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FRAGMENTARY COMEDY IN PERFORMANCE

REINTRODUCING ANCIENT COMIC FRAGMENTS
TO THEATRE PRACTITIONERS THROUGH DIGITAL
ARCHIVES

ABSTRACT: Ancient Greek comedy survives largely in fragmentary form, a
condition traditionally regarded as a major obstacle to both philological inter-
pretation and theatrical practice. While fragmentary tragedy has increasingly
attracted the interest of theatre practitioners, comic fragments remain strikingly
underrepresented on the contemporary stage. This article argues that this im-
balance stems not from the dramaturgical limitations of comic fragments, but
primarily from the absence of accessible and systematically organised research
infrastructures capable of mediating between philological material and theatri-
cal practice. Institutional and practical factors within theatre culture may also
contribute to their marginal position on the modern stage. Drawing on cogni-
tive approaches to perception and spectatorship, the article reconceives frag-
mentation as structurally compatible with contemporary theatre. Meaning in
performance emerges through the integration of partial stimuli; fragmentary
comedy therefore need not be reconstructed to function theatrically. What it
requires 1s visibility, accessibility, and contextualisation. The article proposes
that digital research infrastructures can function not merely as repositories of
information, but as epistemological tools that render dispersed evidence visi-
ble, navigable, and theatrically usable. Using the Menander Redivivus project
as a developing model and presenting, as a case study, a performance proposal
for the fragments of Menander’s Heros, the article explores how digital media-
tion can reposition fragmentary comedy within contemporary theatre culture.

INTRODUCTION

q SUBSTANTIAL portion of ancient Greek dramatic production survives
only in fragmentary form. For comedy in particular, the fragment 1s
not the exception but the rule. With the notable exception of a limited
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number of plays by Aristophanes' and the relatively better-preserved works
of Menander?, the comic tradition reaches us through dispersed quotations,
papyrological remains, lexicographical citations, and testimonia. These
fragments, far from being marginal residues, constitute indispensable wit-
nesses to the theatrical, social, and intellectual culture of antiquity.

The richness of the ancient Greek theatre that 1s hidden in these thou-
sands of (papyrological) fragments can be brought back to the stage. The
recent development of contemporary postdramatic and postmodern forms
of theatre, prioritizing interactivity, experimentation, and non-linear narra-
tive structures, provides fertile ground for the creation of theatrical compo-
sitions out of fragmentary texts.

As a matter of fact, in recent decades, fragmentary texts have increasing-
ly attracted the interest of theatre practitioners, particularly in relation to an-
cient tragedy. Fragmentation has come to be seen not merely as an obstacle,
but as a productive aesthetic condition, closely aligned with contemporary
performance practices such as postdramatic theatre and performance art.
Strikingly, this renewed interest has had little impact on ancient comedy.
Menander, the most prominent representative of Athenian New Comedy
(c. 342/1-292/1 BC), remains largely absent from the modern stage, espe-
cially in fragmentary form. Traditionally, this fragmentary condition has
been approached primarily as a philological problem — one that calls for
reconstruction, supplementation, and cautious interpretation. As a result,
fragmentary comedy has often been perceived as marginal not only within
classical scholarship, but also within contemporary theatrical practice.

The present article argues that this imbalance cannot be adequately
explained by dramaturgical or thematic considerations. Menander’s frag-
ments, characterised by psychological nuance, social negotiation, ethi-
cal reflection, and sharp observation of everyday life, are by no means less
adaptable to modern theatrical sensibilities than tragic fragments. Rather,
the marginalisation of fragmentary comedy in contemporary performance
1s largely infrastructural, although practical, institutional, and aesthetic fac-
tors within theatre culture also contribute to its limited circulation. While
fragmentary tragic material has gradually become visible and accessible to
theatre practitioners through translations, workshops, and databases, com-
parable resources for comic fragments remain dispersed across specialised

1. Acharnians; Knights; Clouds; Wasps; Peace; Birds; Lysistrata; Thesmophoriazusae; Frogs;
Ecclesiazusae; Wealth.
2. Aspus; Dyskolos; Epitrepontes; Misoumenos; Pertkeiromené; Samia; Stkyonioi.
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editions, commentaries, and scholarly publications that rarely circulate be-
yond philological communities.

The article suggests that digital research infrastructures —specifical-
ly digital archives that integrate philological, performative, and reception-
related data— can play a crucial role in addressing this gap. Using the
Menander Redivivus project as a developing model, the article explores how
a digital research archive could evolve from a documentation platform into
an epistemological tool mediating between fragmentary texts and contempo-
rary performance practices.

RETHINKING FRAGMENTATION: PERCEPTION, MEMORY,
AND PERFORMANCE

Fragmentation is a fundamental mode of human perception. Contemporary
cognitive science and neuroscience have demonstrated that human beings
do not perceive reality as a continuous and complete whole, but rather as
a series of partial impressions that are actively organised into meaningful
structures.” Meaning is produced not through completeness, but through
the dynamic process of filling gaps, establishing connections, and construct-
ing narratives from incomplete information.*

This cognitive condition has significant implications for theatre and
performance. Spectators do not receive a performance in its totality, but se-
lectively process visual, auditory, and narrative fragments, which they sub-
sequently integrate into a coherent experience.” Fragmentation, therefore,
does not necessarily hinder theatrical communication; on the contrary, it
often enhances the spectator’s active engagement with the performance.

Humans are constantly exposed to an overwhelming number of ex-
ternal stimuli, far exceeding the brain’s processing capacity. According to
Broadbent’s model of selective attention, information entering the cognitive

3. Lutterbie (2020) esp. 129-155; Kemp — McConachie (2019); Falletti - Sofia - Jacono
(2016); Kemp (2012); McConachie - Hart (2006).

