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K aterina Philippides’ Performance and Imagination reviews from 
various theoretical perspectives how the playwrights of New and Ro-

man Comedy responded to and created space. Recognizing that the space of 
New Comedy involves much more than simply the street scene visible to the 
audience, Philippides applies to the plays of Menander, Plautus, and Ter-
ence the approaches to space that have previously brought much insight to 
the study of Greek tragedy and modern theater, examining the interactions 
between on-stage and off-stage space, the relationship between space and 
the movements of actors, and space described and imagined by characters. 

The foundation of Philippides’ work is a wide range of theoretical per-
spectives, including the semiotic approach of Anne Ubersfeld (1999), the 
broader views of Manfred Pfister (1988) and Patrice Pavis (2003), and the 
thoughts of Gay McAuley (1999) and William Gruber (2010) on space in 
theater. Often these theories are channeled through and expanded by earli-
er work on fifth-century tragedy, especially that of David Wiles (1997) and 
Rush Rehm (2002). An extension of this work to New and Roman Comedy 
is an important step, bringing work on these genres closer to the theoretical 
sophistication that has long characterized work on earlier Greek theater.1 

1.	 For other recent work on space in New and Roman comedy, see Menon (2020), Mazzara 
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Philippides has not sought to be comprehensive of all use and creation 
of space in the three playwrights: she recognizes important earlier work in 
which various aspects of space have been catalogued and discussed2 and 
does not seek to repeat all that these earlier works have done. Instead, she 
relies primarily on case studies, examining in each section how various the-
ories of space apply to several scenes. Sometimes she simply lays out the 
relevance of the scenes in question for our understanding of New Come-
dy’s space. Elsewhere she reviews the often-thorny controversies regarding 
a scene’s staging and its significance, frequently weighing in in support of 
one view or another. Her reasoning in these cases is consistently reasonable 
and insightful. To these verdicts she often adds her own thoughts about the 
significance of the playwrights’ choices surrounding space. It is on these last 
two aspects of her work —her opinions on scholarly controversies and her 
additional insights— that I will concentrate in what follows, noting places 
where I think Philippides’ arguments are especially helpful for our under-
standing of plays and some places where I disagree with Philippides or be-
lieve that she could have done more. 

After laying out her approach and reviewing the basic features of the 
stage of New and Roman Comedy, Philippides turns in her first chapter 
to what she calls “scenic and extra-scenic space in the narrower sense”; 
that is, onstage and offstage actions and interactions between the two. She 
begins with the stage door, noting its importance throughout New and Ro-
man Comedy and examining in detail the role of the door in the introduc-
tory scenes of six plays: Misoumenos, Cistellaria, Trinummus, Asinaria, 
Stichus, and Mostellaria. Especially fruitful here are Philippides’ associ-
ation of crossing the door’s threshold with wedding ritual in Cistellaria 
and Trinummus and her suggestion that the door is being metaphorically 
besieged in Stichus and Mostellaria. In an additional discussion of Aspis, 
Philippides offers an intriguing but to my mind less persuasive argument 
that the door in that play echoes and reverses the role of the door in Euri-
pides’ Hippolytus.

Next up is the stenopos referred to in Misoumenos and the angiportum 
that appears occasionally in Roman Comedy. Philippides follows Beare 
(1964, 256–263) and others —correctly, I think— in concluding that the 

(2021), Slater (2021), and Brown (2024). Note also the dissertation in progress of Aidan 
Mahoney (forthcoming). 

2.	 E.g., Mooney (1914); Johnston (1933); Duckworth (1952) 79–88, 121–132; Beare 
(1964) 176–183; Bain (1977); Ketterer (1986a–c); Frost (1988).
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words refer to a street behind, or occasionally in front of, the house rather 
than an alley between the houses, and she provides a useful review of move-
ment behind the houses in Stichus.

