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Critias’ Pirithous and Aristophanes’
Frogs
Metatheatrical Echoes and the Critical Debate

Monica Centanni

This article addresses the topic of Metacriticism from two perspectives. First, with regard to
the dialogue between ancient sources and, in particular, the dynamics of metatheatrical par-
ody, it corroborates and extends Wilamowitz’s theory that the entire first act of Frogs could be
a parody of Critias’ Pirithous. Second, with regard to contemporary critical debate, the article
responds to recent arguments put forward by authoritative scholars who aim to refute Wilam-
owitz's hypothesis regarding both the (controversial) authorship of the tragedy and the idea
that Aristophanes staged a specific tragic parody. The paper expands on and revises some of
the points made in Atene assoluta (Centanni 1997, 159-219).

l. Status quaestionis

The first question relates to the commentary reported in Scholia Vetera on Aristophanes’ Frogs
concerning the work that is supposedly parodied in the scene in which Dionysus and Xanthias
arrive in the Underworld. Commenting on lines 464 ff. of Frogs, the Scholiast refers five times
to Euripides’ Theseus, which the comedy is said to parody: scholia on lines 465a, 465b, 471a,
473, and 475a (Chantry 1999, 71-72; actually, the reference to Euripides’ Theseus in scholi-
um 465b is uncertain and has been added by conjecture: Aéy(el) <Onoeug map’ EvpImidn?>
mPOG TOV Mivwa).

The second question concerns the potential overlap between Euripides’ Theseus and another
tragedy, Pirithous, which ancient critics attributed to either Euripides or Critias. In particular:

Vita Euripidis 1A. 9, 28-29

T& mévTa 8 AV alTol dpduaTa 4B [92], owleTou 8¢ on’ [78]. ToUTwv voBeleTan Tpia, Téwwng
Padauavug Neipidoug

TrGF V, T A1 (Kannicht 2004, 47)

Athenaeus Xl, 496b
0 Tov MeipiBouv ypawag gite KpiTiag £oTiv 6 TUpavvog f Eupimidng
F 2 Boschi (Boschi 2021a, 77) = DK 88 B 17 = TrGF |, 43 F 2 (Snell, Kannicht 1986, 173)

In ms. Vat. gr. 2228, f. 482 r, lohannes Diaconus, commenting on Hermogenes, recounts
the argumentum of Pirithous:
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1 wév olv Tod MeipiBou UMOBEaiC EoTiv aliTn: MeipiBoug £mi TV MepoePovng PvnoTeiov peTd Onoswe
€iq "AIdOU KaTaRAG TIHWPING ETUXE TG TPEMOUONG QUTOG PEV YAP £ METPAG GKIVATY KAXBEdPQ
medn0eiq dPAKOVTWV EPPOUPEITO XKOPGAIV, ONOEUG BE TOV PIANOV EYKATGAITIEIV GioXPOV fYOUUEVOG
Biou gikeTo TV £v "Aidou wrv. &mi TOvV KépPepov 8¢ ° HpakAfg amooTaeiq Und EUpucBewg
To0 pev Bnpiou Big mepieyéveTo, Toug 8¢ Tepi Ono€a X&pITI TOV XBoviwv Be®v TG mapouong
QVAYKNG EEENUDEV, UIX TTPGEE! KQI TOV QVOIGTAUEVOV XEIPWOKUEVOG Kai PR BEDV XAPIV AXBLV KX
BUOTUXOUVTOG EAEROBG PIAOUG.

T1 Boschi (Boschi 2021a, 41) = DK 88 B 16 = TrGF |, 43 F 1 (Snell, Kannicht, 1986, 171-172).

The following is the most substantial part of the drama preserved by tradition. These are the
lines in which, according to lohannes Diaconus, Aeacus addresses Heracles:

EioGyeTan yoOv v ToUTw TQ dp&uaTl AiaKOg MPog ~ HPoKAEX Agywv-

- a1, Ti XpRMO; OEPKOUOI OTTOUD( TIVX

delp " EyKOVOUVTO K& IGA " EUTOMIW PPEVI.
eimeiv dikaov, O EEV’, HOTIC BV TOTOUG

€iq ToUodE XPIUMTN Kai Ka® " AvTIV aiTicy.
eita " HPakARG mpog alTov-

- 0UdEeig OKVOG TAVT ' EKKOAUWaoB I AOyOV-
£uoi maTpiq uEv " Apyog, Ovopa 8’ HpakARg,
Be@Vv € MAVTWV TATPOG EEEPUV AIOG

£UR Yop NABE KEBVR uNTpi £ig AéXoq

ZeUg, WG AEAeKTa TAC GAnBeiog Uro.

fikw 8¢ delpo TPOG Biav, EUPUOBEWG

Apxaig Umeikwy, 0¢ u' Emepy” “ AiIdou KUVX
Gyev keAeUwv {OVTA TPOG MUKNVISGG

TUAGG, IBEIV pév ol BEAWY, GBAoV € Lol
AVAVUTOV TOVD  WIET €ENUPNKEVAI.

TOIOVD " ixvelwv TPayog EUpWING KUKAW
‘Aciag Te TGONG £G PUXOUG EANAUOGL.

F 1 Boschi (Boschi 2021a, 61) = DK 88 B 16 = TrGF |, 43 F 1 (Snell, Kannicht 1986, 172)

In 1875, Wilamowitz developed a hypothesis previously put forward by Fritzsche and proposed
the idea of a tragic parody of Pirithous in Frogs, strongly advocating the attribution of the
tragedy to Critias (Wilamowitz 1875, 171; and the prior notes to Frogs, 470-478,
in Fritzsche 1845, 206-208). In parallel, Van de Sande Bakhuyzen expressed scepticism re-
garding the scholia, highlighting the challenge of connecting Theseus and Frogs, and casting
doubt on the reliability of the scholia’s account and the similarities between the two texts (Van
de Sande Bakhuyzen 1877, 141 ff.). The objections raised regarding the relevance of the link
suggested by the scholia can be summarised into four main points:

1) Euripides’ Theseus is not set in Hades. As far as can be reconstructed from the surviving
fragments, the drama was set in Crete and centred on the hero’s liberation of the young men
destined to be eaten by the Minotaur. As is well known, in the most substantial passage of
the Theseus quoted by Athenaeus (X, 454b-c), an illiterate shepherd sees the hero’s ship ap-
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proaching, and describes the shape of the letters OHZEYZ engraved on the side, but does not
recognise their meaning. From a quotation provided by Tzetzes and the surviving fragments,
we can infer that Euripides’ tragedy was set in Crete, and that the scene in which the shepherd
describes the shape of the letters takes place on one of the island’s beaches (see Kannicht
2004, 428);

2) Even if we concede that, in a lost episode of the tragedy, Theseus was in the Underworld (or
recalled an adventure there), the context of the dialogue between Theseus and Minos would
differ greatly from that between Dionysus and Aeacus at the gates of Hades;

3) In Frogs, Dionysus takes on the role of Heracles, not Theseus.