4.  Castellotti - D’Agostino - Del Viva (2023), with further bibliography; Brown - Koch C.
(2000) 1033-1044; cf. Bergen (2012); Itti - Koch - Niebur (1998) 1254-1259.

5. Cook (2019) 225-234; Hamilton (2019) 216-224; Dietrich (2016); Hamilton (2015)
105-125; Bodenhausen — Hugenberg - Forster — Strack (2009) 1-22; McConachie
(2008); Cook (2007) 579-594; Fecteau - Munoz (2006) 382-390; Sugiera (2002) 225-
235; Johnson - Olshausen (2005) 3262-3276; Kalénine (2016) 117-130; Lippi - Jola
- Jacono - Sofia (2016) 141-164. cf. Kemp 2019: 49-50.
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system 1is selectively filtered before being integrated into a perceptual sys-
tem of limited capacity. What we experience as continuous reality 1s in fact
the result of selective prioritisation and reconstruction. Tye’s discussion
of attention and change blindness further underscores that perception is
structured by cognitive limitation: observers frequently fail to notice salient
events when their attention is directed elsewhere, as demonstrated in the
well-known ‘Invisible Gorilla’ experiment by Christopher Chabris and Dan-
1el Simons (2009). Perception is thus neither exhaustive nor continuous,
but selective and reconstructive.

This fragmentary mode of perception generates the need to complete
missing information and to impose narrative coherence. As neuroscientist
Mark Stokes has suggested, the brain transforms fragmentary inputs into
meaningful patterns through the interaction of perception and memory.°
Memory does not merely store information; it actively assists the brain in
assigning significance to partial stimuli.” In this sense, spectatorship is inher-
ently constructive: audiences focus on particular elements of a performance,®
filter them cognitively, and assemble them into an intelligible whole.’

This process applies equally to visual and auditory stimuli.'® The hu-
man brain’s need to fill the gap of a visual fragment 1s similar to its response
to auditory fragments of information. Spectators interpret spoken language,
sound, and gesture through the same reconstructive mechanisms. Even when
words or narrative elements are incomplete —as in authentically fragmentary
theatrical texts— spectators isolate and decode available cues, drawing upon
prior knowledge and experience to generate meaning.'' The absence of con-
textual framing therefore does not prevent comprehension; rather, it invites

6.  The Neuroscience of Fragments Podcast: https://soundcloud.com/user-25359829

7. For the way in which the human brain constructs meaning from what it sees and hears,
see McConachie (2015) 131-167.

8. Ward (2006) 130, with reference to Broadbent (1958).

9. Related to this discussion of attention is the phenomenon observed when actors enter
from the right side of the stage when they do not want their entrance to be particularly
noticeable or perceived by the audience, since, according to principles of neuroscience,
the right hemisphere is more effective in processing movement within space. See Ward
(2006) 132: “[This phenomenon] may also explain why pictures are more likely to be
given titles referring to objects on the left, and why the left side of pictures feels nearer
than the right side of the same picture when flipped (Nelson & MacDonald, 1971).”

10. Cutler - Clifton (1999, 123-166) analyse the process of speech decoding, which is illus-
trated in Figure 5.1 on page 124, referring to the stages of decoding spoken language.

11. Meineck (2018) 3: “Thomas Habinek [2011] provides a lucid answer: ‘It’s not that neuro-
science provides definitive answers; rather, by articulating a model of thought and action
radically different from those taken for granted by most scholars, neuroscience defamiliar-
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interpretative participation,'? making theatrical communication a co-creative
process grounded in the spectator’s reconstructive capacities.'?

This cognitive dimension intersects productively with contempo-
rary performance theory. Postdramatic theatre, as described by Lehmann,
abandons linear plot structures in favour of parataxis, episodic composi-
tion, and the juxtaposition of autonomous theatrical elements.'* Erika Fis-
cher-Lichte’s concept of the “autopoietic feedback loop” further highlights
the co-creative relationship between performers and spectators, in which
meaning emerges dynamically rather than being predetermined.'” Fragmen-
tation, in this context, is not a deficiency but an aesthetic strategy aligned
with the mechanisms of perception.

The structural absence of plot continuity and character completeness
in fragmentary works therefore does not constitute an obstacle to perfor-
mance. On the contrary, such openness corresponds to postdramatic and
postmodern aesthetics, which privilege discontinuity in dramatic narrative,
deconstruction of meaning,'® fragmentation, and open interpretation.'” As
Edith Hall observes in relation to ancient Greek tragedy:

izes the ancient material, opening up new horizons of understanding, much as compara-
tive ethnography and critical theory have done for previous generations of classicists.””

12. Carmody (2020) 145 quoting Mesguich: “All of my work in the theatre [...] has been
underpinned by the ‘idea’ that texts are not beautifully self-contained entities with de-
finitive, stable, and assigned beginnings and endings; that each text [...] is always open,
linked to other texts [...]; and that faced with a text, we are never alone, that we are able
to read it only with the help of another, a thousand others.” The contemporary approach
to texts as entities with fluid interpretation has also led to modern reinterpretations and
“rewritings” of ancient tragedy by directors and dramaturgs who fragment tragic texts in
order to adapt them to new forms of staging. For more on the “transformations” | decon-
structions of tragic texts from a postmodern perspective over the last five decades, see
Sidiropoulou (2021) 131-154; E. Ioannidou (2017).

13. McConachie (2015, 131-167) has argued that theatrical spectatorship involves embod-
ied cognitive processes through which audiences integrate sensory stimuli with prior ex-
perience to construct meaning. Meineck (2018, 1-25) similarly emphasises the cognitive
dimension of ancient theatrical experience, proposing that the dynamic interaction be-
tween performer and spectator generates shared interpretative frameworks.

