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Introduction

The Grim and the Unusual in the History of Western Theater

We love to be shocked, and the darker the subject, the better. Let’s be honest, that’s the reason why so many people are fascinated by television news reports, Internet updates on various social media platforms, and any other ways of finding out about some gruesome story as it happens. Many have the same desire for the grotesque in their fiction, and theater is potentially even more enticing, being a live spectacle. Reading is lovely and the screen provides amazing escapes, but to see the morbid, the grotesque, the strange, and the violent happen in front of you? That is something truly unique that only drama can provide.

“To be or not to be, that is the question.” Yes, indeed, that is the question that has sent shivers of horror down the backs of countless high school students in the English-speaking world and left untold numbers of theatergoers—who want to appear sophisticated and educated—totally baffled because they’re still not quite sure what that whole speech is really about; who actually speaks “Shakespeare,” anyway?

Drama is one of those areas that exists in a sort of side world at the edge of many people’s awareness. Nearly everyone remembers having to endure the trauma of performing in school plays as children; this was followed by reading plays for their own good when they were in high school. Afterward, though, most people don’t give much thought to these theatrical excursions, rather like long division and frog dissection, and that’s a terrible shame—about drama, that is, not long division or frog dissection, unless you’re really into those. Plays are just another of those general-education topics that are absorbed and then get stored away in the file cabinet of our brains, never to be accessed again, because far more important things take their place. Those who use Western technologies (and that would be most of us) are bombarded with movies, television programs, web series, online videos, and countless other diversions. But alongside these nonstop, 24/7 entertainments, there still exists the world of live stage shows that has demonstrated a surprising tenacity and will to survive, even in our age of endless stimulation overload.

But why? What could possibly be appealing about watching a dozen actors pretend to fight a huge war in a Shakespeare play, when you could see a CGI effects fest with a budget of $200 million exploding all over the gigantic movie screen in bloody 3-D? The thing is, countless people still prefer (or at least still go to see) the former on a regular basis. There is something highly appealing about any live performance, as music aficionados will readily tell you. You just can’t beat that live sound, and for many, the thrill of seeing living actors on a stage doing what they do best can’t be duplicated on a big or a small screen. There is an immediacy, a danger, and a sense of connection that only a play can provide.

So this book is an attempt to combine two of our loves: the closeness of a live performance and our endless fascination with the grotesque, the grim, the bloody, and the bleak; they blend together surprisingly well. Another surprise is how much goes on behind the scenes—in fact, the skulduggery offstage has frequently been greater than that onstage.

The book is divided into two parts, or more appropriately, acts. Act I is a historical tour, taking you back to ancient Mesopotamia and Egypt, where violent proto-dramas enacted the stories of the gods, and then continuing through the Greeks to the Middle Ages, on to the glorious Tudor and Stuart ages, and beyond into the “modern” world (whatever that means). Act II is a miscellany of topics, including some things that you really should know about Shakespeare, the zany Commedia dell’Arte, the methods for portraying blood and gore onstage throughout history (a very important topic!), and essential information on dramatic ghosts and the seemingly endless theater superstitions, as well as some miscellaneous theatrical oddities.

So who might some of our odd cast of characters be? Well, you’re certainly familiar with Shakespeare, or his name, at any rate. Maybe you know a bit about Christopher Marlowe—though you may not know about his horrible (and, some say, alleged) death. You’ve probably heard of Sophocles and/or some of the other ancient Greek playwrights, whose tragedies were early models of over-the-top grimness. You may also recall Molière, the French writer of farces, even if you’ve never read or watched any of his work.

Others will likely be less familiar to you. What about Thomas Kyd or Moll Cutpurse? Or the actor William Davenant, who implied that he was Shakespeare’s illegitimate son? Read on and find out.

Beyond playwrights and actors, theatrical history is bursting with odd stories. Just what exactly is a slapstick? (Hint: it’s actually pretty close to what the name suggests.) What was the stomach-turning Grand Guignol in Paris and why was it so popular? Why does “the Scottish Play” have so many superstitions associated with it? And for that matter, why are there so many bizarre theatrical superstitions in general? Did people really riot over theater shows? How did a live horse end up flying off a London stage into an orchestra pit? And why do so many of the dead seem to come back to theaters to give eternal encores?