4) The scholia to Frogs 471a-b read: ¢k Onogwg EUPIMOOU. K& T& PEV EXUTH TAGTTWV AEYEl,
T& O€ €€ Eupimidou (a), mpog ¢popov Alovucou (b), and then, on Frogs 473, quote Eur. fr. 386¢
Kannicht (= 383-384 Nauck), in which the rare adjective aipooTayeiq appears (echoed by
Aristophanes’ aiparooTtayng).

The verb mA&TTelv should refer to the reworking of the plot, thereby constituting a link between
the plots of Theseus and Aristophanes’ Frogs. However, perhaps the grammarian who wrote
the scholion identified the verbal coincidence of the adjective aip(ar)ooTayrng/eg both in Frogs
and in Theseus, pointing it out and extending the recurrence of the single word to the plot of
Euripides’ tragedy as a whole.

In addition to the pages he dedicates to Pirithous in Analecta Euripidea, Wilamowitz returns
to the subject in his monograph on Euripides’ Herakles:

Wir sehen auch an den dadurch angeregten Froschen des Aristophanes, dass die Erfindung
selbst dem Komiker, der den Bombast verspottete, imponirt hat. [...] Aiakos und der Mystenchor,
die unabhangig von den Froschen bezeugt sind [...] garantiren die Abhangigkeit der Frésche und
bestatigen so meine Vermutung, dass die aristophanische Aiakosscene den Kritias parodiert
[...] (Wilamowitz 18952, 158 and footnote)

Wilamowitz then reaffirms the idea several times in his writings, thus suggesting corruption in
the scholia, which should be read as £mi ©noei, rather than €v Onoei (the same arguments are
in Wilamowitz 1927, 291-292) as in the manuscripts. In other words, the scholium should be
read as “de Theseo, in Pirithoo scilicet fabula” instead of “in Theseo” (so van Leeuwen 1896,
79). Wilamowitz goes so far as to suggest an attribution of some fragments handed down
as Euripides’ Theseus to Critias’ Pirithous: “Thesei fragmenta 386, 387, 388 ad Pirithoum
refero” (Wilamowitz 1875, 172; on the matter, see Sutton 1978). Furthermore, he recon-
structs a trilogy by Critias, of which Pirithous would be one part, alongside Radamanthus
and Tennes; the fourth play, intended as a satyric drama, would be Sisyphus, related to
Critias’ fragment about the invention of God by a “wise man” aiming to instil fear in humans
(TrGF I, 43 F 19: Snell, Kannicht 1986, 180-182 = DK 88 B 25). The Sisyphus fragment quot-
ed by Sextus Empiricus is also a widely debated topic among critics (for a detailed analysis,
see Cipolla 2003, 225-269).
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Wilamowitz's hypothesis that Critias was the author not only of the Pirithous fragments, but
also of a complete dramatic tetralogy including the Tennes, Radamanthus and Sisyphus as
the Satyric drama, was bound to spark debate among critics (see Alvoni 2008 for an overview
of the key points of the critical debate, beginning with Kuiper in 1907). In 1994, the journal
“Mnemosyne” published the correspondence between Wilamowitz and Kuiper (for an overview
of the importance of Wilamowitz's “Memorandum u“ber die Peirithoosfrage”, see Bremer and
Calder 1994. Alvoni 2011 provides an accurate reconstruction of the scholars’ arguments). In
recent decades, the debate has been revived, with important contributions summarising the
critics’ positions. The following table supplements and updates Collard’s valuable review (pre-
sented in his 1995 and then 2007 editions), and provides an overview of the heated debate
among scholars from the beginning to the present day.

CRITIAS uncertain EURIPIDES
VALCKENAER 1767
NAUCK 1856, 18892
WILAMOWITZ 1875, 18952
DIELS 1903
WILAMOWITZ 1907 KUIPER 1907
WILAMOWITZ 1927 HUNT 1927
PICKARD-CAMBRIDGE 1933
KRANZ in D.-K., vs

1935,19526
NESTLE 1940 SCHMID 1940
PAGE 1942
BATTEGAZZORE 1962
ARRIGHETTI 1964 VYSOKY 1964
WEBSTER 1967
DEFRADAS 1967
de ROMILLY 1968
CARLINI 1968
BATTEGAZZORE 1970 COCKLE 1970
SNELL 1971
LESKY 19723
DOVER 1975
DIHLE 1977
SUTTON 1978
PANCENKO 1980 SCODEL 1980
SNELL, KANNICHT 1981 SUTTON 1981
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WEST 1983 COCKLE 1983 METTE 1983
KNOX 1985
SNELL, KANNICHT 1986

WINIARCZYK 1987 SUTTON 1987
YUNIS 1988
BATTEGAZZORE 1989 DAVIES 1989
GAULY 1991
DOVER 1993

COLLARD 1995
OBBINK 1996
KANNICHT 1996
SOMMERSTEIN 1996
CENTANNI 1997 KAHN 1997
PECHSTEIN 1998
BULTRIGHINI 1999 KRUMEICH, PECHSTEIN, SEIDENSTICKER
1999
CLARK 2000
DOBROV 2001
IANNUCCI 2002

