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Introduction

The ‘meaning’ of a performance is largely determined by its context. This idea became
clear to me after years as a dancer performing in drastically different venues—including nursing
home lobbies, circus tents, makeshift outdoor festival stages, football fields, and ornate theatres.
To me, every performance opportunity felt distinct, especially depending on the audience and the
nature of the performance. A few representative comparisons of my experiences at different
performance venues will illustrate this point. When I danced for a small group of nursing home
residents, I danced simply to bring them joy. I found that I focused on the emotional aspects of
my performance rather than the technical ones; I figured that the audience would not care so
much if [ made a mistake in my movements, but would remember how the performance made
them feel. This performance occurred on a volunteer basis, and I was able to mingle with the
audience afterwards, during which time I simply wanted to hear their stories and make them
smile. My experience dancing in the opening number of a circus-themed fashion show, held in a
circus tent, was drastically different. I had been hired for this performance, and the audience
members had paid good money for their tickets to the show, so I felt more pressure to execute
my routine perfectly. My role at the event was to create a spectacle—to ‘wow’ the audience
rather than to connect with them emotionally. This ‘spectacle’ aspect of the performance also
included mingling with the patrons of the event while costumed as a circus character: my job was
to sell the experience of a night at the big top. Part of my expertise as a dancer was learning how
to tailor my performances to the specific venue and audience at hand. All these experiences have

suggested to me that performances cannot be severed from their contexts: whether a dancer is



encountered on a street corner or in a theatre makes a difference both in the audience’s
interaction with the dancer and in the dancer’s experience of the event.

This is the personal background that I bring to my study of Greek female acrobatic
performances, and it is part of the reason that I find it critical to consider these performances
within their contexts. This is not a straightforward task: the textual evidence for female

. . cth 4th
acrobatics in 5 -4

c. Greece is limited and marked by elite bias, while the plethora of visual
evidence is often difficult to interpret, especially in terms of performance reality. How might the
female acrobat in Xenophon’s imaginative symposium, or a female performing acrobatic stunts
on a vase, relate to entertainment practices in ‘real’ life? While working with the limitations of
the evidence, I will determine the social function of female acrobats in classical and early
Hellenistic society. By assembling both the textual and material sources, I will discuss the
variety of spaces in which female acrobatic performances are attested: the symposium, the comic
stage, and wonder-shows. Each chapter will center around the evidence for these respective
venues, as [ attempt to reconstruct the relationship between the audience, acrobat, and
performance space. This approach will allow me to achieve my two major goals for this project:
to establish (as best as possible) the performance realities of female acrobats in their respective
contexts and to determine the way the acrobat functions (especially in relation to the audience) in
each context.

Historically, female acrobats have not received much scholarly attention. The first
monograph on acrobatics, Waldemar Deonna’s Le symbolisme de [’acrobatie antique, was not
published until 1953. Deonna assembles a wide range of evidence for acrobatics, ultimately

making a case for acrobatics as representative of death, linking the image of the tumbling acrobat

to the image of a corpse. This is a worthwhile connection, especially considering that many vases



depicting acrobats have been found in graves, but it does not take performance context into
account; Greek acrobatics are not attested at funeral games, for example. Nevertheless, anxieties
over the possible death of acrobats do occur in the textual sources, and I will later discuss this in
relation to the sword-tumbling performance of the female acrobat in Xenophon’s Symposium.
Following Deonna, Todisco 2013 brings together a wide range of material evidence not just for
Greek acrobatics, but also for wonder and spectacle in a wide variety of ancient civilizations,
including Hittite, Egyptian, Cretan, Etruscan, Greek, and Roman. Todisco catalogues this
evidence extensively with useful introductions and charts. Todisco’s tables, which give the
distributions of literary, epigraphic, and iconographic evidence for different types of spectacle, as
well as his descriptions and plates, provide invaluable support to the study of ancient spectacle of
all sorts across many cultures and time periods. Todisco’s work allows for further analysis of this
material. Vickers takes this up in his 2016 dissertation “The Acrobatic Body in Ancient Greek
Society,” using the theory of socially qualified body movement' to demonstrate that Greeks
tended to view the male acrobatic body (in sport) as superior and the female acrobatic body (in
spectacle) as inferior.” His discussion is broadly sensitive to performance reality, but he does
leave room to explore further the performance of the female acrobatic body in its various
contexts. If all movement is socially qualified, then a female acrobatic performance will hold
nuanced meanings when it occurs in different social contexts, and Vickers does not much
distinguish between performances at symposia and on the street, for example.

One of the main reasons for the lack of attention to context in previous studies is that

female acrobats are often depicted in a similar pose across these performance contexts. When

' Vickers (2016: 1-6 esp.) develops this theory following the “sociological theory that bodies carry social meaning
(espoused by Bordieu, Foucault, Merleau-Ponty, and many others)” (2016: 4). He operates under the idea that the
way someone moves his or her body conveys meaning as to his or her societal status.