14. On postdramatic theatre see Lehmann 2006; Boyle — Cornish - Woolf (2019); Carlson
(2015) 577-595; Sidiropoulou 2024: 360-366; Szatkowski (2019) 222-247; cf. Cole (2019).
On theories of deconstruction and poststructuralism, see Fortier (2016) 46-64; Kakolyris
(2004); Rorty (1996) 13-18; Rabkin (1983) 48-53. For postmodern theory, see n. 18.

15. Fischer-Lichte (2008).

16. Pefanis (2013, 224) argues that “historical and theatrical events are inherently devoid
of meaning.” The absence of causal logic in Theatre of the Absurd is aptly described by
Brater (1990, 294): “Ab-surd: not heard. The missing sound was reason.”

17. Roland Barthes (1977) and Umberto Eco (1989), leading representatives of poststruc-
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The very idea of the fragment has had particular resonance in the postmodern
cultural era, with its resistance to grand narratives and love of cutting-and-
pasting, multiplicity, and splintered representations of human experience.'®

Fragmentary texts, then, should not provoke anxiety among thea-

tre practitioners —as they often do among philologists'®>— but should be
understood as particularly fertile material for creative experimentation.
Fragmentation characterises not only contemporary theatre, but also our
broader relationship with antiquity itself, which survives in incomplete tex-
tual, archaeological, and material forms. Monuments and sculptures, like
texts, reach us in fragmentary condition (e.g., the Parthenon, the Winged
Victory of Samothrace, the Venus de Milo); yet their incompleteness does
not diminish their cultural power.?

18.

19.

20.

turalism and modern semiotic theory, were among the first to theorise the concept of the
“open text.”

Hall (2010) 386-337. See also Sauer (2011) 9: “Contemporary playwrights have invent-
ed a new postmodern form of theatre, which is characterized by a transformation of stage
space, now almost always fragmentary, suggesting to spectators that gaps exist in the plot.
Consequently, theatrical works are inherently postmodern, and spectators are expected
to fill in these gaps. The mask of realism leads them to believe that they are objective
observers, and this detachment is gradually undermined, revealing that they themselves
are implicated in the issues they wish to observe from an external perspective.” For post-
modern theory, see Fortier (2016) 144-160; Auslander (2006) 97-115, with further bib-
liography on postmodernism at pp. 224-229; Novitz (2005) 213-223; Hutcheon (2004);
Patsalidis (2004) 35-55; Jameson (1992); Harvey (1989). See also Rudrum - Stavris
(2015) for studies on postmodernism, the Dictionary of Postmodernism (Hartley 2016)
under the relevant entries (deconstruction, poststructuralism, postmodernism), as well
as the comparative tables of modern and postmodern features in Goodall (1991, 17) and
Pefanis 2013 (compiled from the corresponding tables of Hassan [1982] 267-268 and
Harvey [2009] 440-441).

Terzopoulos notes (Karantzas 2021) that during a conversation he had with the eminent
philologist Kannicht, the latter confessed that philologists themselves “fear” fragments
because fragmentation provokes anxiety. This observation is confirmed by the fact that
comparatively fewer scholars engage with fragmentary texts, particularly fragmentary
texts of ancient Greek drama, since the uncertainty of the content and the fluidity of inter-
pretation require extensive research, which often leads only to hypothetical conclusions.
Cf. Wiles (2005, 189): “Ruined medieval abbeys often seem more beautiful than intact
buildings, I believe, because they leave more work to the viewer’s imagination. There is
great potential in the classical lacuna, because the fragmentary text forces the spectator to
imagine what might have been. While most productions offer a single reductive view of
what Greek theatre was, the lacunose production is at a great advantage, because every
spectator has their own idea of what is missing.”
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Contemporary theatre has increasingly embraced fragmentation as an
aesthetic principle. Devised theatre, performance art, and postdramatic
forms reject unified narratives in favour of episodic structures and open in-
terpretation.?’ Within such frameworks, fragmentary ancient texts are not
deficient relics, but structurally compatible with modern performance prac-
tices. The absence of a fixed dramatic context allows directors and perform-
ers to experiment with montage, juxtaposition, and improvisation, while
nviting spectators to participate actively in the construction of meaning.
Fragmentary comedy, no less than tragedy, can thus function as a powerful
catalyst for creative experimentation.

FRAGMENTARY DRAMA BETWEEN PHILOLOGY AND PERFORMANCE

The fragment has traditionally occupied an ambivalent position within clas-
sical scholarship. On the one hand, it 1s treated as precious evidence, often
capable of illuminating lost plots, poetic techniques, or cultural contexts.
On the other, it is regarded as incomplete, unstable, and resistant to de-
finitive interpretation. The philological tradition has therefore approached
fragmentary texts primarily as problems to be solved: lacunae to be recon-
structed, conjectures to be proposed, and contexts to be restored.

In recent decades, however, the fragment has acquired a renewed the-
oretical and aesthetic status within theatre and performance studies. This
growing interest in engaging with fragmentary texts seems to stem, on the
one hand, from the fragmented nature of our contemporary daily life and, on
the other, from theatrical practice itself, which increasingly favours the pres-
entation of narratives without strict structural coherence. Fragmentation has
come to be understood not simply as textual loss but as a productive con-
dition compatible with contemporary dramaturgical practices. Strikingly,
this renewed performative interest in fragmentation has developed primarily
around tragic material. Directors tend to gravitate toward tragedy because
its mythological narratives and royal figures are already embedded in cul-
tural memory and thus more easily legible to contemporary audiences. Re-
search projects, workshops, staged readings, and experimental productions

21. Behrndt 2024: 367-373; Szatkowski (2019) 166-184; Kemp 2019: 48-57; Ledger (2019)
149-193; McConachie 2015; Robinson (2015); Fischer-Lichte - Arjomand - Mosse
(2014); Syssoyeva - Proudfit (2013); Mermikides — Smart (2010); Graham - Hoggett
(2009); Fischer-Lichte 2008; Heddon - Milling (2006); Bicat - Baldwin (2002); Govan
- Nicholson - Normington (2007); Oddey (1994).
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based on tragic fragments have contributed to the gradual integration of
fragmentary tragedy into contemporary theatrical discourse.