Philippides’ ensuing discussion of space within the stage buildings is 
especially valuable. This section’s first subsection is “interior scenes that 
take place onstage”. I think this heading is misleading: there is no pretense 
that the audience is seeing inside the houses, but rather that actions that we 
would expect to occur indoors are happening outside. Important to remem-
ber here is the degree to which life was lived outside in the ancient world. 
Much outdoor activity that seems incongruous to us might have seemed 
less odd to an ancient audience. This terminology does not vitiate Philippi-
des’ insightful conclusions here about three plays. As Philippides suggests, 
the fact that Pyrgopolinices is dragged outside for his punishment at the 
end of Miles Gloriosus intensifies his shame, the opening scene of Stichus 
makes the spectators feel like intruders, and Charisios’ reported eavesdrop-
ping on the intimate conversation between Smikrines and Pamphile from 
inside his neighbor’s house in Epitrepontes is a stunningly effective use of 
the stage space.

Philippides next offers a catalogue of places where voices from offstage 
are heard by characters onstage, including scenes featuring childbirth. She 
examines in more detail the scenes where characters address from the stage 
others who are indoors. Notable here are her astute analysis of Dyskolos 
874–878, where Simiche addresses from the stage Knemon, who is indoors 
and refuses to join the party in the cave of Pan and the Nymphs; and her 
observation that addresses to persons inside the house have metatheatrical 
significance in Miles Gloriosus (1378–1380), Persa (83–98), and Andria 
(481–488).  

Philippides’ ensuing discussions of “gatekeeper scenes”, where charac-
ters try to keep others from entering a house, and of scenes where a charac-
ter narrates events that occur inside offer many useful insights. Often, she 
notes, the moments of narration reveal secrets within the house. Demeas’ 
detailed description of indoor rooms in Samia gives the audience an unpar-
alleled glimpse into the house’s women, their spaces, and their secret. Pam-
philus’ report of his discovery of his wife’s pregnancy in Hecyra is equally 
powerful; and the parallel narrations of Euclio and Staphyla revealing two 
simultaneous secrets, the hidden pot of gold and Phaedria’s pregnancy, 
underline Euclio’s obsession with the gold and his neglect of his daugh-
ter. Philippides calls attention to an interesting variation of the “narrated 
interior scene”, in which the narrations interact with action that occurs on 
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stage: the events surrounding the interior party walls of Miles Gloriosus and 
Phasma, and Daemones’ reaction to seeing his wife and daughter through 
the house door in Rudens (1202–9). The role of Alcesimus’ bedroom in 
Casina and the interior of Chaerestratos’ house in Epitrepontes deserve and 
get especially detailed discussions. In Casina Plautus handles masterfully 
Olympio and the senex’s consecutive narratives of the humiliation they ex-
perienced indoors. In Epitrepontes Menander has Habrotonon anticipate on 
stage what she will tell Charisios indoors, encouraging the audience to focus 
its attention more on Pamphile’s reunion with her baby than on Habroton-
on’s deception.

In “the parodos and beyond”, Philippides moves from the indoors of 
the buildings represented on stage to other off-stage places. Employing 
Rush Rehm’s concept of “distanced space” —space beyond where the par-
odoi are assumed to end— and Anne Ubersfeld’s use of “open space” for 
indeterminate spaces and “closed space” for spaces that are more emphat-
ically defined, she notes the importance in many plays of open distanced 
spaces such as the battlefield in Aspis, the forum of Caria in Curculio, and 
Elis in Captivi. A note of caution on the last play. In arguing that Theodo-
romedes “took pains to instill virtues in [Tyndarus]… so that he would be 
worthy of manumission later on” (65), Philippides is correct, but she misses 
an important nuance: bene pudiceque educata is the standard description of a 
pseudo-meretrix who has remained a virgin. Tyndarus’ chastity (in contrast 
to the former puer delicatus Stalagmus), not his character, is what is impor-
tant here.  Also important are closed distanced spaces such as the court-
room in Phormio. Distanced space, she notes, plays an especially important 
role in the genre’s many descriptions of rapes that preceded the plot. She 
then turns to remembered space, such as the places where children were 
separated from their parents. Striking here is how often festive space be-
comes distressing because of kidnapping, rape, or separation. 