This book is a veritable auditorium of the abhorrent, a green room of the grotesque, and a curtain call of the creepy. Herein you will find all sorts of stories about playwrights, actors, theaters, companies, and audiences engaged in activities ranging from the horrible to the hilarious to the hideous, and sometimes all at the same time. You don’t need any previous knowledge of theater history—or of plays in general—to enjoy this unsettling excursion. You can dip into it anywhere you like, though you might get a bit more out of it by reading it from cover to cover—but that’s really just my way of trying to entice you into devouring it all! Pick a story, dive in, and prepare to be shocked and fascinated.

These days, many view the theater as a bastion of the elite, a highbrow indulgence that is expensive, out of touch, and irrelevant to most people, but for many centuries, it was the most popular entertainment around. In Elizabethan England, for example, admittance to a playhouse was extremely cheap (one penny, the price of a large tankard of ale), and in Georgian England, there were mass protests when one London manager tried to raise admission prices to cover the costs of building a new theater after a fire; he was forced to back down. Audiences forgave him and returned soon enough. They’ve been flocking to theaters ever since, not just in England but all over the world.

The sustained devotion of theatergoers throughout history suggests that plays are endlessly fascinating and speak to us in unique ways. Learning about the astonishing and often violent antics that happened behind the scenes of great dramas makes the whole genre even more fun. So, settle in and let the lights go down and the curtain rise. The play’s the thing, but the rest of the theatrical world is pretty wild, too!


Act I

The Strange Lives and Odd Fates of Playwrights, Actors, Theater Companies, and More


1

The Ancient World

The origins of drama are as mysterious as the origins of music, art, and other creative outputs. The idea of taking on a role to represent someone or something else almost certainly had an important place in ancient religions and rituals. Of course, that is a convenient catch-all explanation. Whenever we don’t understand something about the past, whether it be a statue, a stone circle, a burial plot, or anything else, we (rather smugly, it seems) label it as having been used for “ritual purposes,” as if that really tells us anything. One wonders how many hilariously wrong attributions are out there: perhaps that little stone “idol” was actually used to grind wheat, or maybe it was set out to let others know that the primitive toilet was occupied. Or maybe it was some kind of “marital aid.”

Still, it doesn’t stretch credibility to suggest that some kind of primitive drama may have arisen in prehistory to enact myths, or to teach the young how to hunt, or gather, or perform any other duties essential for a group’s survival. By the time that recognizable civilizations developed in the ancient Near East, they were certainly using dramatic representations in religious ceremonies. Whether they also did so for secular entertainment is another question. It does seem that, at least in the case of the Greeks, ideas about comedy and tragedy came from rituals for the wine god Dionysus, which is quite appropriate, given most entertainers’ love of alcohol; we’ll investigate those stories in the next chapter. For now, here is a small selection of violent ritual dramas that were played out for religious edification and possibly entertainment in some very old cultures. These don’t seem to have evolved into separate performances with their own dedicated theaters, but they were an important early example of the idea of a story portrayed with costumes, masks, and declamation, if not dialogue. They may well have been early plays, but since we have little evidence about how they may have been performed, we will focus more on the stories they depicted.

Ancient Mesopotamian dramatic rituals

Sacred marriages and divine retribution

The Fertile Crescent in the Near East hosted the rise of some of the earliest civilizations over six thousand years ago. These societies became adept at everything that we tend to associate with, well, civilization: agriculture, cities, governments, taxes, hierarchical structures, temples and organized religion, and most importantly, beer production.

The Sumero-Babylonian mythologies were rich in epic content and would have made splendid tales to relay orally, or in rituals at certain times of the year. Among the most important of these was the sacred marriage between the goddess Inanna/Ishtar and her lover Dumuzi, known as Tammuz in later Babylonian myth, originally a king said to have ruled for thirty-six thousand years—talk about needing term limits! This marriage was “performed” by the current king (who was presumably much more mortal) and the high priestess of the goddess at the New Year celebration ceremony. In addition to reciting dialogue derived from the myth, the presentation probably included the whole shebang as far as marriage was concerned, including the wedding night whoopee in front of the faithful.

Despite this unusual live performance, a night’s fun was not meant to signify the beginning of wedded bliss. The myths offer an unpleasant account about what happened later on. Some of these events were probably also acted out in the rituals, giving a more dramatic presentation of beliefs that helped define humanity’s role in the world. In this story, Ishtar descends into the underworld, to visit her sister Ereshkigal, the Queen of the Underworld and the dead. Ereshkigal is mourning the loss of her husband, Gugalanna, who was killed by the famous heroes Gilgamesh and Enkidu; Ishtar had sent Gugalanna to fight Gilgamesh for resisting her sexual advances—which is something you just don’t do to a goddess—and Gilgamesh bested him. Ereshkigal, in her anger and grief, was determined to humiliate her sister (who she felt was responsible for the whole thing), forcing her to remove an article of clothing at each of the seven gates to her dark realm. When Ishtar finally arrives, she is naked and enraged with Ereshkigal. Thereafter, Ishtar is imprisoned and all sex ceases on earth. Well, that’s no fun!