EGLI 2003
ALVONI 2006 LLOYD-JONES 2006
COLLARD 2007
ALVONI 2008, 2011 COLLARD, CROPP 2008
CARLINI 2012
BREMMER 2015
ANGIO 2020 CROPP 2020, 2021
BOSCHI 2021a, 2021b CARRARA 2021,

2024

As can be seen, the critical discussion is very lively and remains controversial. An important
turning point that reignited the debate was Dana Ferrin Sutton’s work in 1987, in which he
re-examined the sources and fragments and once again proposed Euripides as the author of
the drama (Sutton 1987, 5-106; see also Sutton 1978 on Euripides’ Theseus). The arguments
put forward by Sutton to return the attribution of Pirithous to Euripides are essentially of two
types:

1) Trust in ancient sources that mention “Pirithous by Euripides” more often than “Pirithous
by Critias” (with regard to the fragments usually attributed to Pirithous), thus hypothesising a
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lost Pirithous by Critias, which would have caused confusion in later sources; and

2) Internal evidence, including stylistic and lexical evidence, that demonstrate strong similari-
ties with Euripides’ texts, and Euripidean stylistic features and lexemes that are recognisable
in Pirithous: the style and lexicon of Sisyphus, attributable with certainty to Critias, are com-
pletely different. It is the same argument of the “Euripidean colour” invoked by Kuiper in 1907
to attribute Pirithous’ authorship to Euripides. Sutton’s methodology has been the subject of
some harsh criticism:

Literary analysis of the kind attempted here has little value if it is not quantitatively precise and/
or qualitatively sensitive. This study is neither. It is indefensible that in a computer-aided work
such vague expressions as ‘repeatedly’, ‘much more frequently’, ‘the number... is impressive’ are
used (pp. 34, 55, 60-1) [...]. It is useless to point coincidences in phraseology without distinguish-
ing between common and colourful expressions [...]. There are misprints and wrong references
throughout (Craik 1988, 399).

Along the same lines, with even harsher criticism, Harder 1990 concludes, “In conclusion: this
book is best left unread” (Harder 1990, 205).

Despite more than a century of debate, the question of the tragedy’s authorship remains
unresolved, with neither the arguments for Euripides nor those for Critias being conclusive.
In 2012, Carlini confirmed the attribution of two new papyrus fragments to Pirithous. He
summarised the debate on attribution, recalling Albin Lesky’s position in favour of Critias’ au-
thorship. Carlini also dismissed the weak “sonus sermonis” argument, which various scholars
have invoked as evidence of Euripides’ authorship. Proof of the difficulty in settling the ques-
tion is the hypothesis proposed by Wilamowitz that Euripides wrote Pirithous, but Critias
suggested the plot (and perhaps the entire tetralogy). While this idea is far-fetched to the point
of being untenable, it demonstrates how challenging it is to definitively rule out Critias’ involve-
ment based on the available data. In his 2012 contribution to the small corpus of Pirithous
texts, Carlini quotes a note by E.G. Turner from a 1969 correspondence (Carlini 2012, 188
ff.). Commenting on the attribution of one of the fragments to Pirithous, Turner observed that
the main argument against Euripides was the static nature of the on-stage action (“the events
seem to be so utterly static”). The style of the tragedy’s dramatic writing must be taken into ac-
count, as it is a much less discretionary and subjective element than the “sound” or “colour”
of Euripides’ writing, which can be found in the lexis of the few fragments of the drama.

There has been no improvement in the uncertainty and disagreement among critics dis-
cussing the topic since the end of the 20th Century. In fact, the situation has probably
worsened. However, as can be seen from the table, doubts about the attribution of the drama
to Euripides seem to have regained the upper hand recently. Indeed, there is also a tendency
to return to the idea that Critias was the tragedy’s author, as Wilamowitz suggested.

Martin Cropp has recently revisited the issue of the tragedy’s paternity, expressing serious
doubts about the attribution of Pirithous to Critias, and strongly criticising the hypothesis that
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Pirithous could be parodied in Frogs (Cropp 2020). Cropp’s arguments can be summarised as
follows:

- The name ‘Aeacus’ (mentioned by Critias’ fragment source) does not appear in the text of
Frogs;

- The similarities between Frogs and what we know of Pirithous are very limited;

- A tradition of Heracles’ katabasis, including his initiation at Eleusis and the rescue of The-
seus, probably emerged already in the sixth century; there is nothing in Frogs that cannot be
explained by this tradition, rather than by dependence on Pirithous;

- The Chorus of Initiates that greets Heracles/Dionysus in each play was probably part of this
earlier tradition;

- References to Pirithous’ plot are notably absent from Frogs’ scholia;

- Frogs has a typical comic doorkeeper scene. In Pirithous, however, Aeacus is already present
when Heracles arrives. He has probably delivered the prologue speech and may continue to
play an important part in the tragedy.

Therefore, in Cropp’s opinion, Wilamowitz’s argument about Pirithous is an example of “cir-
cular reasoning” (Cropp 2020, 246-247). There is no evidence that the Aeacus in Pirithous
behaved like the doorkeeper in Aristophanes’ play, nor is this at all likely. Furthermore, the as-
sumption that the descent of Dionysus/Heracles in Frogs was modelled on that of Heracles in
Pirithous is unnecessary, since the pattern of Heracles’ katabasis was much older. However, it
should be noted that Cropp himself had provisionally accepted the attribution to Critias, using
the formula “Critias(?)” in his edition of fragments by Minor Greek Tragedians (Cropp 2019,
180 ff.).

Il. Echoes of Pirithous in Frogs. A Dramaturgical Analysis

The critical question is therefore open and twofold, concerning both the attribution of Pirithous
to Euripides or Critias, and the possible relationship between the tragedy and Frogs. The heat-
ed, century-long debate on the authorship of the drama and the possible parody in Frogs has
at least assisted an in-depth examination of the issues, clearing the critical field by excluding
some methodologically weak arguments and including others. In particular:

- the quantity and quality of the arguments casting doubt on Frogs being a parody of Theseus
are solid enough: the plot of Euripides’ tragedy differs significantly from that of the comedy in
terms of setting and characters;

- itis not possible to rely on infra-textual or stylistic evidence to attribute Pirithous’ authorship
either to Euripides or Critias, given the scarcity of the surviving fragments. The lexicon, the
“sonus sermonis” the Euripidean (or not) “colour” do not seem to be worthy considerations.