? Vickers 2016: 137-233 on female acrobatic wonders, thaumatopoiia, sword-tumbling, and potters” wheels is most
pertinent to my work here.



discussing iconographic representations of the female acrobatic body, Vickers develops the
concept of the ‘generic pose,” which signifies the handstand pose in which female acrobats are
usually depicted on vase paintings, with minor variations: “the acrobat is shown from a side
profile, balanced on the hands or forearms, with both legs bent at the knees and kept close
together as the acrobat carries them above/over the head” (2016: 147-48). Acrobats are depicted
in this type of pose on vases from different areas and by different painters. Based on the
frequency of this pose across different performance contexts and in different types of acrobatic
routines (i.e. on top of potters’ wheels, on top of stools, in between swords, etc.), Vickers argues
that the pose is related to ideology about female acrobatic bodies (2016: 148):
The consistency in the imagery suggests that we are dealing with an artistic expression of
bodies representative of ideological focal points, not necessarily reflections of ‘realistic’
practice. Certainly an acrobat could execute this pose, and maybe even did so frequently,
but the moving form would also achieve many others. The generic pose reflects its
significance for the sociological interpretation of the thaumatopoietic acrobat’s
performance; that is to say, it embodies the ideology informing these corporeal wonders.
This iconographic tendency, then, largely serves to identify female acrobats as a certain cl/ass or
type of people. This is especially significant when considering female entertainment as a
profession. Just because a woman is able to perform acrobatic feats does not mean that she will
perform those feats exclusively. She will likely work as a dancing-girl (such as the one in
Xenophon’s Symposium, to be discussed fully in the following chapter) who can offer
performances ranging from dance and mime” to acrobatics and other types of ‘wonders’ (perhaps
juggling or hoop-throwing). What, then, is the point of talking about female acrobats when it is
unlikely that any one woman worked only as an acrobat? Part of the answer lies in the standard

depiction of the ‘generic pose’: as Vickers demonstrates, it is clear that female acrobatic bodies

carry a specific sociological meaning, suggesting that their performances were viewed as distinct

? Particularly relevant here is the mimetic routine at the end of Xen. Symp. in which the dancing-girl ceases her
acrobatic displays and performs as Ariadne.



from other types of female entertainment in some way. The prevalence of the ‘generic pose’ for
specifically female acrobatic bodies suggests that we should consider female acrobatics as its
own socio-cultural phenomenon, even if women who worked as acrobats could also work in less-
specialized capacities, such as dancers.

As a point of contrast, male tumblers are depicted in a variety of forms, and the context
of each scene significantly impacts these forms.* In an athletic context, the form of male
tumblers suggests dynamic motion, as opposed to the static handstand pose that is so prevalent in
depictions of female acrobats. Two Attic black-figure cups dated around 530 BC feature male
springboard tumblers (one on each side of each cup) who wear militaristic equipment.’ The
tumbler’s form varies slightly on each cup, but nevertheless each tumbler is depicted as upside
down with his legs tucked, positioned next to a springboard apparatus. This is a more active,
airborne position that seems to highlight each tumbler’s physicality in a militaristic and/or
athletic context. When men perform seemingly acrobatic feats in a sympotic context, however,
they often seem to simply fall into acrobatic poses or contort their bodies in ways that suggest
heavy drinking and revelry. For example, intoxicated men dance, drink, and play auloi on an
Attic black-figure stand dated 520-500 BC.® Two of these figures are in poses that could be
considered acrobatic on some level: one symposiast bends backwards in a crab-walk position,
balancing on one arm and stretching the other upwards, and another symposiast contorts his
body, completely twisting his torso so that he can look at a kylix and one of the aulos players. In

the context of this vase painting, these poses seem symbolic of drunken play: the figures are not

* This is not intended as an exhaustive discussion of male tumbling, but rather a brief comparison between male and
female acrobatic poses. For an excellent discussion of male tumbling, see Vickers 2016: 17-50 on male tumbling in
sport and martial dance, 51-78 on male springboard tumbling, and 79-136 on male horseback tumbling.

> Universitit Wiirzburg, Martin von Wagner Museum HA639 (BAPD 340243), ca. 530 BC; Boston, Museum of
Fine Arts 67.861 (BAPD 340249), ca. 530 BC.

® Toronto, Royal Ontario Museum 284 (BAPD 351255).



athletes or entertainers, but symposiasts whose revelry has become somewhat out of hand. By
contrast, the overwhelming tendency to depict female acrobats in the ‘generic pose,” even across
different performance contexts, seems related to the professionalism of the acrobats—they are
hired entertainers rather than drunken partygoers. Further, female acrobats in the ‘generic pose’
seem to form a group, representing one particular type of performer. As Vickers suggests in the
quote above (p. 4), the choice of the ‘generic pose’ in depicting nearly all female acrobats can
tell us how female acrobatic performances might have been seen.