The head god, Ea/Enki, hears about this sibling squabble (Ishtar had arranged for him to be notified if she were gone for more than three days, a sensible precaution) and basically tells Ereshkigal to cease and desist and let her sister go. The queen has no choice but to obey, and so Ishtar returns to the world of the living, putting on one garment at a time as she leaves. But there is a condition: someone else must take her place. She doesn’t want anyone to have to make that sacrifice, but when she sees her husband Dumuzi not mourning her loss at all, she immediately chooses him, and down he goes, dragged by an entourage of demons; so much for that thirty-six-thousand-year reign.

All of this was juicy stuff to portray, and it’s possible that these kinds of stories were given dramatic readings, even if they were not actually “plays” in the way we think of them. Various masks have been found that seem to represent gods and monsters, which would have made for a splendid way to convey religious teachings about the authority and power of the gods, reasons for the natural order of things, and our place in the cosmos. These temple areas, if not exactly “theaters,” could certainly accommodate large and curious crowds.

Did these theatrical-like concoctions make their way out of the temple and into secular life? There isn’t much evidence, but they certainly could have, even if only on a small scale. It’s easy to imagine royalty being entertained by masked players telling such stories at a banquet (including the disrobing and angry demons), for example, even if no public theaters were ever built.

Ancient Egyptian dramatic rituals

Violence, dismemberment, and hippo burgers

Egypt in the ancient world was a wonder, a culture filled with mystery and fantastic myths. It has captivated the imagination of the West and the world since the beginning of modern archeology in the eighteenth century. Its buildings, pyramids, and statues inspire awe, and its culture continues to fascinate. Egypt’s body of religious beliefs and rituals was immensely complex and changeable, with certain narratives and gods being melded into one another over the centuries, stories being adapted and rewritten, and beliefs being updated as the need arose.

At the heart of these, however, were certain key myths that retained their power, among them the legends of the gods Osiris, Set, Isis, and Horus. To mark the annual Nile flooding that came in spring, these tales would be reenacted at temples and shrines for the benefit of the priests and the gods they worshipped; the general public was probably not allowed to witness certain sacred dramas, while others may have been widely viewed. Given that some of these accounts were pretty violent, the dramatic portrayals could get a bit bloody, as well.

The myth of Osiris—the god of the underworld who presided over the judgment of souls, as well as of agriculture and rebirth—was well known and revered throughout Egypt. It tells of how the green-skinned god was envied by his brother, the jackal-headed god Set, who coveted his throne. Set attacks Osiris and dismembers him, cutting him into fourteen pieces (or sixteen, or forty-two, the stories vary). Osiris’s wife and sister (it’s complicated), Isis, recovers all of the pieces and puts him back together, Frankenstein’s monster-like, but she is unable to recover his phallus. No problem! She fashions a replacement out of gold, and using an ancient spell, brings her brother back to life long enough for them to do the deed and produce a child, Horus, the god of the sky. Thereafter, Osiris becomes lord of the underworld, and the hawk-headed Horus becomes a much-loved god who battles against his father’s murderer on several occasions.

This striking series of episodes lent itself well to ritual dramas at various festivals that were performed yearly in Abydos, Heliopolis, and other cities. One wonders how the actors might have presented Osiris being chopped up and distributed about the land. They probably used a number of props and masks, and spoke dialogue derived from the written mythological accounts.

The villain of the story, the god Set, was represented on some occasions by a live hippo in the performance area (in some myths, Set took the form of a hippo). The high priest, or perhaps even the pharaoh, would kill the animal, thus representing the vanquishing of the god. Thereafter, it was carved up and portions were served and eaten as a final symbolic gesture of Set’s defeat.

Sometimes enthusiasm for the ritual dramas could go too far. The Greek writer Herodotus (ca. 484–ca. 425 BCE) wrote in his Histories about a pageant that got out of hand:

At Papremis … while some few of the priests are occupied with the image of the god, the greater number of them stand in the entrance of the temple with wooden clubs, and other persons to the number of more than a thousand men with purpose to perform a vow, these also having all of them staves of wood, stand in a body opposite to those: and the image, which is in a small shrine of wood covered over with gold, they take out on the day before to another sacred building.