The Fragments Project, by Prof. Laura Swift (Oxford) and director
Russell Bender, was devoted to the staging of fragmentary tragedy and
aimed to explore how fragments of ancient Greek ‘lost’ tragedies might
be turned into art (https://www.potentialdifference.org.uk/productions/
fragments). The outcome of this project was a full production of the play
“Fragments” (2023, UK), which was developed through workshops with
theatre professionals and a neuroscientist and work-in-progress perfor-
mances (2014, 2018). Alongside the Fragments project, theatre practi-
tioners have shown increasing interest in staging tragic fragments, e.g.,
Fragments: Eurpides (2025, Greece), (Aeschylus’) Egyptians (2023, UK),
Euripides’ Melanvppe Wise (2019, UK), and Euripidean Fragments (2018,
Greece). This renewed engagement is further supported by digital initia-
tives such as the Lost Greek Plays platform (https://lostgreekplays.com),?*
and the Greek Fragmentary Tragedians Online Project (2021-2023) with
a demo of their Database (https://fragtrag.upatras.gr).”” More broadly, a
number of research infrastructures document modern productions of an-
cient drama — primarily tragedy.**

This development has been reinforced by the canonical status of trag-
edy within both classical studies and modern theatre history. As a result,
tragic fragments have become increasingly visible and accessible to theatre

22. This platform offers a “text for performance” of Menander’s Mesoumenos, a comparative-
ly well-preserved play, within a dramaturgical framework explicitly oriented toward “a
theatrical reconstruction of a single play.” The approach proposed in this article differs
both in scope and in dramaturgical premise. Rather than reconstructing an individual
play, it concentrates on the far less substantial remnants of Menander’s corpus and treats
fragments not as components of a recoverable whole but as autonomous performative
units. By providing the Greek text, translation, and concise contextual notes in a format
designed for theatrical use, the project facilitates collage-based dramaturgies and post-
dramatic practices in which fragmentation functions as a structuring principle rather than
a condition to be theatrically reassembled. Nevertheless, initiatives such as Lost Greek
Plays make a valuable contribution by exploring the practical and cultural potential of
staging ancient fragmentary plays, making playable texts and reflections available online,
and inviting practitioners to engage creatively with material that would otherwise remain
inaccessible to modern performance audiences.

23. Cf. Antonopoulos (2023) 15-29; Domouzi (2023); Berti (2021); Cole (2019).

24. E.g., the Archive of Performances of Greek and Roman Drama, UK (https://www.apgrd.
ox.ac.uk); the Centre for Ancient Drama and its Reception , UK (https://www.notting-
ham.ac.uk/research/groups/cadre/home.aspx); the European Network of Research and
Documentation of Performances of Ancient Greek Drama, GR (https://sites.google.com/
view/arcnet); and the archives of theatrical organisations worldwide.
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practitioners, who can draw on existing translations, commentaries, and
performance precedents. Fragmentary comedy, by contrast, remains large-
ly absent from the modern stage. Even in the case of Menander —whose
best-preserved plays have been staged— the fragmentary portion of his cor-
pus has rarely been explored theatrically.

This absence stems from structural conditions: the dispersal of frag-
mentary comedy across specialised editions, the lack of curated perfor-
mance-oriented translations, and the difficulty of locating contextual
information about reception and adaptation. Unlike tragic fragments, which
benefit from mythic recognisability, Menandrean fragments require media-
tion. Practitioners must be able not only to access the text, but also to situate
it within thematic, dramaturgical, and performative constellations.

It 1s precisely here that digital infrastructures become crucial. What
fragmentary comedy lacks is not performative potential, but a relational en-
vironment in which texts, translations, commentary, thematic clusters, and
performance histories can be accessed together. The challenge 1s not re-
construction but integration: creating a framework that allows practition-
ers to encounter fragments as autonomous yet interconnected units within a
broader network of meanings. The marginalisation of comic fragments thus
reveals a structural imbalance in the way ancient drama 1s mediated to con-
temporary culture. What is lacking is not creative imagination, but an epis-
temic framework capable of rendering dispersed material visible, navigable,
and performatively usable.

Infrastructural invisibility, however, should not be regarded as the sole
explanation for the marginal position of fragmentary comedy on the modern
stage. Other conditions may also play a role, including directorial taste, in-
stitutional conservatism, rehearsal economics, the limited availability of per-
formable translations, problems of marketability, and audience expectations
shaped by more familiar theatrical forms. Fragmentary comedy may thus en-
counter resistance not only because it is difficult to access, but also because
it sits uneasily within existing production logics. Addressing these obstacles
requires not only improved accessibility but also forms of mediation capable
of translating fragmentary material into dramaturgically workable resourc-
es. Curated translations, thematic clustering of fragments, workshops with
theatre practitioners, and the integration of fragmentary texts into rehears-
al laboratories or postdramatic theatre processes may help mitigate these
constraints by allowing fragments to circulate within contemporary creative
environments. Acknowledging these pressures does not diminish the im-
portance of infrastructure; on the contrary, it clarifies why mediation is so
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crucial. Only when fragments become visible, navigable, and dramaturgical-
ly legible can they begin to challenge those inherited assumptions and enter
theatrical practice more fully.