The status of wonder-making (thaumatopoiia) plays a large role in the ideological
underpinnings of the ‘generic pose’ and, in turn, the significance of female acrobatics.
Thaumatopoiia in classical Athens was considered an unproductive pursuit, as—in contrast to a
dramatic chorus, for example’—it usually does not have an obvious civic, didactic, or religious
element.® Whether juggling, tumbling, or exhibiting puppets,’ the thaumatopoietic performer
offered bodily spectacle for pay, which was seen by the elite as a particular marker of low status.
Despite (or perhaps as a result of) its popularity among the masses, Athenian philosophers and
orators criticize thaumatopoiia. For example, Isocrates likens the exaggerations of sophists to
unproductive acts of wonder-making, and his rhetoric reflects elite views on the performances of
thaumatopoioi (15.269):

Hyodpon yép toc pHev Totantag Tepatoroyiog dpoiag sivan Toig Oavporomotialg Toig oVdey

HEV ®EEAOVOAILG, VTTO O€ TMV AVONTOV TEPIGTATOLS YLYVOUEVALS, OETV O TOVC TPODPYOL Tt

TOLEWV BOLAOUEVOLS Kol TV AOY®V TOVG PLaTAioVG Kol TAV TpaEemvy TaG UNoLV mTpog ToOv

Biov pepovcag avalpeiv €€ anacdv TdV dotpPdv.

For I consider such marvelous tales to be similar to acts of thaumatopoiia—which do not
benefit anything but are admired by unintelligent people—and [I consider] it necessary

7 See esp. Kurke 2012 on the role of choreia in fostering unity through thauma and eros.

¥ Vickers 2016: 158-174 extensively focuses on the (low) social value of wonder-making.

% See Vickers 2016: 159 for an extensive list of performances under the umbrella of thaumatopoiia.
' Ed. Mandilaras 2003. All translations my own.



that those who want to do something useful remove meaningless words and deeds that
contribute nothing to life from all of their leisurely pursuits.

Isocrates’ comparison captures many of the ‘problems’ with thaumatopoiia more broadly, as
seen through an elite lens: wonder-making is not beneficial, it does not make positive
contributions to one’s life, and it is enjoyed primarily by unintelligent people—people without a
vodg (tdv dvortav). As I will discuss in the following chapter, this anxiety over the civic and
intellectual unproductivity of thaumatopoiia is an important part of Socrates’ analysis of the
female acrobatic performances in Xenophon’s Symposium.

From a philosophical standpoint, thaumatopoiia is also criticized for its relationship to
trickery and deceit. It is perhaps no surprise that Plato sees these imitative acts as inferior, but he
develops these thoughts further by relating thaumatopoiia to witchcraft. After giving a few
examples of the limitations of visual perception, Plato criticizes scene-painting, thaumatopoiia,
and other méchanai for manipulating the sense of sight: @ 31 U@V T@ TadHUATL THC PVGEOS 1)
oKklypagio Embepévn yonteiog ovdev dmoieinet, kKai 1) Bovpatonmouio Kol GAAAL ToALAL TOlDTOL
unyavai (“Scene-painting, taking advantage of this property of our nature, does not differ from
witchcraft—so too thaumatopoiia and many other such artificial tricks,” Rep. 602d)."" By this
logic, another part of the ‘problem’ with thaumatopoiia is that it tricks the eyes into thinking
they are seeing a thauma, when in reality it is just a human performer using some artificial
contrivance (méchané) to create an illusion. This criticism of thaumatopoiia is perhaps more
relevant to tricks such as juggling and pebble-playing than to acrobatics, but there might also
have been some ‘tricks of the trade’ in order to ensure that an acrobatic performance was

successful, especially the more dangerous ones such as sword-tumbling.

! Greek text ed. Slings 2003.



These criticisms of thaumatopoiia—that it is an unproductive pursuit which operates by
deceit—are related to the disconnect between wonder-making and the experience of wonder
(thauma)."* As Neer argues in relationship to classical Greek sculpture, “[w]onder, in Greek
thinking, characteristically grounds itself in vision” (2010: 58). In this visual conception of
wonder, thaumata tend to consist of radiant, swiftly-appearing handiworks (often of the gods)
that are meant to be seen and processed; according to Neer, the typical responses to these
wondrous sights are astonishment, speechlessness, and maybe even an inability to understand."
Part of processing a thauma often involves confronting its “doubleness” and “alterity.” Neer

b1

explains this concept by positioning thaumata in between the act of seeing (‘this,” “the casting of

EAN19

an eye outward”) and the act of appearing (‘other/that,” “showing forth to, for, or at someone™),

in a passage that is worth quoting at length:"*

As for wonder, it forms a hinge or joint linking the poles of “this” and “that.” The word
thauma, “wonder,” is itself intermediate between the two. It does not simply name a class
of objects, but also a state of mind: in Greek as in English, one wonders at wonders. The
word itself shuttles between “here” and “there.” More specifically, the formula thauma
idesthai, ““a wonder to behold for itself and oneself,” is used exclusively to describe
crafted works, like the blazing chariot of Hera or the shining armor of Rhesos. These
artifacts partake of the radiance of the gods even as they are themselves no more than
possessions... [they] have a dual allegiance: radiantly “other,” they are yet possessed by
the “this.”

A large part of this conception of wonder is the ability for the mortal viewer (the ‘this’) to
participate in the divine (the ‘other/that,” which appears from the gods). While thaumata do not
always have to be related to divine appearances, nevertheless this can help explain the negative
perception of thaumatopoiia: the work of thaumatopoioi is by nature mortal, so it does not

inspire the same sort of astonishment as does an experience of the radiant divine. Further, if the

' See Vickers 2016: 166-69.