The few then who have been left about the image, draw a wain with four wheels … and the other priests standing in the gateway try to prevent it from entering, and the men who are under a vow come to the assistance of the god and strike them, while the others defend themselves. Then there comes to be a hard fight with staves, and they break one another’s heads, and I am of opinion that many even die of the wounds they receive; the Egyptians however told me that no one died.

Sometimes these mock battles were not so mocking. The Roman poet Juvenal (late first to early second century CE) records how rivalries between towns during these ritual dramas could become fierce and lead to violence. In the towns of Ombus and Denderah, for example, there was so much enmity that they would try to disrupt each other’s performances, first with fists, then with the throwing of stones, and finally with arrows! One unfortunate combatant from Denderah was left behind and apparently cut to pieces; maybe they were emulating the whole Osiris/Set thing a little too well.

The Hittites and the Anatolian Greeks

Stormy marriages, drunk dragons, and castrated gods

The Hittites occupied what is now Turkey, with an empire that reached its height by the fourteenth century BCE. They had their own unique culture and beliefs, including religious rituals that may have been acted out as dramas.

Like the Mesopotamians, they performed rituals wherein the king and queen would act out a sacred marriage between gods, in this case the weather god Tarhun (also known as Teshub) and the sun goddess Arinniti, who may have been the supreme deity in the Hittite pantheon. We say “may” because much information has been lost about their beliefs and has to be pieced together from stone inscriptions, a tedious task for which, thankfully, there are still enthusiasts. This ritual took place in Arinna, the major cultic center for Arinniti’s worship. The exact nature of the ritual is not known. It may have been public, or performed in front of priests only. It may have been symbolic, or they may actually have ritually consummated the marriage. But it was undoubtedly an important dramatic ritual.

At the spring festival of Puruli, held in the city of Nerik, there was a commemoration of the sky god’s defeat of the dragon god Illuyanka. The story tells how Teshub gets his butt kicked by said dragon in their first encounter. In one version, he asks Inara, the goddess of wild animals, for help, and she devises a plan to get the dragon drunk. The reptile, then quite tipsy, is done in by Teshub and other gods; not very fair. Another version records that Teshub loses his eyes and heart to the dragon after their first battle—damned inconvenient—and devises a plan for revenge by marrying and having a son who marries the dragon’s daughter and asks for his father’s eyes and heart back as a wedding gift. The gracious dragon agrees, and Teshub, thus restored, goes back to face him again and kills him; again, not very sporting. Some surviving texts indicate that there were directions for the ritual, implying that it was performed for an audience, but we don’t know how many actually saw it, or if it was an annual enactment.

By the first millennium BCE, the mother goddess Cybele was widely worshipped in the same region, and the tragic story of her love for the god Attis was well known. Ritual representations of the tale were performed at festivals, probably in caves rather than in temples, but certainly before an audience of some kind. The later Greek version of events was very saucy, indeed. Cybele refused the advances of Zeus, a bold move which the arrogant leader of the gods was not about to take lightly. He approached her as she slept, and—for real—got himself off on her. This money shot was enough, her being a fertility goddess and all, for her to become pregnant, and at the appropriate time, she gave birth to one Agdistis, a hermaphrodite.

The gods weren’t happy about this, so they cut off Agdistis’s penis and buried it in the ground. From this sprang an almond tree—no jokes about “nuts.” The nymph Nana became pregnant from one of the almonds—ancient Greek contraception clearly sucked—and gave birth to the beautiful Attis. Agdistis, even though technically his parent, fell in love with Attis and announced this at his wedding, which drove Attis mad. He ran into the forest, castrated himself, and bled to death (violets were said to have sprung up from his blood in the ground). His spirit entered into a tree, but Agdistis asked Zeus to preserve his body forever. In one version of the story from Ovid, Cybele is completely devoted to Attis and it is her devotion that drives him insane. In some accounts Cybele and Agdistis are combined, and Cybele seeks Zeus’s help to resurrect Attis, whose festival as a reborn god is then celebrated yearly.

Can you imagine trying to act this story out? One would hope that they wouldn’t want to be too realistic in depicting the details, but then again, it seems that priests of both Cybele and Attis were required to be eunuchs, and probably performed that operation on themselves as part of their initiation. That is some serious and painful devotion!


