on phialai resemble bathhouse 
drains, and this is thus a fairly sophisticated joke about the form of the ves-
sel. Apion, along with Diodorus, says: a type of phialai, the central boss on 
which resembles a wine-strainer. (transl. Olson)

3.232a; ibid. 1.564–67c) and F23 (Poll. 10.1) Bagordo suggest that these writings were 
independent works.

44.	 Nesselrath (1990) 177–179 suggests that Eratosthenes may have already known the 
threefold division into Old, Middle, and New Comedy (archaia, mese, and nea). 
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The discussion goes a bit further by presenting other opinions on the 
meaning of the term balaneiomphaloi, including the interpretation of Ly-
cophron, who understands the term as a reference to the custom of wom-
en who emptied bathtubs with the help of an instrument that resembled a 
ladle.45 The content of this ‘testimony text’ seems relatively clear: Erato-
sthenes criticised Lycophron’s interpretation of Cratinus’s verse and ad-
vanced his own. Is this, however, a proof of Eratosthenes’s special interest 
in questions of material culture, as most modern interpreters might claim?46 
The context in which the text is reported suggests that such an interest in 
material culture should be attributed rather to Athenaeus or, more precise-
ly, to the speaking character of this section of the Deipnosophistae, who 
discusses the characteristics of different fluid containers. All we learn with 
certainty from Athenaeus’s text is that Eratosthenes accused Lycophron 
of misunderstanding the expression βαλανειομφάλους. If one assumes that 
the explicative sentence which follows the mention of Eratosthenes’s inter-
pretation (τῶν γὰρ φιαλῶν … παίζεται) also —at least indirectly— reflects 
his actual belief, it would be possible to see here signs of a possible genu-
ine interest on Eratosthenes’s part in the ‘mechanisms’ of ancient wit. Af-
ter all, the joke performed here is called οὐκ ἀρύθμως, and the criticism of 
Lycophron apparently challenges the latter’s misleading interpretation of 
the joke.47 Surely, understanding the joke implies knowledge of how the 
balaneiomphaloi phialai might have looked, but also —something we un-
fortunately cannot reconstruct— in which context and with what comic aim 
Cratinus used it. Athenaeus’s text seems to indicate, later, the joke’s possi-
ble target: “Timarchus says in Book XI of On Eratosthenes’ Hermes: This 
might be taken as a play on words, because the majority of Athenian bath-
houses are round and have drain-holes in the middle, with a bronze omph-
alos set on top” (Ath. 501e–f, transl. Olson). This commentary suggests, at 
least, that the joke presupposed a form of shared urban knowledge familiar 
to many Athenian spectators. Consequently, Eratosthenes’s criticism of Ly-
cophron’s interpretation might very well refer to the mechanisms that Crati-
nus used to generate laughter in his audience.

F18 Bagordo is provided, instead, by an Oxyrhynchus papyrus that 
can be dated to the second century CE. It was first published by Edgar Lo-
bel in 1968 and mainly contains a commentary on a now-lost, not further 

45.	 Lycophron’s explanation of the joke is reported through Didymus’s testimony. 
46.	 For this line of interpretation see also Pellettieri (2020) 294–295.
47.	 See also Pellettieri (2020) 296 ad ἀρύθμως παίζεται.
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determinable comedy of Aristophanes. On the second column of the first 
papyrus fragment, we read:

φ[          ]αι  Ἐρατοσθένης περὶ Πλάτωνος ὅτι ἕως μὲν [ἄλ]λοις ἐδίδου τὰς 
κωμωιδίας εὐδοκίμει, δι’ αὑτοῦ δὲ πρῶτον διδάξας τοὺς Ῥαβδούχους καὶ 
γενόμενος τέταρτος ἀπεώσθη πάλιν εἰς τοὺς Ληναϊκούς (P.Oxy. XXXV, 
2737 Fr. A col. II 10–17 = PCG 590, 44–51).

Eratosthenes (says) about Plato that he was applauded as long as he gave his 
comedies to others (to direct), but when he personally staged the Rabduchoi 
(The Baton Bearers) for the first time and achieved (only) the fourth place, 
he was sent back to the Lenaia. (My translation)