1 Neer 2010: 57-62. For the inability to understand, see especially Neer’s discussion of mortal man’s reaction to the
figure of Pandora (2010: 58-59).

" Neer 2010: 66, drawing on Prier 1989’s conception of sight and appearance in Homer.

8



‘wonder’ of a female acrobatic performance operates in the space between ‘this’ (the viewer’s
act of seeing) and ‘that’ (the acrobat’s act of appearing, i.e. displaying her tricks), then this
‘wonder’ can only be short-lived, impermanent, and markedly mortal. This disconnect between
experiences of thaumata and experiences of thaumatopoiia plays a role in Socrates’ reactions to
the female acrobatic performances in Xenophon’s Symposium: Socrates is far from astonished or
speechless at the acrobat’s thaumata, and he (humorously) attempts to turn the fleeting
performances into something more “useful’ by extracting philosophical topics of conversation for
the symposiasts to consider.

While the low social value of thaumatopoiia provides one way of understanding the
significance of female acrobatics, it is by no means the only way. Female acrobatic performances
do not seem to have lived up to the ideal performance aesthetics demanded by elite spectators
(although it remains a possibility that this was not a problem for the masses). In light of the close
relationship between acrobatics and dance,'” here I turn to Peponi’s models of spectatorship and
the perception of aesthetic values in dance, especially as each relates to mimeésis.'® After
discussing spectatorship in Lucian’s On the Dance and Libanius’ On Behalf of the Dancers,
Peponi concludes that part of an ancient viewer’s experience of dance (at least in these
admittedly late texts, which are heavily influenced by the hyper-mimetic genre of pantomime)
involved navigating the quick succession of imitative forms, which creates a cognitive and

hermeneutic challenge (2015: 211):

'3 Acrobatics seem to have been a subset or specialized form of dance. The female acrobat in Xen. Symp. is referred
to as a “dancing-girl.” There is some evidence for female acrobatic performances accompanied by an auletris (the
rhythmic hoop-throwing performance in Xen. Symp. 2.8; the auletris sitting next to a female acrobat on a potter’s
wheel on an Apulian Gnathia-style lekythos, fig. 1.7), although the role that music and dance played in acrobatic
routines is not entirely clear. Did the acrobat simply perform sequences of tricks, or did she dance in the transitions
between them? Did she perform her tricks to complement the music, or did music just help create the general
ambiance?

' Peponi 2015: 211-15 esp. The three models include: non-mimetic, analogy (the orchestic imaginary), and meta-
mimetic.



Dance mimesis, then, is far from turning the act of viewing into a facile act of
comprehending. If guessing the signified was indeed part of the viewer’s enthrallment, it
was due to the larger phenomenon that dance offered the utter enrichment of the signifier,
the ultimate elaboration on its potential. In other words, the viewer...is not just looking
for meaning and content; he is electrified by the constant flow of forms and by the
challenges these forms pose to his grasp on meaning. Thus understood, mimesis does not
strip dance of an aesthetic. Quite the opposite, it turns aesthetic apprehension into a real
psychosomatic adventure.
This idea of aesthetic perception suggests that mimetic performances could demand much more
from viewers than the simple identification of a certain move or pose with a known character.
This provides one way to understand the mime at the end of Xenophon’s Symposium (9.3-6), in
which the dancing-girl leaves behind her acrobatic skills and acts as Ariadne. While the text does
not explicitly call for a “constant flow of forms” in the choreography of the mime, it does
suggest that many of the spectators react with a “psychosomatic adventure”: the passionate love
displayed between ‘Ariadne’ and ‘Dionysus’ during this performance inspires many of the
symposiasts to go home to their wives, which restores the value of the oikos and fertility and
marks an end to the homosociality of the symposium. In other words, the audience members do
not just sit back and enjoy the performance—they actively think about its meanings, make
personal connections to those meanings, and physically respond to these meanings as well. The
symposiasts do not experience this psychosomatic challenge when watching the dancing-girl’s
acrobatic feats. Instead, they struggle to connect with the performance, as all the girl really
‘imitates’ is a hoop.
Beyond this ‘failure’ of female acrobatics in relation to mimeésis, it is striking that the
symposiasts do not marvel at the acrobat’s impressive physical fitness—which must have
included strength, balance, and flexibility—nor do they once call her acrobatic performances

beautiful. In this sense, the ‘problem’ of the female acrobat is also a problem of aesthetics:

displays of female physicality seem to have been outside the realm of aesthetic enjoyment (at
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least for the elite symposiasts, if not for the masses as well). Following Peponi’s model of non-
mimetic aesthetic perception,'’ there is some indication that dance in antiquity could be
appreciated simply for its own sake—for the “skillful and intense movement” that dance can
require (2015: 213). Significantly, the examples Peponi discusses involve aesthetic appreciation
for male dancers (the footwork of the chorus of young Phaeacian men and the ball-throwing
routine of Halios and Laodamas, which includes backbends and high leaps). In direct contrast
with their treatment of the acrobatic dancing-girl, Xenophon’s Socrates admires the beauty and
skill of the male dancer (2.15-16):