2

Ancient Greece and Rome

Drama as we like to think of it really came into its own during the Greco-Roman period, from roughly 700 BCE in Greece until at least the mid-fourth century CE in Rome. The two genres that have been most often associated with the theater—comedy and tragedy—were invented and then developed to near perfection by the Greeks. Incidentally, “tragedies” didn’t have to be particularly tragic (though people died in them often enough); the term simply meant that the subject matter in a play was given a serious treatment. We will look at comedy and tragedy as the Greeks understood them in a bit more detail later in the chapter.

A key part of drama in ancient Greece was the dramatic competition, wherein playwrights would vie against one another for prizes and bragging rights, rather like a theatrical Olympics. The best example was the City Dionysia, established in Athens in the sixth century BCE. It was an annual religious festival held in March/April that included many types of performances. The most important were:

•   Dithyrambs: These were choral works for a group of fifty men and fifty boys. Each group sang and danced in honor of Dionysus. The choruses were financed by a choregos, a wealthy citizen who supported their efforts as a matter of civic pride.

•   Comedies: Originally, only three playwrights were allowed to enter; this number was later expanded to five. Such comedies were most often set in contemporary times and poked fun at Athenians, both real and invented.

•   Tragedies and satyr plays: Three playwrights entered the competition, each offering three tragedies and a satyr play. Satyr plays were mythological tales of the gods and heroes. The chorus of these plays was always made up of satyrs (or rather, people dressed up like them), those Pan-like, lecherous, and bawdy half men/half goats who piped and danced in the revels of Dionysus. Such plays were comic and even vulgar, and were intended to contrast with the dark themes, sadness, and death of the tragedies.

These competitive activities were funded by the city and were considered crucial to urban identity. Those who won the competition were able to feel great pride and enjoy being able to boast of their victory, as well as engage in some epic celebrations for their efforts, involving much wine and food.

Drama, of course, made its way into the Roman Empire, but those silly Romans eventually turned their attention to shows that were more, shall we say, on the naughty side. The esteemed Greek plays coexisted with hugely popular street theater that spared no one and nothing in its attempts to shock, provoke, and get a laugh, as well as a few coins. This chapter will look at some of the genres of the time, from the noblest to the lewdest, and introduce you to some Greek and Roman playwrights whose works, lives, and deaths were on the peculiar side (bear in mind that many of these biographies are a mixture of myth, legend, and fanciful invention). But first, let’s start with a basic question, the answer to which may seem obvious: What are comedy and tragedy?

Comedy and tragedy

It’s all Greek to me

Before we delve into the strange and unfortunate experiences of some of the ancient world’s greatest playwrights, a bit of background on the genres they used is helpful. In our modern interpretations, comedy makes us laugh and tragedy makes us sad. The two masks so often seen in association with drama have one face smiling and one frowning to indicate this exact distinction. But, as you may have guessed, the truth is a little more complex than that.

So what were these kinds of tales, and why were they so popular?

Tragedy (tragōidia) may have had its origins in the worship of the wine god Dionysus, who later became the patron of the theater. Aristotle held that tragedy grew out of a form of hymn sung to the god. Not everyone accepts this theory, and it’s a debated subject in the study of Greek drama. Even the roots of the word itself are disputed. It may derive from “song of the goats,” referring to the satyrs, or it may mean “song of the harvest,” also appropriate for a god of wine and vegetation. At some point, the idea of presenting mythological stories publicly took hold. Initially, there was only one actor, in costume and wearing a mask so that he could properly impersonate a god and tell his or her story without presuming to do so in mere mortal garb, thus offending said god. Eventually a chorus was added and then two other speaking actors, to allow the story to unfold in a more naturalistic manner. With these innovations came dark tales of revenge and justice presided over by stern gods who sometimes interfered in mortal affairs way too much. Sometimes the plays affected the actors themselves. In an early theatrical anecdote, Greek rhetorician Lucian (ca. 120/25 CE–180/200 CE) recorded how an actor portraying Ajax became so involved with the character’s descent into madness, that he really went mad himself and nearly killed the actor playing Odysseus. Later, he came to his senses and was filled with remorse: “For when his partisans begged him to repeat the performance, he recommended another actor for the part of Ajax, saying that ‘it was enough for him to have been mad once.’”