Possibly, Eratosthenes is mentioned again a few lines later, but the con-
dition of the papyrus does not allow for any definitive conclusion. In the 
1970s and 1980s a scholarly controversy arose over this short note. The 
expression ἀπεώσθη πάλιν εἰς τοὺς Ληναϊκούς seems, in fact, to indicate that 
according to a law (or a convention), only comic poets who succeeded at 
the Lenaia were admitted to the Dionysia, while dramatists who did not se-
cure a podium spot at their first appearance at the Dionysia were relegated 
back to the Lenaia. While some interpreters have argued for the existence of 
such a law, others have instead accused the author of the papyrus of misun-
derstanding Eratosthenes’s text and, accordingly, have emphasised that the 
comic poet Plato would have voluntarily focused on the Lenaia. An evalu-
ation of the different arguments for one position or the other would go be-
yond the scope of this paper.48 In this case, too, however, it is necessary to 
emphasise that this papyrus says very little about Eratosthenes — namely, 
only that he knew of Plato’s success as a comic author and of his failure in 
his first performance as a director. Furthermore, since the overall content 
of the papyrus is difficult to reconstruct, little can be said about the broader 
context of this note. Nevertheless, this text also allows us, at least, to assume 
that Eratosthenes had a genuine interest in literary and performative ques-
tions lato sensu, insofar as Plato’s abilities as a director are thematised here 
in an extremely implicit manner. 

48.	 For example, Gelzer (1970) 1564 and Mastromarco (1978) argue for the existence of such 
a law; Luppe (1972) and (1982), as well as Biles (1999) offer good arguments against its 
existence. 
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Important in both ‘testimony texts’ on Eratosthenes is, therefore, the im-
plicit reference to the audience’s ability —either the actual audience present 
at the first performance or the scholarly reading audience— to deal with the 
jokes and dramaturgical choices that the playwright presented in a comedy. 

d. Euphronius

Finally, it is difficult to say anything about another comedy interpreter from 
the Alexandrian period whom Strecker places between Lycophron and 
Eratosthenes: Euphronius.49 Byzantine sources —in particular, the Suda 
Lexicon and the early ninth-century grammarian Georgius Choeroboscus— 
report various pieces of information about a scholar named Euphronius (or 
Euphorion or Euphronides), which on the one hand recognise him not only 
as a grammarian, but also as a member of the Pleiad and an author of Pria-
pic poems; and on the other hand, complicate a possible dating of his schol-
arly as well as literary activity. Indeed, it is disputed whether Euphronius 
the grammarian, the tragic playwright, and the Priapic poet are all the same 
person. If this is the case, Euphronius’s chronology could be situated from 
250 to (at least) 200 bce. Most modern scholars tend to favour the assump-
tion that Euphronius was a teacher of both Aristophanes of Byzantium and 
Aristarchus and, consequently, date his scholarly career between Ptolemy II 
Philadelphus and Ptolemy IV Philopator, thus accepting Strecker’s hypoth-
esis that Euphronius was active between Lycophron and Eratosthenes.50 

Moreover, unlike in the case of Lycophron and Eratosthenes, most of 
the ‘testimony texts’ about Euphronius are present in the Scholia to Aris-
tophanes. Yet, it is not possible even to hypothesise whether Euphronius 
wrote either hypomnēmata on Aristophanic comedies or rather a syggram-
ma on Aristophanes. Similarly, the fact that he seems to have focused on 

49.	 This short survey of Euphronius’s life and work on comedy is based on Novembri (2020).
50.	 Novembri (2020) stresses, however, that some scholars have challenged this conclusion. 

She mentions, with particular regard to recent years, the studies of Jeffrey Henderson 
and Fausto Montana, who claim that Euphronius must have been active later than Aris-
tophanes of Byzantium. Novembri recapitulates Henderson’s main arguments: “First of 
all, in the scholia Euphronius is mentioned always along with Callistratus, a student of 
Aristophanes …; moreover, it appears hardly likely that an Alexandrian could have com-
mented on the comedies of Aristophanes before the ekdosis had been created, a work 
which Aristophanes of Byzantium set about doing, and from Sch. Aristoph. Ve. 696b we 
see that Euphronius used an edition equipped with semeia. Finally, Euphronius is never 
mentioned in the fragments of Eratosthenes on comedy, which could suggest that he was 
later than him”.
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the exegesis of specific expressions —either from a semantic or grammati-
cal standpoint— and that he might have been interested in problems con-
cerning prosopography or literary and historical matters (though surely 
attested in the texts) may represent a later distortion of Euphronius’s actual 
exegetical scope. Fragment 27 Strecker, preserved in the Scholia to Aris-
tophanes’ Birds, offers, illustrates, inter alia, how incomplete our under-
standing of Euphronius’s approach to Aristophanes remains. The scholiast 
comments on verse 1536 with the following words:

α.	� καὶ τὴν Βασίλειάν σοι γυναῖκ’ ἔχειν· Εὐφρόνιος· ὅτι Διὸς θυγάτηρ ἡ 
Βασιλεία, καὶ δοκεῖ τὸ κατὰ τὴν ἀθανασίαν αὕτη οἰκονομεῖν. ἣν εὔχεται 
καὶ παρὰ Βακχυλίδῃ ἡ Ἀθηνᾶ τῷ Τυδεῖ δώσουσα τὴν ἀθανασίαν. ἔστι 
δὲ καὶ παρὰ Κρατίνῳ ἡ Βασίλεια. ἔνιοι δὲ αὐτὴν Ἀθανασίαν καλοῦσι. 