THE CASE OF MENANDER AND THE INFRASTRUCTURAL
LIMITS OF VISIBILITY

Some of the best-preserved plays of Menander —Aspis, Dyskolos, Epitrepon-
tes, and Samia— have been staged in modern professional productions. In
most cases, however, directors and translators have opted to reconstruct the
play and complete the textual gaps in order to produce a continuous dra-
matic whole rather than to foreground the fragmentary condition of the text
(e.g., the production of Menander’s Samia, 1993, Cyprus Theatre Organ-
isation).” These practices reveal a recurring impulse toward completion or
recomposition. Fragmentary texts are rarely presented as fragments (e.g.,
Harrison’s Trackers of Oxyrhynchus [1988];*° Wiles’ Euripides’ Hypsipyle
[1997]);* instead, they are reconstructed (e.g., Roussos’ Euripides’ Hypsi-
pylé [1997];* Malandris’ Aeschylus’ Achilleis trilogy [2003],% and Alastair
Elliot’s Euripides’ Phaethon [2008]°), supplemented, or embedded with-
in newly constructed dramaturgical frameworks (combining fragments from
one or multiple authors into collage-like compositions structured around a
unifying theme, as in Terzopoulos’ Epigonor [2003], Zamboulakis’ Euripi-
des’ Cretans [2011], and Warlikowski’s Apollonia [2009]).”! This tendency
reflects a persistent attachment to textual wholeness as a precondition for
theatrical viability.

Yet contemporary performance practices have demonstrated that coher-
ence need not depend on narrative continuity.’ Let’s hear what Peter Brook
has to share about this from his personal rich experience:

25. Kiritsi (2019); Diamantakou (2013); Kiritsi (2013) 95-119; cf. K. Ioannidou (2022) 66-
67; Kiritsi (2014) 233-248.

26. Harrison (2004) and Marshall (2012) 557-571.

27. Wiles (2005) 189-207.

28. Roussos (1997).

29. Malandris (2013).

30. Elliot (2008) 65-75.

31. On Apollonia see Baron (2010) 37-49 and Barazzone (2010) 1-83.

32. As Laura Swift rightly observes when discussing the research programme Fragments,
even the ‘complete’ theatrical text that we possess may be considered a fragment (“Lost
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I remember working with Paul Scofield on an adaptation that Denis
Cannan had made of Graham Greene’s The Power and the Glory. At the
beginning of rehearsal there was a short, vital scene that was underwrit-
ten. Paul and I were very dissatisfied, for it was sketchy, like a first draft.
However, it took several weeks for the author to get round to rewriting
it. When eventually Scofield was presented with a vastly improved ver-
sion, he turned it down. I was surprised, because Scofield is in no way
capricious. Then I understood his actor’s logic. During the period in
which we had rehearsed the first version he had discovered many secret
impulses that enabled him ¢o complement the inadequacies of the text with
a rich inner Life.... In fact, the new text in saying more expressed less. So
he stayed with the old scene, and in performance it was remarkably pow-
erful.”” [emphases are mine]

Fragmentary comedy, therefore, need not be reconstructed into a com-
plete dramatic whole in order to function theatrically. The substantial por-
tion of Menander’s corpus that survives in fragmentary form —including
even the shortest fragments— has long been neglected in modern perfor-
mance, yet merits reconsideration as viable material for contemporary stag-
ing. The absence of Menander’s fragments from modern stages cannot be
explained by dramaturgical inadequacy. His comedies engage with social
negotiation, ethical conflict, and domestic life in ways that resonate strongly
with contemporary theatrical concerns. Rather, the problem lies elsewhere.

As noted above, Menandrean fragments remain structurally inaccessible
to practitioners. Moreover, information about modern adaptations, perfor-
mances, and experiments involving Menander 1s fragmented and difficult to
trace. In the absence of a structured framework that brings together textual,
performative, and reception-related data, Menander remains effectively in-
visible within contemporary performance culture.

Plays of the Ancient World” Podcast: https://soundcloud.com/user-25359829). This
is because reading the script of a theatrical performance constitutes only a fragment of
the full experience that one acquires by attending the performance itself, where the text
merges with the actors’ interpretations, costumes, stage design, and the audience, who
in turn draw upon their own memories and experiences in order to process and assign
meaning to the performance they have witnessed. Taking the argument a step further,
Erika Fischer-Lichte (2004, 340) maintains that ancient theatrical texts —even those that
survive in a seemingly “complete” form—should be regarded as fragments, since they
have been detached from their original context and historical moment, and it is impossi-
ble to recover their original meaning in order to stage them as contemporary works.
33. Brook (1988) 17.
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This moment, however, offers a particularly timely opportunity to ad-
dress this gap. The recent publication of Menander’s fragments in the Poe-
tae Comict Graect series (vol. V1.1, Kassel-Schréder, 2022), together with
the new translations and commentaries in the Fragmenta Comica series
(vols 24.1-24.11),’* makes a substantial body of material newly accessible.
These developments create favourable conditions for disseminating this ma-
terial to a wider audience and to theatre practitioners through the creation
of digital archives that integrate textual scholarship with performance-ori-
ented resources and organise dispersed textual and reception material into
navigable environments. It is within this context that digital mediation be-
comes relevant.

DIGITAL ARCHIVES AND THE REORGANISATION
OF FRAGMENTARY KNOWLEDGE

Digital archives are often understood as neutral repositories of informa-
tion. However, digital research infrastructures actively shape the questions
that can be asked and the connections that can be made. By organising da-
ta relationally, they enable users to identify patterns, compare cases, and
generate new forms of knowledge. In the context of ancient theatre, digital
infrastructures have the potential to bridge the gap between philology and
performance by integrating diverse types of material —texts, translations,
images, audiovisual records, and reception data— within a single, searcha-
ble environment.