Comedy (kōmōidia) had less lofty origins and topics than its sister genre. It probably arose by the sixth century BCE, though mockery and satire in both literature and everyday life were surely far older. The word probably derives from the ancient Greek for “singer/comic poet.” Comedies were more down-to-earth than tragedies and dealt less with mythology (the gods, of course, should not be mocked) and more with social commentary. Political satire, sexual humor, and the foibles of life were all fair game. Greek comedy is divided into three eras: Old Comedy (archaia), Middle Comedy (mese), and New Comedy (nea). The old comedies were more fantastical, but later plays focused more on real-world plots and employed stock characters, something the Romans would take over with glee; these may have influenced the later Commedia dell’Arte in Italy (we’ll get to that in act II), though not every scholar thinks so. The themes of the New Comedy had a lasting impact on Western drama down to Shakespeare and beyond, since this form of comedy emphasized real life and familiar situations (especially related to love and its endless problems) instead of mythic stories.

Aeschylus (525/524–ca. 456/455 BCE)

Heads up

Aeschylus is one of the great tragedians (how’s that for a wonderful word?) of ancient Greece. Credited as the “father of tragedy,” he is said to have written as many as ninety plays, but alas, only seven of them have survived, and some believe that one of these may not be his. Still, his are among the earliest surviving dramatic works, along with those of Sophocles and Euripides. Within Aeschylus’s meager less-than-ten-percent surviving output, however, are great works such as the Oresteia trilogy, a series of three plays that describe the bloody aftermath of the Trojan War.

King Agamemnon, the leader of the Greek army during the war, returns after the victory at Troy, but his wife, Clytemnestra, is none too happy that he sacrificed their daughter to the gods to ensure victory, so she murders him. Their son, Orestes, and daughter, Electra, vow to avenge this murder, and eventually Orestes kills Clytemnestra and her lover Aegisthus. He is then beset by the Furies, who intend to avenge the matricide and hound Orestes into the wilderness; eventually, he must stand trial before the gods, including Athena. In the vote on his guilt, they cannot break a tie and so Athena votes in his favor and he is acquitted. The rule of law is upheld and the values of Athens are extolled. Um … hooray? The final play of the trilogy, The Eumenides, was said to have been so terrifying at times that several audience members died of fright and women miscarried, though this is likely just fanciful nonsense that was written down in a later biography of the playwright.

Another of his plays was Seven against Thebes, which sounds rather like the title of a 1950s Western starring John Wayne. In this charming tale, the sons of the ill-fated Oedipus (more on him in a bit)—Eteocles and Polynices—agree to rule the city in alternating years, but at the end of his first year, Eteocles refuses to cede power to his brother. They quarrel. They fight in single combat. They kill each other. Everyone laments. An additional ending was added some fifty years later (Seven against Thebes II: This Time It’s Personal), where everyone laments even more.

Aeschylus was born in Eleusis, a town north of Athens, and it seems that he was destined for greatness as a playwright from a young age. At least this is what the Greek writer and geographer Pausanias (ca. 110–ca. 180 CE) wrote when he recorded that as a young man, Aeschylus worked in a vineyard. He attracted the attention of none other than the wine god Dionysus, who visited him in a dream and told him that he should, instead of toiling among the vines, turn his attentions to writing dramatic tragedies, which were soon to become all the rage. Aeschylus obeyed the god’s suggestion (really, how could he refuse?) and did just that.

He served in the wars against the Persians, which informed his earliest-surviving play, titled, appropriately enough, The Persians. His penchant for writing what he knew eventually led him into trouble, however. It seems that he may have been devoted to the Eleusinian Mysteries, which had nothing to do with gumshoes and murder, but was a cult based on the myth of Demeter and Persephone. The devotees of this secretive religious sect were required to keep mum about its ritual activities. Aristotle, in his Nicomachean Ethics, suggests that Aeschylus may have spilled the beans on at least some of these secrets in a play or two:

But of what he is doing a man might be ignorant, as for instance people say “it slipped out of their mouths as they were speaking,” or “they did not know it was a secret,” as Aeschylus said of the mysteries …

Yep, the old “it just slipped out” defense.

Apparently on one occasion, some audience members who heard such a confession were not pleased with this little faux pas, and attempted to kill Aeschylus. Some sources say that he took refuge at the altar in the theater of Dionysus; it would make sense to appeal to the god that got him into this whole business to begin with. He was brought to trial but eventually acquitted, in part because of his war service. Thereafter, he went on to achieve great acclaim, winning prizes in drama competitions and generally being cheered all around.