β.	 σωματοποιεῖ τὴν Βασίλειαν, αὐτὸ τὸ πρᾶγμα, ὡς γυναῖκα.

a.	� and (Zeus gives) you Basileia as wife: Euphronius (says): Basileia is 
the daughter of Zeus, and it seems that she administers immortality. 
In Bacchylides, Athena prays to her when she wants to confer immor-
tality on Tydeus. Basileia is also in Cratinus. Some call her Athanasia 
(immortality).

b.	� (Aristophanes) personifies Basileia (kingship), a thing, as a woman. 
(My translation)

The actual extent of the quotation from Euphronius is unclear. Neverthe-
less, it remains possible that Euphronius was interested in literature, as a 
closer look at the passage from Aristophanes’s Birds, commented on in the 
scholion, may reveal. While Strecker emphasises that the identification of 
Basileia as a daughter of Zeus reflects fairly general knowledge of Greek 
mythology and cross‑refers to Diodorus Siculus (Bibliotheca 3.57),51 Nan 
Dunbar has rightly shown, by contrast, that “Basileia is not an actual god-
dess but one invented for this play”.52 Thus, Euphronius’s interpretation 
of Peisetairos’s marriage with Basileia may be a comment on the dramatic 
economy of the play. As the implicit word‑play on Basileia’s name suggests 
—Peisetairos’s wife is called Basíleia, ‘Royal Lady’, but this might be asso-
ciated with Basileía, ‘Kingship’— the marriage could be interpreted simply 

51.	 Strecker (1884) 32, who is quite radical in his judgment: “Non de suo habere uidetur 
Euphronios”.

52.	 Dunbar (1995) 13, see also 703–704 ad 1537.
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as a symbol of the transmission of Zeus’s kingship to Peisetairos.53 Euphro-
nius interprets the marriage, instead, at least according to the scholion, as 
a reference to Peisetairos being granted immortality, which never actually 
happens in the play. It is therefore possible that the term οἰκονομεῖν, per-
haps used by Euphronius himself, might have a technical meaning when 
used to describe what Basileia grants. Both οἰκονομεῖν and οἰκονομία can, 
indeed, denote the arrangement of a literary work.54 Therefore, Euphroni-
us’s comment may well indicate that the marriage between Peisetairos and 
Basileia is —within the economy of the play— the arrangement through 
which Peisetairos receives something comparable to a godlike dignity. 

CONCLUSION

The aim of this admittedly selective overview of early Hellenistic scholar-
ship on ancient comedy has been to shed light on the difficulty involved 
in interpreting these fragmentarily transmitted texts, while also address-
ing some previously neglected aspects. In particular, the present study has 
hopefully shown that the task of reconstruction is far from straightforward. 
Indeed, the relevant material has not been preserved directly, but we ‘on-
ly’ have the so-called ‘testimony texts’, which —if they are to be properly 
interpreted— must first be read against the backdrop of their immediate 
transmission context (e.g., Athenaeus), and then situated within the broad-
er framework of Hellenistic (Alexandrian) philological and grammatical 
writing. Consequently, it is clear —especially in the case of Euphronius, 
but also in the cases of Chamaeleon, Lycophron, and Eratosthenes— that 
despite all efforts at reconstruction, the possibility of a judicious synthesis 
remains almost unattainable and that many assumptions can only be made 
in light of the nature of the available material as ‘testimony texts’. Neverthe-
less, I have tried to show that some of this material suggests that Chamaele-
on, Lycophron, and Eratosthenes (and, probably, Euphronius as well) not 
only dealt with exegetical issues and questions of material culture, but that 
they likely focused on problems concerning the impact of staging and jokes 
on the audience. In this respect, thus, these ‘testimony texts’ seem to in-

53.	 Cf. inter alia Kanavou (2011) 125.
54.	 Cf., e.g., Arist. Poet.1453a26–30; Diod. Sic. 5.1; Dion. Hal. Pomp. 4.2; Comp. 25; Cic. 

Att. 6.1.1; [Longinus], Subl. 1.4.
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dicate that these interpreters, in their exegetical activity, took to heart the 
plea of the chorus at the end of Aristophanes’s Ecclesiazusae (1154–1156):

σμικρὸν δ᾽ ὑποθέσθαι τοῖς κριταῖσι βούλομαι·
τοῖς σοφοῖς μὲν τῶν σοφῶν μεμνημένοις κρίνειν ἐμέ—
τοῖς γελῶσι δ᾽ ἡδέως διὰ τὸν γέλων κρίνειν ἐμέ. 

But first I have a small suggestion for the judges: if you’re intelligent, 
remember the intelligent parts and vote for me; if you’ve got a sense of 
humor, remember the jokes and vote for me. (transl. Henderson)
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