Archives of performance are particularly crucial for the study of ancient
drama, whose theatrical dimension cannot be fully captured by textual anal-
ysis alone. Performance documentation, even when fragmentary, provides
invaluable insights into staging practices, interpretative strategies, and aes-
thetic choices. When systematically organised, such material can serve both
scholarly research and theatrical experimentation.

34. The project Kommentierung der Fragmente der Griechischen Komidie (KomFrag) funded
by the Heidelberg Academy of Humanities and Sciences and based at the Albert-Lud-
wigs-Universitit Freiburg, aims to produce comprehensive scholarly commentaries on
all extant fragments of Greek comedy (approximately 80 volumes). The project combines
philological, literary-historical, and archaeological approaches in order to elucidate often
difficult texts, reconstruct plays where possible, and situate authors within their broader
literary-historical contexts.
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And this 1s very crucial, since for theatre practitioners, fragmentary texts
cannot function in isolation. Directors, dramaturgs, and performers require
contextual information, translations, performance histories, and visual or
audio material in order to engage meaningfully with fragmentary sources.
Without such mediation, fragmentary comedy remains confined to the do-
main of philological expertise. The transformation of textual fragments into
performative material therefore depends on access, visibility, and contex-
tualisation. These needs cannot be met solely through traditional schol-
arly publications, but call for new forms of knowledge organisation and
dissemination.

The aim is not to replace philology but to extend it. By rendering frag-
mentary material visible and navigable, digital infrastructures create the
conditions for interdisciplinary dialogue between classical scholarship and
contemporary theatre practice.

A FRAGMENT AS PERFORMATIVE UNIT:
A PRACTICE-BASED ILLUSTRATION

The argument advanced in this article —that comic fragments can function
as autonomous theatrical units without being reconstructed into dramatic
wholes— may be clarified through a brief practice-based illustration. What
follows 1s not presented as a model to be replicated, but as evidence that
fragmentary material can generate coherent performance structures when
approached as dramaturgical nuclei rather than incomplete remnants.

An experimental performance developed as part of the author’s MA in
Theatre Studies (Open University of Cyprus, 2022) explored precisely this
premise.’” The performance, conceived as a forty-minute thematic mon-
tage of Menandrean material, juxtaposed short papyrological fragments of
gnomic character with more extended scenes. Fragmentation was not con-
fined to the textual level; it informed movement, vocal delivery, lighting,
and sound design. Interrupted microphone transmission, discontinuous
projection, low and shifting illumination, and electronically altered sound
translated papyrological lacunae into acoustic and visual form. A unified
stage space and the repeated use of minimal objects created structural con-
tinuity across otherwise thematically distinct excerpts. The scenography of

35. A short informal video excerpt from the rehearsals of the performance (in Greek) is avail-

able at: https://youtu.be/[jO8u9d22n_0.
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the performance was deliberately minimal so that voice, corporeality, and
textual rupture carried the affective weight; it was structured around three
dominant elements:

(a) a projection screen occupying the rear of the stage;

(b) low lighting, intensifying or diminishing according to the the-
matic and dramaturgical needs of each scene; and

(c) electronically altered microphone sound, which, in conjunc-

tion with the projected video material, heightened the emo-
tional intensity of the scenes.

Thematic axes of the fragments included war, class tension, misan-
thropy, religious hypocrisy, the instability of fortune, violence against
women, human trafficking, and recognition. Fragments from Aspes (1-83),
Dyskolos (153-178, 271-287, 796-812), Héros (74-115), Theophoroume-
né (fr. 1), Leukadia (10-16), Misoumenos (1-14, 29-30, 37-56, 706-712),
and Stkyonior (2-24) were arranged not to reconstruct lost plots but to pro-
duce thematic constellations. Ancient text was frequently placed in dialogue
with modern visual material — most notably in the opening scene from As-
pus, where Menander’s account of war was delivered against projections of
twentieth-century conflicts, collapsing temporal distance and underscoring
thematic continuity.

A more focused example may be drawn from Heros (74-115). The
scene survives in three damaged papyrus fragments preserving portions of
two adjacent exchanges between Myrrhine and Laches, a married couple.
Their conversation alludes to a rape that took place eighteen years prior to
the action of the play, when Laches raped Myrrhine without either party
being aware of the other’s identity. Although incomplete, the extant lines
allow us to reconstruct a dramatic confrontation in which Laches gradually
realises that the time and place of Myrrhine’s past assault coincide with his
own earlier act of sexual violence. The continuation of the scene is lost, but
it most likely culminated in an anagnorisis: Laches recognising Myrrhine
as the woman he had raped and Plangon and Gorgias —her exposed chil-
dren— as his own. Such a recognition would have led to the reintegration of
the family, in keeping with the structural patterns of New Comedy.

The fragment engages with a deeply unsettling and enduring theme:
rape and violence against women. As is well known, Menander’s come-
dies frequently incorporate plots involving the rape of a young woman at
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a nocturnal festival, followed by delayed recognition and eventual marriage
(e.g. Geargos, Epitrepontes, Samia). In Heros, however, the preserved ma-
terial suggests an intensified dramatic structure, possibly involving a double
rape and a double recognition. Even in its damaged state, the fragment con-
veys fear, shame, and unresolved trauma.