The Roman writer Pliny the Elder (23 CE–79 CE) claimed that a shadow hung over him, however, in the form of a prophecy that he would die from a falling object. Because of this, Aeschylus preferred to be outside to avoid any heavy objects, such as statues, falling on him while indoors. And sure enough, for a man who devoted his life to tragedies, he met his end (so legend says) in an astonishingly tragi-comic way. Pliny faithfully (or not) recorded in his Natural History:

[The eagle] has a clever device for breaking tortoiseshells that it has carried off, by dropping them from a height; this accident caused the death of the poet Aeschylus, who was trying to avoid a disaster of this nature that had been foretold by the fates, as the story goes, by trustfully relying on the open sky.

Apparently, the bird was confused by his bald head and saw it as a nice shiny rock on which to bash out the innards of the unfortunate tortoise. The hapless reptile fell to its doom, and took Aeschylus with it. Presumably, the bird had a lovely feast afterward, with a place setting of dead Greek dramatist. Ah well, the best-laid plans and all that.

Sophocles (ca. 497/96–406/05 BCE)

Out of breath, all choked up, or just plain happy

Sophocles is most remembered for the disturbing family goings-on in his three Theban plays: Oedipus the King (or Oedipus Rex), Oedipus at Colonus, and Antigone. These days, people are vaguely familiar with the plot, which kept Freud and friends busy for quite some time, but the details are still quite shocking: when Oedipus is an infant, it is prophesized that he will kill his father and marry his mother, so his parents, King Laius and Queen Jocasta, plan to murder him. However, the servant they entrust with doing the appalling deed (not being willing to do it themselves, of course) cannot go through with it, and the baby ends up with a childless couple. Oedipus grows up not knowing his heritage, but one day he learns of the prophecy and flees from his adopted parents, thinking them to be his biological ones and wanting to spare them.

He eventually meets and quarrels with—you guessed it—Laius, kills him (check box one), solves the riddle of the Sphinx (as you do), becomes the new ruler of Thebes, and marries—you guessed it—Jocasta (check box two). When the truth emerges, Jocasta kills herself out of shame, and Oedipus blinds himself and goes into self-imposed exile. However, the two had children—ew—and the legacy of the family’s curse lives on in them.

Oedipus goes to the town of Colonus. He dies and his sons, Polyneices and Eteocles, quarrel, as you may remember from Aeschylus’s Seven against Thebes. Polyneices dies, and Oedipus’s daughter Antigone wants to bury him in Thebes, but because he was declared a traitor, she cannot. She resolves to do so anyway, and King Creon (brother of Jocasta) sentences her to death. Eventually, he is convinced to change his mind and spare her, but Antigone has already committed suicide. Creon’s son, Haemon (Antigone’s fiancé), kills himself after unsuccessfully attempting to stab Creon in revenge. Learning of Haemon’s suicide, Creon’s wife, Eurydice, kills herself in grief and curses her husband. Creon is left alone and distraught, but hopefully wiser. Cheery stuff.

Sophocles was born into wealth and became the most acclaimed playwright of his time. He is credited with the innovation of adding a third player to the stage (which allowed for more realistic interactions; previously only one or two actors performed onstage together) and of giving his characters more emotional depth. He allegedly lived a very long life; some sources say as long as ninety-one years. As you might expect, different accounts of his life circulated, and there are no fewer than three versions of his death, two of them quite silly and the third rather charming. One story relates that he choked on grapes at the Anthesteria festival in Athens, held each January or February in honor of Dionysus; maybe the god wasn’t as impressed with Sophocles as he had been with Aeschylus. A second tale relates that he expired from trying to read aloud a long passage from his play Antigone; he wanted to do it in one breath for dramatic effect, but couldn’t manage and died. The third story says simply that he died of happiness at winning a victory in a competition. A eulogy composed some time afterward noted that “he ended his life well without suffering any misfortune,” so there may be some truth to the peaceful death story, but let’s be honest, it’s not as much fun as the other two.

Euripides (ca. 480–ca. 406 BC)

Gone to the dogs

Euripides was the third of the great ancient Athenian Greek dramatists, along with Aeschylus and Sophocles, yet more of his plays have survived than those of the other two combined—as many as nineteen out of more than ninety that he wrote, still a tragically small number (slight pun intended). This may have been due to the later Romans considering him to be the superior playwright and so taking care to preserve more of his works.

His tragedies are retellings of ancient myths and often focus on the dark side of human nature. They include The Trojan Women (which tells the sad fates of the women after the fall of Troy), Bacchae (an account of Dionysus and his wild and frenzied worshippers), Electra (the daughter of Agamemnon who plots revenge for his murder), and Medea (a spurned wife takes revenge on her former husband, Jason).