At this stage of the debate, it is worth conducting a dramaturgical analysis by comparing the
plot and the unfolding of the tragedy Pirithous, as set out in the argumentum, with the plot
and text of Frogs.
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Dramatic analysis seems to be the only method we have at our disposal to find any points of
contact between the two dramas. | therefore present a table below that highlights the paral-
lels between Frogs and Pirithous, based on our limited knowledge of the tragedy, focusing on
the characters and plot twists (idn and udBog, as Aristotle would say). The table outlines the

most evident parallels.

loci paralleli

Pirithous
katabasis of Heracles

The capture of Cerberus
the main purpose for Heracles’ descent into the
Underworld

Outcome

Cerberus is captured by force, but Heracles also
obtains, through the grace of Persephone and
Hades, the liberation of Theseus and Pirithous

Chorus composed of Mystai

Ath. XI, 496a-b

TANUOXON ... XPOVTQI 8€ aUT® (scil. T® okelel) v
‘EAeuaivi T{) TEAEUTQIQ TMV PUOTNPIWV NUEPQ, MV KAl
&’ auTol mpooayopelouat MANPOXOOG [...]

Vol TANUoXOag T&ad” gig XBOvIov

X&OU™ EUPAPWG TTPOXEWHEV

F 2 Boschi (Boschi 2021a, 77-82) = DK 88 B 17 =
TrGF I, 43 F 2 (Snell, Kannicht 1986, 173)

The violent and brutal manners of the Centaurs

At some point during the tragedy, it is highly prob-
able that the famous struggle of Theseus and
Pirithous against the Centaurs at Pirithous’ wed-
ding was recalled.

Frogs
katabasis of Dionysus (with Xanthias) disguised as
Heracles

The rescue of a great poet from back to life
the main purpose of Dionysus’ descent into the
Underworld

Outcome

Dionysus obtains permission from Pluto to bring
back to life Aeschylus, the poet who won the con-
test

Chorus composed of Mystai at the gates of the Un-
derworld
[First Chorus: composed of the Frogs of the Styx]

From the argumentum: ToUg pUOTAG TOP’ GUTGG
TGG TTUAGG TOU AIBOU XOPEUOVTOG

Zavlicg | Ti EoTIv;

AIOVUOOG | OU KOTHKOUOKS;

Zavliag | Tivog;

AIOVUOOG | GUAQV TIVORG.

Zavliog | Eywye, Kai dGdWV YE e

aUpa TIG EICEMVEUOE YUOTIKWTATN.

AIGvuoog | GAN’ NPepi MTAERVTEG AKPOKOWHEDTL.
Frogs, 312 ff.

sch. ad locum: WPUCTIKWTGTN: TV &v EAeucivi
yuoTnpiwv.
sch. at . 316: ueTeBARON TOV HUOTMV O XOPOG

KEVTOUPIK®OG (the Centaur manner)

[Heracles addressing Dionysus who knocks on his
door]

Tig TAV BUPGV EMATOEEV; WG KEVTRUPIKDG

v’ OoTig.

Frogs, 38 f.

sch. ad locum: koi ToUTO 0idev HPOKAAG €K TAG
POG aUTOUG HAXNG
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Pirithous
The capture of Cerberus
This is the first reason for Heracles’ descent into
the Underworld in Pirithous.

From the argumentum: &mi TOv KepPBepov OE
" HpokAiig &mooTaleiq Umd EUpucBéwg TOO uEV
Bnpiou Big mepieyEveTO [...]

Heracles’ visit into the Underworld
This had recently been recounted in Pirithous' per-
formance.

The increased loot

Heracles had come to Hades only to kidnap Cer-
berus, the dog, but he left with the dog and the
other two heroes, who had been granted to him by
the gods of the Underworld.

From the argumentum: émi TOv KépPepov o€
" HPOKAAG ... TOUG OE TTepi ONOEX XAPITI ... PIAOUG.

Frogs
The (former) capture of Cerberus

[Dionysus asks Heracles for directions for travel-
ling to the Underworld, based on his previous
descent for Cerberus]

&M’ OvTTep Eveka TAVOE TAV OKEUNV EXwv

AABOV KaT& GV piunaiv, iva por Tolg E&voug

TOUG 00UG PPAOEING, £ BEOIUNVY, 0I0I GU

£xp® TOB', NViK™ £ TOV KEPPepov,

TOUTOUG PPAOOV oI, AIUEVOG, GOTOTIWAIC,

TopVvel’, GVOTTRUAGG, EKTPOTING, KPMVAG, 080UG,
TIOAEIG. DIKITOG, TTAVOOKEUTPIGG, OTIOU

KOPEIG OAiyIOTOL.

Frogs, 108 ff.

[The Gatekeeper adresses Dionysus/Heracles]
© BOEAUPE KAVAIOKUVTE KOl TOAUNPE GU

KO MICPE KO TIOUMICPE KO MIGPWTATE,

OG TOV KUV’ AU@V EEEAGOOG TOV KEPBEpoV
AMRERG GyXwV KATTOOPAG MXOU AaBwv,

OV &YW 'PUATTOV.

Frogs, 465 ff.

delp’ £ioiBi: the second visit of Heracles/Dionysus
into the Underworld

[The Servant adresses Dionysus/Heracles]
® QIATa®’ fikeig HpdkAeig; 8elp’ gio1ol1.

1 Y&p B0G 0° wg EMUBED’ AKOVT , EUBEWG
£meTTEV &PTOUG, AWE KATEPEIKTOV XUTPOC
£Tvoug 80’ 1 TPEIg, Bolv &rnvOp&KIL BAov,
TMAGKOOVTOG WNTX KOMGBOUG. &M’ gic101.
Frogs, 503 ff.

The increased loot
Dionysus/Heracles, treated as a thief.
[Hostess adresses Dionysus/Heracles]

Vo O dEIOKON YE TTOU

€M TNV KATANIP EVOUG GVETTNONOUUEV-
00" QXET EEAENG YE TAG WIGBOUG AXBWV.
Frogs, 565-567

sch. ad locum: vopiloual HpakAéa TOV Aidvucov
gVl WG APTIOKOT T& XPEIWdn Ka®' Aidou OTe
KOTANBEV &M TOV KEpPBepov.