K 10TV O Toig APYNCOTO. Kai O Tmkpdng einev’ Eidet’, 1, O¢ kakdg <6> moic dvV

N o 4

OLmG oLV TOIg oyNUacty ETt KOAAI®V eaiveTol §) dtav novyiav &xn; ...Koil yap dAlo Tt
TPOGEVEVON GO, HTL 0VSEV GpyOV ToD chpatog &v Tf dpynost N, GAL" Buo kol TpdymAog
Kol okéAN Kol xeipeg éyvuvdlovto, domep yp1 0pyeicHL TOV LEALOVTO EDQOPDOTEPOV TO
odpo EEew.®

After this [the dancing-girl’s sword-tumbling performance], the boy danced. And
Socrates said: “Did you see,” he said, “how the boy, who is beautiful [already],
nevertheless appears still more beautiful with the dance movements than when he keeps
still? ...for I also noticed another thing, that no part of his body was idle in the dance, but
his neck and legs and hand were exercised at the same time—as it is necessary to dance
for someone intending to have a more graceful body."
This contrast between the aesthetic perception of the boy’s dance and the lack of any aesthetic
appreciation for the dancing-girl’s acrobatic feats is related to the cultural value of male beauty,
athleticism, and virtuosity. In other words, even without thaumatopoietic or mimetic concerns,
the concept of a female acrobat—with all of her strength and physicality—poses aesthetic

problems for (elite Athenian male) spectators. These problems could be related to ideology about

the way that ‘respectable’ women should look and act, even though female acrobats do not fall

7 Peponi 2015: 212-13, drawing from Laws 795¢ and Odyssey 8.260-265 (chorus of young men), 370-376 (Halios
and Laodamas’ ball-throwing).

'8 All Greek text of Xen. Symp. ed. Marchant 1900.

¥ Socrates goes on to joke about his own experience dancing for bodily exercise. On this passage and Socrates
dancing, see Huss 1999. I do not think that the humor of this passage precludes my point about the contrast between
the aesthetic appreciation of the boy’s dance and the lack thereof for the dancing-girl’s acrobatic performances.
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under this category: tumbling and other acrobatic feats that require immense strength and
physicality were outside the scope of acceptable female movement, but there is some indication
that these types of feats were celebrated in the context of male sport and athletics.” In other
words, it seems that females moving their bodies in this athletically demanding way would have
been seen as especially trangressive and undesirable.

These issues could have affected the perception of female acrobatics in some way no
matter the context in which they were encountered. Nevertheless, there would have been a wide
range of reactions to female acrobatic performances, especially when they occur in different
spaces in front of different audiences. In my thesis, [ will draw larger conclusions about the role
of the female acrobat across different performance contexts in Greek society by discussing the
textual treatment of Xenophon’s acrobat alongside relevant vase paintings that give visual clues
about the contexts in which acrobatic performances occurred. I organize these discussions by
context: my chapters on female acrobats at symposia, on the comic stage, and in street
performances will allow a nuanced treatment of the female acrobat that continually keeps
performance context at the forefront. While I will show that the low status of thaumatopoiia
affects the female acrobat’s significance across contexts, I will also suggest meanings that are
more context-specific: in a symposium, the acrobat can signify the extreme Other (the anti-
philosophy) and become a performative servant; in a comedy, the acrobat can signify male
fantasies of female sexuality and fertility; in a wonder-show, the acrobat can signify the mass
allurement of bodily spectacle. I will conclude by bringing these pieces back together and
reconsidering the concepts of wonder and aesthetic perception as they relate to Greek female

acrobatics.

% See brief discussion of male tumblers above (pp. 5-6) and Vickers 2016: 17-136.
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Chapter 1: Acrobats at the Symposium

In this chapter, I discuss the most complete textual source for female acrobatics
(Xenophon’s Symposium) alongside material evidence for female acrobats at symposia in order
to determine the way that these acrobats function in the sympotic space. The female acrobatic
performances in Xenophon’s text symbolize the epitome of the anti-elite, though the number of
female acrobats who appear in vase paintings demonstrates their popularity as sympotic
entertainment. I will demonstrate that the low status of the female acrobatic body in Xenophon’s
Symposium is constructed through bodily objectification (such as when the acrobat bends her
body into the shape of her performance prop, a hoop) and through sympotic conversations that
call attention to the contrast between the female acrobatic body and those that serve some
function in the oikos and/or polis (such as citizen wives and Athenian soldiers). Socrates’
ultimate rejection of the dancing-girl’s acrobatic performances will solidify these points. I will
then show how vase paintings also tend to closely associate the female acrobat with her prop,
objectifying the female acrobat in a way that is familiar from Xenophon’s Symposium. This is
especially interesting since painters would not have been part of the elite group represented by
the guests at Callias’ symposium, and it suggests that painters too might have seen female
acrobatic bodies as closely related to objects. I also discuss how the female acrobat functions in
the sympotic space, especially in relation to the krater: there is tension between the acrobat
taking ‘center stage’ at a symposium while being objectified, Othered, and held up for
comparison. The chapter as a whole will suggest what female acrobatic performances might have

looked like in a sympotic space, as well as how symposiasts might have responded to them.