In performance, the papyrological lacunae were not verbally recon-
structed. Instead, absence itself became audible and visible. Missing lines
were replaced by distorted electronic noise resembling television static;
lighting flickered so that movement appeared discontinuous; microphones
cut in and out, interrupting vocal continuity. The actors’ dialogue was
structured around pauses, hesitations, and silences. The scene formed part
of a larger thematic performance; what follows is offered solely as a single
illustrative example in order to demonstrate concretely how one fragment
was approached dramaturgically. The excerpt below indicates the man-
ner in which textual lacunae were translated into stage language rather than
filled through reconstruction:

ACTOR 1 (microphone intermittently cutting in and out): How terrible ev-
erything that happened to me was. How unbearable this suffering that
I carry inside me. (Pause.) So many years. (Pause.) Alone. (Pause.) To
whom can I speak? (Pause.) Terrible. So terrible that the human mind
cannot contain it.

ACTOR 2: I am here to give you courage, Myrrhine. Courage is the stron-
gest antidote to tragedy. But why do you speak with such pain? Were
you assaulted in the past?

ACTOR 1: Yes... [he must have been] drunk.

ACTOR 2: Do you know who your assailant was? Do you have any indica-
tion of his identity?

PAUSE — lacuna in the papyrus.

(The actors continue speaking, but their voices are inaudible. On the screen be-
hind them appears the visual of a malfunctioning television accompanied by stat-
ic notse. The lighting flickers so that the actors’ movements appear discontinuous.)

ACTOR 2 (agitated): Answer me this first: has it been eighteen years since
the day you were assaulted?

ACTOR 1 (stunned): I am not the only one who has lived through such trauma.
(Lacuna.) Please... let us change the subject.
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As can be seen, the missing sections of the papyrus were not reconstruct-
ed verbally. Instead, absence itself became audible and visible. Myrrhine’s
lost speech was replaced by distorted electronic noise resembling the static
of a malfunctioning television, while lighting design rendered movement
discontinuous. The intermittent microphone disrupted vocal continuity,
translating textual lacunae into acoustic fragmentation.

In this configuration, the fragment operated as a dramaturgical nucleus
rather than an incomplete script awaiting restoration: the audience encoun-
tered not a reconstructed Menandrean scene but a mediated engagement
with absence, one that echoed both the damaged material transmission of
the text and the traumatic discontinuity embedded within its narrative.
More broadly, the example illustrates how Menander’s fragmentary corpus
may function theatrically through thematic concentration, performative dis-
continuity, and textual mediation. Presented as discrete yet resonant units,
the fragments function less as incomplete relics than as condensed drama-
turgical forms, capable of generating interpretative and emotional intensity.
Fragmentary comedy, when approached through contemporary dramatur-
gical frameworks, may thus become theatrically productive without requir-
ing reconstruction into complete dramatic wholes.

THE MENANDER REDIVIVUS PROJECT AS A DEVELOPING
MODEL OF INFRASTRUCTURAL MEDIATION

Menander Redivivus is a research initiative dedicated to the study of
Menander and his modern reception in theatre. Although Menander pro-
foundly shaped Roman comedy and influenced European dramatists from
antiquity to the early modern period, his presence in contemporary perfor-
mance culture remains limited. The project responds to this condition by
developing an open-access digital research archive devoted to the modern
reception of Menander (https://menander.ouc.ac.cy). The archive integrates
data with information on 20th- and 21st-century adaptations, productions,
translations, and performance documentation. By organising this material
relationally —through metadata, visual and audiovisual resources, biblio-
graphical references, and contextual notes— it creates a shared space in
which dispersed evidence may be accessed and interpreted across discipli-
nary boundaries.

Initially focusing on productions in Cyprus, Greece, and England
—contexts in which Menandrean professional productions have been
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comparatively concentrated— the archive establishes a structured founda-
tion for future expansion. Its aim is not merely to catalogue performanc-
es, but to situate them within a broader network of textual and reception
history. The archive is structured around a clearly articulated mission and
vision that foreground the revival and critical mediation of Menander’s re-
ception. Its core consists of a systematically organised collection of modern
productions of Menandrean comedy in Greece, Cyprus, and England. Each
production entry includes detailed metadata (cast lists, production credits,
venues, dates), alongside digitised programmes, posters, rehearsal and per-
formance photographs, costume and set designs, music scores where avail-
able, and press coverage, including newspaper articles and theatre reviews.
These materials are not presented as isolated documents but as interrelated
components within a searchable framework.

In addition to performance documentation, the archive incorporates
bibliographical references on the study of Menander, selected publications
and talks produced by the research team, and curated links to related dig-
ital resources on the reception of ancient theatre. A chronological timeline
provides an overview of key productions and historical moments, while a
dynamic map visualises the geographical distribution of performances.
Through this layered structure —combining textual scholarship, perfor-
mance documentation, and digital visualisation— the archive situates mod-
ern stagings of Menander within a broader cultural and historical context.

Beyond the construction of the archive itself, Menander Redivivus gen-
erates original research and advances the integration of digital humanities
methodologies into the study of ancient theatre. The project functions not
only as a repository of reception data, but as a research platform that pro-
duces new scholarship on Menander’s afterlives and fosters interdiscipli-
nary collaboration. Through conferences, publications, and public-facing
initiatives, it situates fragmentary comedy within contemporary academic
and artistic discourse, extending its visibility beyond specialist circles.

The archive also has a pedagogical dimension. By providing curated
materials, accessible translations, and documented performance histories,
it offers resources for university departments and drama schools in which
Menander has often been absent from curricula. In doing so, the project
does not simply preserve cultural heritage; it actively repositions Menander
within modern educational and theatrical contexts. The resulting dialogue
between classical scholarship and performance practice exemplifies how
digital infrastructures can operate simultaneously as research environments,
teaching tools, and collaborative spaces.
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While the archive currently operates as a structured research and peda-
gogical environment, its design anticipates further development. The long-
term objective of Menander Redivivus is not merely to expand its corpus,
but to deepen its relational architecture, enabling more direct engagement
between fragmentary texts and contemporary theatrical practice.