[the Gatekeeper to Dionysus/Heracles]
EUVOEITE TOXEWG TOUTOVI TOV KUVOKAOTIOV,
ivox 5@ Biknv. GvUeTOV.

Frogs, 605-606
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Pirithous
The benevolence of Pluto and Persephone
in allowing Heracles to bring back to life both the
heroes, Theseus and Pirithous

From the argumentum: [...] X&pITl TGOV XBoviwv
Oe®v .. Kai map& Be®@v  X&pIv AXBWV  Kai
BSUOTUXOUVTOG EAENONG PIAOUG.

Frogs
The benevolence of Pluto
in allowing Dionysus to bring back to life the best
poet, whichever one he preferred

MAouTwv | [...] AaBwv Grel,
omoTEPOV GV KPivNg, v’ ENONG U PATNV.
Frogs, 1415 f.

Ill. Traces of Critias, both as a poet and as a political leader, in Frogs
The comedy also contains allusions to the contemporary political situation that are closely
linked to Critias. For example, see the allusion at line 47, when Heracles addresses Dionysus:

&AM oUx 0i0¢ T’ iy’ &ocoBRotI TOV YEAWV
Op®V AEOVTAV EMi KPOKWTQ KEIUEVNV.

Tig 0 voUg; Ti KOBOPVOC Kai POTIGAOV EUVNABETNY;

Frogs, 45 ff.

sch. ad loc.: 0TI 6 KOBOPVOG €ig GUPOTEPOUG TOUG OGS GPUOLEL. EvBeV Kai Onpaugvng KGBopvog

AéyeTau.

The allusion is to Dionysus’ disguise as Heracles, but, as the scholium reveals, it is also to
Theramenes, the so-called “cothurnus” (cf. Xenophon, Hell. Il, 3, 31), and most likely to his
complicity with Critias in the same political faction during the troubled years of the Athenian
stasis that preceded the Thirty Tyrants regime led by Critias and Theramenes themselves. See
also the explicit attack on Theramenes’ opportunism and political flip-flopping in the verses

recited by the Chorus:

TOOTA PEV TTPOG AVOPOG ECTI
voUv €XOVTOG Kol pPEVAG KA
TTOM& TEPITTEMAEUKOTOG,
METOKUAIVOEIV QUTOV OEl
MPOG TOV 0 MTPATTOVTO TOIXOV
UGAOV i YEYPOUPEVNY

€IKOV’ E0TGVAI, AGBOVO’ &V
OXAHO- TO OE UETAOTPEPETDI
P0G TO MOABAKWTEPOV
5e€100 TIPOG GvOPOG EO0TI

Kai pUOEI ONPaUEVOUG.
Frogs, 534 ff.

sch. at I. 540a okWNTEl AUTOV WG EUPETRBOAOV GVTX KAl TTPOG TOV KXIPOV GPUOTOVTX.

From line 354 onwards, the Chorus denounces those who cause unrest in the city and those

who collaborate with the Enemy:

cUPNUEIV XPN KAEIOTOOOMI TOIG NUETEPOICI XOPOIOIV,

(-]
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i BwpoAOxoIq EMeaiv Xaipel U v Kaup@ ToUTo moIololv,

i OT&OIV EXOPAV UN KATOAUEI Und’ eUKOAOG €0TI TIOAITHIG,
&M’ Gveyeipel Ko PITiCel KEPBWV IBiwV EMOUPQY,

fj TAG MOAEWG XEIMOLOPEVNG BPXWV KATAOWPOBOKEITA,

fj TPodidwaolv ppoupIoV fi valdg [...]

f XPNUOTO TOIG TV QVTITGAWY VAUGIV TTRPEXEIV TIVK TIEIBE!,
1} KOTATIAX TOV EKOTEIWV KUKAIOIGI XOPOIoIV UMWY,

fi ToUg pIoBoUG TdMV TTOINT®V PriTwP GV &iT’ &MOTPWYE!,
KWUWONBEIG &V TAIG MATPIOIG TEAETAIG Taig TOU AlovUooU.
TOUTOIG AUB®D KAUBIG AMOUB®D KAUBIC TO TPITOV UGN &MoUd®
£€ioTOlOOOI YUOTAIGH XOPOIG,.

Frogs, 354 ff.

The combination of poetic and political criticism identifies a group of individuals who:

- undermine the canons of true and serious poetry with ‘catchy’ verses;

- stir up hatred between the parties for their own benefit and against the city’s interests;

- maintain various kinds of relations (tactical, military, or commercial) with the Spartan ene-
mies;

- commit sacrilegious acts “against the statues of Hecate” in komoi by singing dithyrambs;

- despite being a “rhetorician” (i.e. someone who plays politics: “fa politica” as Dario Del
Corno brilliantly translates), the person they attack is labelled a poet and pockets the poets’
fees. This is why he is mocked during the Dionysian festivals.

For all these reasons, people with such personalities are kindly asked not to participate in the
“Sacred Choirs of the Initiates”.

As Del Corno wrote, they are: “Allusioni personali che erano di immediata identificazione per il
pubblico” (Del Corno 1985, 176). In light of the above, it is difficult not to recognise these im-
plicit allusions as clear references to Critias and his circle. The definition of an unscrupulous
‘rhetorician’/politician, who deals with the enemy by “ceding fortresses” and practises poet-
ry by “stealing the craft” and pay of poets, fits Critias perfectly. If the reference to sacrilege
against the statues of Hecate is directed generically at Cinesias, the dithyrambographer, as in-
dicated by the scholia, then the most serious example of a sacrilege would undoubtedly still be
fresh in the memory of the Athenians: the mutilation of the Hermae. Andocides (De Myst., 45,
47, 68) attests to Critias’ involvement in the Hermocopides affair, one of the most infamous
acts of sacrilege at the time (cf. Philostratus, Vitae Soph. |, 16, in which he perhaps confuses
different episodes when citing the otherwise inexplicable mpoudidou 8¢ T& iep& as a misdeed
of Critias).