13



1.1 The Function of the Female Acrobat in Xenophon’s
Symposium

In Xenophon’s Symposium, Callias hosts a dinner party to honor the young Autolycus,
who won the pancratium at the Panathenaic Festival in 422 BC. True to Xenophon’s
commitment to relate both serious deeds (td petd omovdng tpattopeva) and playful ones (ta €v
t0ig moudraic), Callias’ symposium creates a competition between philosophical conversations
led by Socrates and physical entertainment provided by the Syracusan’s performance troupe.
This troupe includes an acrobatic 6pynotpic who juggles hoops, bends backward into a hoop,
tumbles through swords, and almost performs on a whirling potter’s wheel (until Socrates
thwarts the performance). Xenophon’s Symposium, then, is the fullest textual source for female
acrobatics in classical Greece, and it gives us an elite male perspective on the female acrobat and
her role in society. How do the symposiasts react to the female acrobat, and how do her
performances function in the sympotic space?

In this section, I will argue that the female acrobat functions in Xenophon’s text both as a
foil to the troupe’s other performers, who entertain the symposiasts with music and move their
bodies as slightly as possible, and as a foil to the symposiasts themselves, who recline, drink, and
converse while encountering the female acrobat as a product for their visual consumption. The
hyper-active female acrobatic body—folding itself into a hoop and tumbling through swords—
operates in direct contrast to the posing male dancer and the reclining symposiasts. Visually, she
is the busiest in the room.

The dichotomy between a true thauma and the mimetic act of thaumatopoiia marks the
treatment of the dancing-girl throughout Xenophon’s Symposium. Xenophon begins to set the
dancing-girl apart from the other performers in his introduction of the Syracusan’s entertainment
troupe (2.1):
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EpyeTol avToic €Ml KAUOV ZupaKOc1og TIg AvOpwmog, Exwv e AANTPIdN dyodnv Kol

OpynoTpida TdV T o uaTe SLVOUEVOV TOLETY, Kol Toid0 TAVY Y MPAIoV Kol Tévy

KaA®S kiBapilova Kol OpyovUEVOV.

A Syracusan came to them for merry-making, having both a good aulos-player and a

dancing-girl of the sort able to make wonders, and a boy who was in his bloom of youth

and very good at playing the kithara and dancing.
Xenophon uses language that attempts to incorporate the auletris and the boy performer into the
cultural position of the elite, but he relegates the dancing-girl to the world of thaumatopoiia,
which (as I discussed in the introduction) had negative connotations for the elite as it was
associated with low society.' This disparity in the register of each performer’s description
represents the differences in the discourse surrounding their performances and begins to paint a
picture of the female acrobat as the Other among Others. Xenophon gives the auletris and the
boy dancer/kithara-player positive value descriptors; the aulos-player is agathe, and the male
performer is oraios (beautiful, graceful, well-measured, and/or in the prime of his life). These
initial descriptions match each entertainer’s role throughout the work; the auletris does not serve
an especially prominent role, but she plays her aulos well, whereas the boy is praised for the
harmonious nature of his posing body. By contrast, Xenophon says of the dancing-girl that she is
“of the sort able to make wonders” (tT@®v T Bavpota SLVOUEVOVY TOLETV).

A contextualization of classical Athenian views (necessarily, elite male views) on
thaumatopoiia both provides the necessary framework for this section and suggests that
Xenophon'’s initial description of the dancing-girl would have been read negatively (by an elite
male audience), displaying her inferiority in a way that the aulos-player’s agathé and the boy’s

oraios do not. The reader would be invited from the beginning to consider the (lack of) socio-

political productivity of the female acrobatic body as spectacle. From her very introduction, then,

" See Gilhuly 2009: 111 for the observation that Xenophon introduces the troupe with “terms that assimilate them to
the aristocratic milieu of the symposium.” My suggestion qualifies this statement; he does this for the auletris and
the boy, but not for the dancing-girl.
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the acrobatic dancing-girl is marginalized and held at a further distance than even her fellow
performers. This becomes even more clear immediately following the troupe’s introduction,
when the female musician plays the aulos and the boy plays the kithara, but the dancing-girl
does not take part. Socrates praises his host Callias: “You are entertaining us perfectly. For not
only did you serve a blameless dinner, but you also provide the most pleasant sights and
sounds.”” The dancing-girl’s absence from the performance which receives Socrates’ initial
praise signifies the inferiority of the thaumatopoietic performer. As the symposium progresses
and Socrates continues to advocate for philosophy as a superior means of entertainment,’
‘wonder’ is redefined as intellectual prowess and ‘wonder-making’ as intellectual puzzles, in
direct contrast to the dancing-girl’s (acrobatic) bodily feats. I will discuss this contrast and the
role of thauma/thaumatopoiia more fully below, after establishing the details of the acrobat’s
performances and discussing their function in the sympotic setting.