REFRAMING FRAGMENTARY COMEDY FOR CONTEMPORARY
PERFORMANCE

This evolution entails a shift from documentation to structured mediation:
the archive is conceived not simply as a repository of reception data, but as
an environment in which fragments are organised, contextualised, and made
relationally accessible for dramaturgical exploration. This development in-
volves several interrelated components:

1. Thematic categorisation of fragments: Rather than presenting frag-
ments exclusively according to traditional philological numbering,
the platform will organise them by thematic clusters (e.g., fortune,
marriage, war, deception, civic life). This facilitates dramaturgical
exploration.

2. Accessible translations and annotations: English translations ac-
companied by concise interpretative notes will enable practitioners
without specialised philological training to engage with the material.

3. Integration of reception data: By linking fragments to modern adap-
tations and performances, the archive will situate fragmentary mate-
rial within living theatrical traditions.

The database will be accessible to everyone, so that theatre profession-
als have the possibility not only to use these texts in performances of frag-
mentary texts (in the form of staged reading or performances) but also to
integrate them into performances of complete works as an introduction to
one of the topics covered by their performance or as an intertextual refer-
ence. The systematic engagement with fragmentary texts at both a research
and a practical level will hopefully attract the interest of both academics,
encouraging a reconsideration of ancient comedy within contemporary
theatre, and theatre practitioners, offering them ‘new’ material that can be
exploited as a text in conventional or innovative performances, as demon-
strated by the practice-based case study discussed above.
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Menander Redivivus thus positions its digital infrastructure as an epis-
temic environment —not merely a repository— in which fragmentary materi-
al becomes visible, navigable, and relationally intelligible. By foregrounding
performance as a form of knowledge production, the archive seeks to medi-
ate between textual scholarship and contemporary theatrical practice with-
out privileging one over the other.

More broadly, the development of digital infrastructures for fragmen-
tary comedy has implications for both theatre studies and classical scholar-
ship. For practitioners, such environments provide access to material that
has historically remained marginalised and difficult to locate. For scholars,
they open new avenues for examining reception history, performance prac-
tices, and the afterlives of ancient texts. In this way, digital mediation chal-
lenges the traditional hierarchy between text and performance, inviting a
more integrated understanding of ancient drama as a performative art whose
fragments continue to generate meaning,.

Yet infrastructure alone is insufficient. Digital infrastructures generate
impact only when embedded within communities of practice. The project
therefore situates the archive within existing academic-artistic ecosystems
through conferences, collaborative workshops, public presentations, and
interdisciplinary partnerships.’® By embedding the digital platform in con-
texts where scholars and practitioners encounter one another, the archive
moves beyond passive availability and becomes a site of exchange. In this
way, digital infrastructure functions not only as storage, but as a catalyst for
engagement.

36. The project has been presented by the author at international conferences in Classics and
Theatre Studies, interdisciplinary venues that bring together scholars and theatre prac-
titioners, as well as at professional gatherings within the theatre community. In addition,
Menander Redvvivus is launching a vodcast series in which theatre practitioners reflect on
their experience of staging and engaging with Menander. The project is also organising
an international conference on the reception of Menander on the modern stage (Cyprus,
April 2027), designed to foster dialogue between classicists and theatre professionals,
who will participate both as speakers and as members of the audience. The conference
will be accompanied by practical workshops on set and costume design and a workshop
for actors and directors on working with fragmentary drama, culminating in a perfor-
mance based on Menandrean fragments. [Further information about these activities is
documented in the News section of the project’s digital archive].
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CONCLUSION: TOWARDS A NEW AFTERLIFE
OF FRAGMENTARY COMEDY

The relative absence of fragmentary comedy from the modern stage should
not be understood as a consequence of dramaturgical inadequacy but
rather as a condition of infrastructural invisibility. Comic fragments rare-
ly circulate beyond academic contexts. As a result, theatre practitioners
encounter not the material itself but the absence of accessible pathways
through which it might become theatrically legible. The problem, there-
fore, 1s not fragmentation but mediation.

This article has argued that fragmentary comedy can function theatri-
cally without being reconstructed into dramatic wholes. When approached
as autonomous dramaturgical units rather than as defective remnants of lost
plays, comic fragments reveal a performative potential whose theatrical fu-
ture depends less on reconstruction than on the mediating infrastructures
that render them accessible and theatrically legible. If the marginalisation of
fragmentary comedy is infrastructural rather than aesthetic, then the task of
scholarship is not merely to interpret fragments but to reorganise the con-
ditions under which they become visible and usable within theatrical prac-
tice. Digital research infrastructures offer precisely such a possibility. By
integrating textual fragments, translations, commentary, and performance
documentation within unified and navigable environments, digital archives
can create the mediating frameworks through which dispersed material be-
comes accessible to theatre practitioners as well as scholars.

The Menander Redivivus project represents one attempt to estab-
lish such conditions of mediation. By documenting modern receptions of
Menander and gradually expanding towards the systematic presentation
of fragmentary material, the project seeks to reposition comic fragments
within contemporary theatrical discourse and to facilitate new encounters
between philological research and stage practice.

Fragmentary comedy has remained marginal in modern theatre not be-
cause it lacks relevance, but because the conditions that would allow it to
circulate within contemporary production cultures have only recently be-
gun to emerge. The fragment, therefore, should no longer be approached
merely as the remnant of a lost play, but as a dramaturgical unit whose the-
atrical future may depend less on reconstruction than on the infrastructures
and forms of mediation that enable it to enter theatrical practice.
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