Conversely, from lines 686 onwards, the Chorus emphasises a theme that was at the centre
of political debate during that period: the revocation of atimia and the restoration of civil rights
for all citizens.

[...] mp@TOV 00V ATV DOKET
£€10M00I TOUG TTOAITAG KAPEAETV TX JEINATAL.
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Frogs, 687-688

sch. ad loc.:

- 688a £Elomoail TOUG TONITAG TOUTEOTIV ~EVTiHoug ToIfoal ToUG GTIMWOEVTERG . TolauTn &P
KOTXOTOOIC EVEIOTAKEL, KOO AVEPUYRSEUBNTAYV TIVES TOV TTOMTOV K& KTIMOI EYEVOVTO.

- 688b [€100al TOUC TONITOG] SNUOKQATIOV TTOIROGI.

— B88C GPEAETV TK BEINATO: TXG KTIMICG AEYEL.

- 688d apeAeiv TG deipaTor- TOUG POPOUG APEAETV GTTO TOU EUAXBOUMEVWV.

The topic is summarised in the following passage from the argumentum:

Ev 8¢ TOUTW, O PEV TV PUCT@V X0POG Tiepi TOU TNV MONITEIaV EEI0MONI Kai TOUG GTiOUG EVTiUoUg
TOIROGI XATEPWV TIVROV TIPOG TV TV ABNVaiwV TTOAIV SIGAEYETAI.
(Arg. 14-16 = Chantry 1999, 1).

As noted by scholars in their commentaries ad locum, the reference to the need to restore
equality among all citizens could refer to the restoration of civil rights compromised by the
regime of the Four Hundred in 411 BCE, in which Callaeschrus, the father of Critias, and per-
haps Critias himself, had been involved. Aristophanes appears to be proposing a slogan for the
pacification of the city-state, which, by resolving the situation of revenge and partisan conflict
(the oTaoig xBpd referred to in line 359), could avert the risk of an anti-democratic takeover.
In this sense, the scholia correctly interpret that “removing all fear” from citizens would avert
the danger of impending war.

This appeal for moderation and pacification is diametrically opposed to the positions of those
who derive personal advantage from civil discord, a group attacked by the comedian in lines
358 ff. In opposition to a strategy of exacerbating past and ongoing grudges in order to pre-
pare the ground for an oligarchic coup, Aristophanes proposes a wise ‘soft’ approach, aimed
at demotivating the oligarchic faction and its wider supporters, who were harmed by the radi-
calism of Cleophon’s restoration in 409-407 BCE. So Canfora 2001, 207:

La parabasi delle Rane é tra i testi pili espliciti sul piano politico. [...] Il suo [di Aristofane] inter-
vento & un plaidoyer in favore della piena riabilitazione di coloro - ed erano tanti - che, avendo
ricoperto cariche e pubbliche funzioni sotto i Quattrocento, erano da cinque anni in una sorta di
limbo politico; e inoltre in favore di un generale remissione di tutte le condanne all’atimia.

Another theme that could be connected to the myth of Pirithous is the concept and recurrent
motif of the expelled body. In lines 689 ff., the Chorus recites:

Kei TIG iUaPTE OPOAEIG TI DPUVIXOU TOARIGUATIV,
£yyevEoBaI pnui xpivai Toig 0AIcBolaIv TOTE

aiTiov €KBEioI Aol TXG TPOTEPOV GUAPTING.

T’ BTIPOV PN XPAvVer ndev” €iv’ v T TOAeL.

Kot YOp ioXPOV EOTI TOUG PEV VAUPOXAOQVTOG HiaV
Ko MAaToudg eUBUG ivai KAVTi S0UAWV BECTIOTHG.
Frogs, 689 ff.
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sch. at |. 689b iowg Kai EvTaida mepi TV &~ AEYEI OTPATNYRDV, TMV CWOEVTWY EK TV JEKA TMV TIEPI
Apyivouoov VORUUGXAOOVTWV.

The reference to Phrynichus (here referring to the strategist, rather than the tragedian, as
the scholia suggest) highlights the climate of resentment and revenge that preceded and fol-
lowed the oligarchic regime of the Four Hundred (for the most recent insights the identity of
the “Phrynichus” referred to in Frogs, see Lewis 2023, especially pages 44 onwards). Phryn-
ichus had been executed in 411 by a democratic decree for his pro-Lacedaemonian activities
(he had been one of the leaders of the Four Hundred), and following Critias’ proposal he was
condemned again, post mortem, for treason and his body was disinterred and removed from
Athenian territory.

wneiletau 6 dAuog Kpitiou eimovrog, Tov pev vekpov (Phrynichus, died 411) Kpivelv mpodociag,
KGv OOEN MPOdOTNG WV &V T XWPQ TEBGPOXI, T& ye OOTG aUTOU GvOopPUEXI Kai eEopioai EEw TAG
ATTIKAG. DK 88 A 7 [= Lycurg. Leocr. 113]

It should be remembered that Phrynichus had been the fiercest opponent of the revocation of
the exile ban issued against Alcibiades two years earlier. Perhaps Critias’ proposal concerning
Phrynichus’ corpse, laden with strong symbolic significance, skilfully paved the way for anoth-
er proposal he would put forward to the democratic assembly in those years: the revocation
of the ban on Alcibiades, which Critias himself had proposed in 407 (on the theme of the “ex-
pelled body” see now Boschi 2020 and 2021b, with updated Bibliography).

What is certain is that Critias is not mentioned in Frogs, not even in the list of poets more
verbose than Euripides: Agathon, Xenocles, Pythangelus and other poets quoted in Frogs at
Il. 83 ff. “so verbose that they leave Euripides far behind”. Even though he was undoubtedly
connected to Euripides in terms of ideas and poetic and philosophical inspiration, the name
of Critias does not appear (for enlightening insights into the strict and necessary relationship
between Euripides and Critias, as well as the ideological motivations behind Aristophanes’ at-
tacks, see Canfora 2001, 196-218).