Before the dancing-girl’s first performance, Socrates and the symposiasts have been
discussing whether the nobility of the soul can be taught, but Socrates proposes to put the debate
on hold, because he “see[s] that this dancing-girl is standing nearby and that someone is bringing

294

her hoops.”" This assistant helps her with the props during the performance, as she juggles the

hoops in a controlled manner (2.8):
€K TOLTOV O NUAEL HEV T 1 £TEPA, TAPESTNKMG OE TIC T OPYNOTPIdL AvedIdOV TOLG

TPOYOVG UEYPL dMOEKA. 1] O AapPavovca dpa te dPYEITO Kol AVEPPITTEL SOVOLUEVOLS
ouvtekpotpopévn 6cov £del purtely Hyog ag £v pudud déxecbat avTovg.

? Xen. Symp. 2.2: teMéoc MUAG 0TLEG. 00 Yap povov Sinvov dpepntov mapéoniog, dAld kai Oedpato ko
axpodipota fo16Ta TAPEYELS.

* In Xen. Symp. 3.2, Socrates explicitly associates philosophical conversation with elite superiority over the low-
class performers: Ovtol pév 81, & &vdpec, ikavoi tépmety Nudc poivoviol Nueig 68 TovTmV 01d° 8Tl TOAD PeAtiovec
oiopeda elvat: ovk aicypdv odv el uYd’ Emtyelpcopey cuVOVTEC MEEAETV TL T ed@paivery dAAfovg; (“Indeed these
people, O men, appear sufficient to entertain us. But [ know that we consider ourselves to be much better than these
people: so is it not shameful if we don’t attempt, while we are together, to be of some use or to gladden each
other?”)

* Xen. Symp. 2.7: 6pd yap Eyoye THVOE THV OpYNoTPIda EPESTKVIOY KOl TPOYOVS TV ADTT| TPOSPEPOVTOL.
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After this, the other girl was playing the aulos for her, and someone standing beside the
dancing-girl handed the hoops up to her—up to twelve hoops. And she, taking them, was
dancing and tossing up the whirling hoops, calculating how great a height it was
necessary to throw them so that she could catch them in time [with the music of the
aulos].
Since Xenophon’s emphasis in this description is on the girl’s use of the hoops, the passage
seems at first to define the thaumatopoietic body rather than the specifically acrobatic body.
However, Xenophon tells us later in the text (through Philippus’s mocking performance and
Socrates’ criticism of the dancing-girl) that the girl came to resemble the hoops (tpoy0¥¢)
themselves by performing backbends. When Philippus grotesquely mimics the performances, he
attempts to recreate the dancing-girl’s mimicry of the hoops: “and seeing that the girl imitated
hoops by bending backwards, he was attempting the same things—to imitate hoops by bending
forwards.” Socrates later recalls this same aspect of the performance (in a passage to which I
will return later): “and it is not at all more pleasing to watch the beautiful and youthful twist their

6 While each of these passages indicates

bodies and imitate hoops than it is to watch them at rest.
that the dancing-girl formed her body into a hoop at some point in the evening, Xenophon does
not include that detail when initially describing her performances. It is possible that this hoop
imitation could occur during the sword-tumbling routine, but I suggest that it is more attractive to
place it in conjunction with the hoop-throwing routine. First, both Philippus and Socrates
indicate that the girl imitated tpoyof, and the hoops from the juggling performance are also

tpoyoi (whereas the sword-studded hoop through which she tumbles is a koxAoc).” Further, we

know from Gua te ®pyeito kol dveppintel that the girl was both dancing and throwing the hoops,

> Xen. Symp. 2.22: 6118 1y moig eig Todmiobev kapmropévn Tpoxods EUIpETTo, EKeivog TadTd £ig TO Eumpocdey
EMKOTTOV ppeicat Tpoyovg Enelparto.

b Xen. Symp. 7.3: 008& PV 10 Y€ SLAGTPEPOVTAC T SOUATO. Kad TPOXOVE HIoVREVOLS fidtov f fovyiav Exoviag Todg
KaAOVG Kol mpaiovg Oempeiv.

7 Based on the logic of these passages, it seems likely that trochoi are smaller, movable toys while kukloi are larger,
stationary wheels.

17



but Xenophon never indicates what the dance portion entails. It seems likely that this first
performance includes both juggling the twelve hoops that the assistant gave her and bending
backwards to contort her body itself into a hoop. The dancing-girl uses her movements to imitate
the routine’s featured prop.

If we place the girl’s imitative backbends in conjunction with the hoop-juggling
performance, we begin to fill in the gaps of her dance routine and we see the way in which the
performance further characterizes her as Other. Her performance is defined by throwing objects,
and she becomes assimilated into that object. This dehumanizes the dancing-girl as she becomes
(even for just a split second) the thirteenth hoop in the performance—an object for play rather
than a person in control of her body. The fact that the object of the dancing-girl’s imitation is a
mere hoop becomes the perfect example of the ‘problem’ with acrobatic thaumatopoiia: the
dancer’s backbend is an impressive feat, but the ‘wonder’ it attempts to ‘make’ is, in the end,
only a hoop. This is a temporary mimetic representation of an object, far removed from a true
thauma.