Philippides ends the chapter with a discussion of what she calls “se-
rious” comedy: descriptions —and in a few cases portrayals— of death bed 
scenes or moments of near death in a remarkably large number of plays. 
Knemon’s “apology” in Dyskolos, she notes, offers valuable information on 
Athenian practices regarding betrothal. After reviewing scholarship on the 
uncertain staging of Aspis 299–305, she concludes persuasively that Daos, 
on stage, addresses a despondent Chaerestratos indoors. The description 
of Chrysis’ death in Andria, Philippides notes, lays an important founda-
tion for the relationship between Pamphilus and Glycerium. The limited 
number of witnesses to the death of Glykera’s mother in Perikeiromene 
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lays the groundwork for the play’s misunderstandings. Philippides handles 
excellently the controversies surrounding the death of Stratophanes’ foster 
mother in Sicyonioi, proposing persuasively that the witnesses of the wom-
an’s death include free men who will take care that her last requests are 
honored. The near-death scene of Georgos, Philippides notes, leads to a 
celebration of life. She observes that Plautus avoids long descriptions of 
death scenes but provides glimpses of earlier deaths and their significance 
in Curculio and Menaechmi.

Philippides’ first chapter will be essential reading for anyone wishing to 
understand the use of offstage space in Menander, Plautus, and Terence. It 
complements excellently the look at offstage action from a different perspec-
tive in Mitch Brown’s Menander and the Birth of Domestic Drama (2024).

In her second chapter Philippides turns to what McAuley calls referen-
tial space, the stage space taken up by actors, and to proxemics, the study 
of actors’ movements within the stage space. Philippides is right to note the 
greater amount of movement on the Plautine stage than in Menander or Ter-
ence, but she misleads when she cites the prologue of Heauton Timoroume-
nos as evidence that Terence’s plays were fabulae statariae. The prologue 
speaker here suggests only that Heauton is stataria, and Donatus describes 
other Terentian plays as fabulae motoriae. Philippides correctly notes that 
Menander’s violent scenes, such as the fourth act of Samia, tend to stand 
out. As evidence for the difference between Plautus and Menander, Philip-
pides usefully contrasts the subdued arbitration scene of Epitrepontes with 
the insults, threats, and pulling in the similar scene of Rudens. Other con-
spicuous stage movements, Philippides notes, include scenes of supplica-
tion and “virtual exits”, where characters remain on stage but take no part in 
the dialogue for long passages. Philippides discusses only cursorily scenes 
where characters on stage eavesdrop on others who enter (such scenes have 
been studied in detail elsewhere3). She also summarizes and expands on 
some of her own earlier work (1999, 2016) on scenes where actors’ move-
ments mirror movements earlier in the play: the repeated knocking on the 
door and parodies of trials in Mostellaria, the remarkable six entrances of 
women associated with recognition in Epidicus, the three claims to property 
in Rudens, and the two expulsions of Chrysis in Samia. 

Philippides turns next to what Patrice Pavis calls “gestural space”: 
space created by the actors and what they do. She observes usefully that 
in Rudens Palaestra and Ampelisca create a peculiar space through their 

3.	  E.g., Hiatt (1946); Duckworth (1952) 109–114.
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long failure to recognize each other and then their reunion, and that each 
servus currens creates his own space. The chapter concludes with a section 
on “stage space and the body”, in which Philippides notes the importance 
of such bodily features as Kleostratos’ alleged corpse (Aspis), Cappadox’s 
illness (Curculio), Glykera’s cut hair (Perikeiromene), and Chrysis’ breast-
feeding (Samia). 