However, for whatever an argumentum e silentio may be worth, perhaps we should not
underestimate the significance of the very eloquent silence surrounding a name that was un-
doubtedly on everyone’s mind at that time, for both poetic and political reasons.

In terms of poetic fame, | believe evidence of Critias’ reputation as a tragedian can also be
found in the metaphors and direct references to theatrical experience in two of Plato’s dia-
logues in which Critias appears as a persona loquens. In Charmides, the young protagonist
attempts to define sophrosyne, frequently glancing at his uncle Critias as if seeking his ap-
proval. His behaviour suggests to those present that he is merely repeating what he has learnt
from his uncle. At one point, Critias impatiently interrupts him and starts speaking in the first
person, “like a poet with an actor who mistreats his verses”.

Ko 0 KpiTicg SAAOG MEV AV Kot MEAG! AywvIDV Kai QINOTIMWG TTPOC Te TOV Xopuidny Kai mpodg Touc
TIOPOVTAG EXWV, HOYIG &’ £XUTOV &V TQ) TPOOBEV KATEXWV TOTE OUX 0I0G TE EYEVETO- DOKET V&P LOI
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novTOg UGMoV &AnBEg sival, 6 éyw UmEAaBov, Tol KpiTiou &knkogvan TOV Xapuidnv TauTnv TAV
&MOKPIOIV TIEPI TAC OWPEOOUVNG. 6 WEV 00V Xopuidng BOUAOUEVOG WA aUTOG UMEXEIV AOyov GAN
£KEIVOV TR KTTOKPIOEWG, UTIEKIVEI GUTOV EKEIVOV, K& EVEDEIKVUTO WG EEEANAEYUEVOG €I O & oUK
AVEOXETO, GAAG HoI £B0EeV OPYIoBAVAI GUTG WOTTEP TOINTAG UTTOKPITH KAKQOG SIKTIBEVTI T& £XUTOT
TOINUOTC.

(Plato, Charm. 162c-d).

References to theatrical experience can also be found in a passage from the beginning of
Critias. Socrates invites Critias to speak after Timaeus, comparing those present to a de-
manding audience after an admirable performance by the first poet in the contest (i.e.,
Timaeus’ speech in the previous dialogue: as is well known, the truncated Critias must be read
alongside the Timaeus as a diptych). Shortly afterwards, Critias himself revives the metaphor,
reminding his interlocutors of their responsibility “towards our spectators”:

Socrates | mpoAéyw ye pAv, ® @ike Kpitio, coi TV Tol Bedtpou diGvoiav, 8Tl BaupaoTdC O
MPOTEPOG NUBOKIUNKEY &v aUT® TOINTAG, WOTE TAG OUYYVWUNG OEFCEI TIVOG 001 TIUMOMNG, €i
MEMEIG XUTH BUVOTOG YEVETONI TIGOOAXBEIV. [...]

Critias | 010’ 6T T®de TG Be&TPW DOEOUEV T& TTPOOHKOVTO PETPIWG KMTOTETEAEKEVE. TOUT 00V GlT
idn dpaoTEOV.

(Plato, Criti. 108b-d).

On the other hand, in terms of the relevance in the political framework, as the leader of the
pro-Lacedaemonian party, it goes without saying that Critias was a prominent figure whose
name and actions, including his poetic works, were on everyone’s lips and at the forefront of
people’s minds when attending theatrical performances. In this regard, it is worth recalling
the political climate in which Frogs was performed in January 405 BCE. Just a few months ear-
lier, the Arginusian trial had taken place; eight months later, the Athenian democratic forces
would be defeated at the Battle of Aegospotami, finally bringing the Peloponnesian War to
an end. Against the backdrop of these seething events and intense passions, Aristophanes’
comedy portrays a period of unrest and epochal uncertainty, marking the end of one era and
the bloody and troubled beginning of another: the brief reign of the Thirty Tyrants, followed by
Socrates’ trial and verdict.

During this turbulent period, when playwrights had to strike a balance between freedom and
commitment, Aristophanes staged his successful comedy. Perhaps the absence of direct ref-
erences to Critias reflects his role in dealing with the enemy, and the phobos of the imminent
establishment of a pro-Spartan government in opposition to the democratic party in Athens -
the fear of a revolution that would sweep away the last remnants of languishing democracy
and change Athens forever. So Francesco Donadi: “Nel mezzo di questo magma rovente di ac-
cadimenti e di passioni [...] tempi penultimi [...] di epocale incertezza, stanno le Rane” (I take
suggestions and quotations from Donadi 1978, 48-77).

Perhaps the comic parody served as an outlet for the playwright’s thoughts, which he did not
dare express otherwise on the basis of a well-founded premonition of the terror that would
soon overwhelm the city.
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Aristophanes parodies Pirithous without mentioning Critias - perhaps because he could not or
would not - but fiercely attacks everything associated with Critias and his political programme:
Alcibiades, who was far away and therefore less dangerous than his powerful friend at that
time; Theramenes, who was willing to compromise and had initially shared leadership of the
Thirty with Critias; and Euripides and Socrates, who were Critias’ friends and shared his po-
etic principles and political theories. Critias, the ‘strong man’ of the day and rising star of the
405-404 political season in Athens, is not mentioned in the play except through these indirect
references - the masks of his friends.

Therefore, the assertion “Non consta che (Crizia) sia stato berteggiato dalla commedia” (Frac-
caroli 1910, 269) is not entirely true and accurate. Despite Critias’ name being absent from
the Aristophanic work closest to the advent of the Thirty, Frogs contains numerous allusions
(which were probably very clear to contemporaries) to Pirithous, which was most probably writ-
ten by Critias himself, and in that play the Panhellenic hero Heracles saves the Athenian hero
Theseus.