His plays often dealt more with everyday concerns than mythic ones, despite the use of such myths to tell the stories. Women feature as strong individuals, another unconventional representation, and a controversial one to his male Athenian audiences, who were not used to seeing women portrayed in such a way. For many, his characters were too realistic for the time, and his tendency to represent various gods less reverently than custom dictated led some to accuse him of atheism.

There is one amusing plot device that has long been associated with Euripides. He was especially fond of the literary solution of bringing in a god to solve problems. During the performance, this was commonly done by having said god lowered by a crane (mechane) from the roof down onto the playing area, to the amazement and wonder of all. The appearance of such a divinity gave rise to the Latin expression deus ex machina, “god from the machine,” and became associated with using a contrived plot device to get one out of a narrative problem that couldn’t otherwise be resolved. While certainly useful, this approach was considered lazy by some. The comic playwright Antiphanes (ca. 408–334 BCE) was an early critic of its use: “When they don’t know what to say and have completely given up on the play, just like a finger they lift the machine and the spectators are satisfied.” Some have defended Euripides’s use of this solution, since in his plays, the gods cause many of the problems to begin with, so it’s only right that they should clean up their own messes.

Biographies of Euripides are conflicting, and his end is no exception. He may have been invited to settle in Macedonia by King Archelaus I in 408 BCE. If so, he doesn’t seem to have lasted there long. Various versions of his death have circulated over the centuries. One states that he simply succumbed to the effects of a harsh Macedonian winter, which was considerably colder than those of Athens and took its toll on his old body. The more interesting account says that a woman seeking revenge, perhaps his wife, let loose a pack of dogs on him, who tore him apart. Another account says that a group of women did it, perhaps the frenzied followers of Bacchus that he had written about, which would be an ironic end, to be sure!

Philemon (ca. 362 BCE–ca. 262 BCE)

He made an ass of himself

Not to be confused with the Philemon of the New Testament, this fellow hailed from either Cilicia on the south coast of Turkey or the island of Sicily; the records are a little unsure about his origins because those place names sound pretty similar. Regardless, by about 330–328 BCE he made his way to Athens, where he showed a talent for writing comedies. He is said to have written ninety-seven dramas, of which some fifty-seven are known to us by title or at least in some surviving fragments. He won competitions and made quite a name for himself, as his brand of comedy was all the rage.

He is said to have died at the ripe old age of a hundred and one—other sources say between ninety-six and ninety-nine; if true, this was quite an accomplishment, surpassing even Sophocles. This longevity was attributed to his temperance, frugality, and desire for a simple and happy life, but in all likelihood it’s just a literary fiction. Perhaps befitting one who lived so long, there is more than one version of his death. The best comes from the Roman historian Valerius Maximus (ca. 20 BCE–ca. 50 CE) and involves a donkey, fruit, and alcohol. It is retold here in a splendid account by the English dramatist Richard Cumberland (1732–1811). It sounds like a Monty Python skit. The odd letter that looks like an “f” with no crossbeam is an old form of “s.” But if you want to pronounce it as an “f” just for laughs, feel free. “Fuffocated by a fudden fit” does sound pretty sunny, er, funny:

[Maximus] tells us Philemon was ſuffocated by a ſudden fit of laughter upon ſeeing an aſs, who had found his way into the houſe, devour a plate of figs, which his page had provided for him; that he called out the boy to drive away the aſs, but when this order was not executed before the animal had emptied the plate, he bade his page pour out a goblet of wine and preſent it to the plunderer to complete his entertainment; tickled with the pleaſantry of this conceit, and no leſs with the groteſque attitude and adventure of the animal, Philemon was ſeized with a fit of laughing and in that fit expired.

There is probably a lesson to be learned in all of this, but exactly what that might be is not clear; maybe all will be revealed after drinking a bit more wine.

Seneca the Younger (ca. 4 BCE–65 CE)

To bleed or not to bleed

Lucius Annaeus Seneca was a Roman philosopher, statesman, and dramatist during the turbulent decades of the first century, when Rome seemed to be ruled by one crazy, incompetent emperor after another—seriously: Tiberius, Caligula, Nero; what the hell? Even if you’ve only seen the TV production of I, Claudius, you’ll have a pretty good idea of how nutty and scary these guys were (at least according to their biographers).
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