Throughout this chapter, Philippides has missed an opportunity by ig-
noring the meters of the relevant scenes. A significant number of the scenes 
Philippides discusses are in accompanied meters (i.e., meters other than 
iambic trimeters/senarii), and many in Plautus feature exuberant polyme-
trics. These scenes are likely to have been performed not only with lively 
movement, but with dance. It is impossible to understand properly accom-
panied, especially polymetric, mutual recognition scenes, frantic monodies 
like Alcesimarchus’ in Cistellaria, fight scenes, and servus currens scenes 
without acknowledging that characters in these scenes dance. Metrical pat-
terns can give important clues as to the kind of movement that happened on 
stage.4 Alcesimarchus’ monody, for example, is entirely in anapests, sug-
gesting a particular kind of steady but frantic dance. The various stages of 
Gripus and Trachalio’s struggle over the trunk in Rudens can be charted 
through the scene’s metrical changes. The switch to trochaic tetrameters 
in the fourth act of Samia brings a special liveliness, and probably some 
rhythmic movement, to the two expulsions of Chrysis. Philippides’ omis-
sion is nearly universal among scholars of ancient dramatic performance and 
deserves note here. Performance critics have made marvelous advances by 
evaluating what ancient plays’ texts reveal about performance, but they al-
most always ignore to their detriment an essential part of those texts, meter.

In her third chapter on “scenic and extra-scenic space in the broader 
sense”, Philippides follows Rehm in extending the study of space in more 
abstract ways. She first addresses what Rehm calls “eremetic” space, dealing 
effectively with controversies surrounding the staging of Dyskolos, Rudens, 
Leukadia, and Heauton Timoroumenos. The antisocial ways of Knemon, 
Daemones, and Menedemus, she shows, are both influenced and reflected 
by their plays’ unusual rural locations. 

Drawing on Rehm’s concept of the “nostos” play, Philippides dedicates 
an extensive portion of this chapter to plays of return and departure. Par-
ticularly useful here is Philippides’ analysis of Amphitruo as a parody of a 
tragic nostos play. In the case of the other plays Philippides examines in 

4.	 Cf. Moore (2012) 105–134; (2022); (2023).
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detail here —Mostellaria, Menaechmi, and Poenulus— the categorization as 
nostos or departure plays does not seem as useful. Philippides exaggerates 
the metatheatrical significance of the door in Mostellaria, and it is hard to 
see Menaechmi as a parody of a nostos play. She does well to point out the 
importance of hospitality in Poenulus, but the status of Poenulus as a “de-
parture play” does not contribute significantly to her analysis.

Discussion of two dichotomies concludes the chapter: “reflections of 
the city and the countryside” and “men’s space and women’s space.” The 
former section is concerned primarily with how the audience’s milieu is in-
corporated into the fictional stage space: after a brief catalogue of some Ro-
man elements in Plautus and Terence, Philippides reviews some references 
to the world outside the play in prologues and epilogues. This section is 
primarily selections of passages and phenomena that have been discussed 
by others.5 More original is Philippides’ fascinating discussion of how of-
ten in New and Roman Comedy the spectators see men in women’s spac-
es, through eavesdropping (e.g., Samia, Mostellaria), narrated scenes (e.g., 
Heauton Timoroumenos, Phormio), and the presentation on stage of scenes 
that one would expect to be indoors (e.g., Asinaria, Truculentus). I liked 
especially Philippides’ suggestion that the much-described temple of Venus 
serves almost as a third stage door in Poenulus, and her discussion of the 
paradoxical Aeschinus of Adelphoe, who barges into Sannio’s place of busi-
ness but is too frightened to approach the door of Pamphila’s home. 

Philippides’ final chapter is on “imaginary space”, the places described 
in the ravings of young lovers and the deceptions of clever slaves. Each of 
the analyses here brings new insights: the importance of Eutychus in inspir-
ing Charinus’ fantasies in Mercator, the uniqueness of Halisca’s searching 
scene in Cistellaria, the significance of the wild goose chases in Adelphoe 
and Hecyra and of the dystopic farm in Trinummus.

The book concludes with a brief epilogue summarizing its major con-
clusions and an addendum in which Philippides makes a persuasive ar-
gument that Tyndarus and Philocrates remain on stage throughout the 
opening scenes of Captivi.

Philippides has provided us with an exceedingly useful introduction to 
space in New and Roman Comedy and a foundation for much future work.

5.	 See, for example, Gratwick (1982), 112–114, Moore (1998), 50–66.
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