IV. Some (very tentative) Conclusions

The Scholiast’s reference to a parody of Theseus, and not of Pirithous, recalls a reference to
Theseus as a character in a tragedy. Theseus appeared as a tragic character in both Euripides’
Theseus and Critias’ Pirithous, but the latter may have been less well known to the Scholiast,
or may have been considered less important in his hierarchy. Moreover, even among ancient
exegetes, there was some doubt as to whether Aristophanes had used Theseus as the inspira-
tion for his play (see, for example, the scholia on line 465, which acknowledges the similarity
but expresses some uncertainty: Chantry 1999, 71; cf. Fritzsche 1845, 207).

| should add that, as far as we know, Euripides’ tragedy was not set in Hades. A further
argument can be made against a link between Theseus and Frogs. Euripides’ tragedy was per-
formed ante 422 BCE, while Frogs was performed in 405 BCE. So Kannicht 2004, 428:

Scaena in Creta sita est [...]. Fabula docta est ante Vespas Aristophanis (F 385 + 386), i.e. ante
a. 422,

Comic parody requires the audience to recognise the reference text immediately, as they are
necessary accomplices to the metatextual allusions. Although Frogs makes allusions to many
of Euripides’ poetic works, both recent and distant in time, it is highly unlikely, from a dra-
maturgical point of view, that the comic parody’s first reference was linked with a play such as
Theseus, which had a completely different plot and was performed at least seventeen years
earlier.

While the dates for Pirithous’ composition and performance are completely unknown, Cropp
is right to point out that any circular argument should be avoided. Furthermore, Cropp is un-
doubtedly right to argue that it would be unfounded to try to reconstruct the lost Pirithous from
the text of Frogs. However, there is plenty of evidence linking Pirithous to Frogs, as well as a
series of clues.
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If one accepts that my proposed interpretation is plausible, two consequences arise: one con-
cerning the emphasis placed on the comic elements of the play and one concerning the tragic
undertones reflected by Frogs. Pirithous’ presence in the subtext of Frogs greatly enhances
the comedy of the opening scene. Dionysus’ club and lion skin do not refer generically to one
of Heracles’ labours, such as the descent into Hades and the capture of Cerberus, but rather
parody Heracles’ character in the tragedy Pirithous, which the audience may have seen at the
Theatre of Dionysus in Athens only a year or two earlier. In this sense, the jokes, allusions and
entire scenography of the first part of the play take on an amplified meaning that enhances
the comic spirit of Aristophanes’ work.

Furthermore, if we agree with the critics who attribute Pirithous to Critias rather than Euripi-
des, the link between the work and contemporary political reality is strengthened, as are the
references to a powerful figure in Athenian political life at the time: Critias, a poet, philoso-
pher, and political leader who would become one of the protagonists of the anti-democratic
coup d’état a few months later. Assuming that the subtext of Critias’ tragedy is present, all ref-
erences to the contemporary political situation become more noticeable, effective and urgent;
they are perceived as burning issues. This lends the comedy a dramatic and almost distress-
ing tone, reflecting the heavy political climate and fear hanging over Athens in the months
before the Thirty Tyrants seized power.

What | am proposing is a body of circumstantial evidence, rather than concrete proof. Never-
theless, the picture that emerges is both convincing and consistent. In summary: this is not
the place to reopen the controversial question of Pirithous’ authorship. However, if (as Wilam-
owitz suggests) the parodied author had been the influential Critias (future leader of the Thirty
Tyrants), Aristophanes’ play would certainly have been much more caustic and effective for a
fifth-century audience.

The issue we have discussed here relates both to the forms of metatheatre employed by
Aristophanes in ancient theatre, and to contemporary metacritical debate.

Metatheatre - we find that in his comedy, Aristophanes is not staging a parody of a generic
episode of Heracles’ descent to the Underworld, but rather a metatheatrical parody of specific
scenes and situations that the audience had recently witnessed in tragic form on stage. Fur-
thermore, the names of Critias and his poetic and political figure loom large throughout the
drama, particularly in the numerous references to the issues that fuelled and heated political
life in Athens around 405 BCE.

Metacriticism - rather than producing a vicious circle, the critical debate | have reconstructed
has taken the form of a ring. Returning to Wilamowitz’s hypothesis has allowed us to confirm
the influence of Pirithous’ plot on the play Frogs. It seems essential to understand the plot
of Pirithous in order to fully appreciate Aristophanes’ play. Indeed, bearing in mind Pirithous’
plot while reading Frogs makes the comedy, particularly the opening scene, much funnier and
more enjoyable. Rather than considering the opening act as a mere parody of the myth, this
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interpretation renders Frogs more brilliant and meaningful. At the same time, through this in-
terpretative lens, Aristophanes’ comedy appears more imbued with the tragic atmosphere of
the stasis that shook the polis at the time, when the Thirty Tyrants’ coup d’état was imminent.
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Abstract

In his commentary on lines 464 ff. of Frogs, the Scholiast refers five times to Euripides’ Theseus, the play
said to be parodied in the comedy. Wilamowitz was the most vocal opponent of the validity of this con-
nection. In his initial refutation, published in Analecta Euripidea in 1875, he argued that the Scholiast
had identified only a verbal similarity between the two texts despite significant differences in theme and
chronology. According to Wilamowitz, the real object of parody in Frogs was another tragedy: Pirithous.
Furthermore, in the same essay, Wilamowitz himself strongly argues for attributing authorship of Pirithous
to Critias, and not to Euripides - a notion that still divides critics. This article summarises the arguments
of leading contemporary scholars seeking to confirm or refute Wilamowitz’s hypothesis concerning the
authorship of the tragedy and the idea that Aristophanes staged a tragic parody of Pirithous by Critias.
Regarding the metatheatrical dimension of the 5th Century BCE, the paper proposes that the similarities
and assonances between Frogs and Pirithous, acknowledged by critics in the passage from Frogs 464
ff. (the encounters between Heracles and Aeacus, and between Dionysus and the guardian of the Un-
derworld), could extend much further than previously recognised, encompassing thematic and dramatic
recurrences, textual parody, and references to the political situation at the time. Rather than consider-
ing the initial act of Frogs as a generic parody of the myth of Heracles’ descent into the Underworld, it
is concluded that bearing in mind the plot of Pirithous and attributing the tragedy to Critias, the reading
of Frogs becomes much more brilliant and meaningful. At the same time, the comedy appears more im-
bued with the tragic atmosphere of the stasis that shook the polis, when the coup d'état of the Thirty
Tyrants was imminent.

keywords | Critias’ Pirithous; Aristophanes’ Frogs; Metatheatre; Metacriticism.
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