After a brief break during which Socrates and the other symposiasts discuss the
teachability of women, the dancing-girl performs another routine, during which she tumbles
through swords. As a death-defying stunt that involves both the threat of peril and the ultimate
triumph over it, this seems like it would produce something closer to a true thauma, but this
spectacle still falls short; the spectators worry about the girl’s mortality in a way that further
separates ‘us’ from ‘her.” As the dancing-girl tumbles in and out of a sword-studded hoop, part
of the ‘wonder’ she ‘makes’ is related to the high stakes of failure, but these stakes also create

the lingering reminder that the female acrobat is mortal—she is not a god, her ‘wonder’ does not
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come from the gods, and she could easily exhibit this mortality with any wrong step. The
partygoers display some anxiety about this possibility (2.11):
HeTd 8& Todto KhKhog elonvéydn mepipeotoc Elpdv OpOGV. £ig 0DV TodTa 1) OPYNOTPIG
gxuPiota te kol éekvPiota Vep aVTOV. MoTE ol Pev Bempevol Epofodvto pn Tt Thodn, 1
0¢ Bappodvimg Te Kol AoPOADG TODTO SIETPATTETO.
And after this a hoop was brought in, full of upright swords all around. The dancing-girl
was tumbling in and out of the hoop, over the swords—with the result that those
watching were afraid she would suffer something. But she was completing these things
courageously and safely.
The passive voice of gionvéyOn again suggests that the dancing-girl has an assistant in charge of
her props; the assistant figure brings in the sword-studded hoops, and then the dancing-girl starts
her routine. The imperfect tenses of ékvBiota, é&ekvPiota, and diempdtreto suggest that the girl
completes these feats over and over again as she continually tumbles in and out of the sword
hoop. This is not a quick, one-stunt performance, but a longer routine that requires not only
strength and courage but stamina and endurance. The imperfect tense of épofovvto further
suggests that the partygoers feared for her safety during the entire performance. The spectators
are hooked on her performance, but not for the right reasons; they watch the acrobat continually
tumble through swords, all the while truly fearing for her failure instead of celebrating her
success—and, of course, reclining on the k/inai in complete comfort. Socrates later condemns
this routine for being too dangerous for a symposium, and this criticism draws out the division
between the hyperactive female body that continually risks physical harm and the reclining elite
bodies of the symposiasts, who merely hope to enjoy themselves at the symposium. This
highlights the inferior nature of the dancing-girl’s thaumata and further distances the girl from
the symposiasts.

After each of these performances, Socrates attempts to extract educational lessons from

the dancing-girl’s feats: these conversations center on the nature of women, alienating the
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dancing-girl both for her gender and for the limited utility of her role in society, defined against
both the symposiasts and their wives. At the same time, the playfulness of these conversations
suggests that neither Socrates nor his drinking companions are convinced or committed to these
lessons. For example, following the hoop-juggling performance, Socrates initiates a conversation
that deflects attention from the dancing-girl onto more ‘respectable women’—the symposiasts’
wives (2.9):
Kol 6 Tokpdg etnev’ Ev moAoig pév, @ dvdpeg, kai dAroig Sfilov ko &v oig & 1) moig
Totel 811 1) yovarkeio eOoic 008EY yeipov Tiig Tod dvSpdc oD TVYYAVEL, YvhuUNG 8¢ Koi
ioyvog dcitat. dote €l TIc VUAY Yyuvaika Exet, BappdV 01000KETM & Tt fodAotT” av avTh
EmoTapévn xpricoat.
And Socrates said, “It is clear in many other things, O men, and in the things which the
girl does, that the nature of women does not happen to be any lesser than that of man, but
it lacks intelligence and strength—so if any of you has a wife, let him teach with
confidence whatever he would want to make use of her knowing.
Socrates’ praise of the performance does not seem like it should be taken at face value; rather, he
seems to be reaching to extract a moral from the performance in order to render it useful to his
fellow drinkers. Further, he qualifies his ‘praise’ by saying that women still lack intelligence
(yvoung) and strength (ioy00g). The dancing-girl has apparently impressed him with her hoop-
juggling, but her calculation of the proper height for throwing hoops has not displayed yvoun
and her handling of the many hoops has not displayed ioy0¢. The only thing that her performance
has really displayed to Socrates, for the purposes of this conversation, is that women can be
taught. But Socrates quickly turns the conversation away from the dancing- girl and onto the
symposiasts’ wives, suggesting that the dancing-girl’s ability to learn should be transferred to the

‘respectable women’ within their sphere. The conversation turns to jokes about the need for

Socrates to teach his own wife, who is, in Antisthenes’ words, “the most difficult of wives in
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existence—and, I think, even of wives that have been and will be.”® The playful tone throughout
this passage suggests that Socrates and Antisthenes are not committed to Socrates’ proposed
‘lesson’ of female equality—and all the while the dancing-girl is alienated both from the
symposiasts (in their role as dvdpeg) and from the realm of women considered respectable in
society.

While this first conversation calls attention to the dancing-girl’s marginalized role as an
unmarried girl, the conversation continues (sparked by the sword-tumbling performance) to
further emphasize the girl’s limited role in the civic sphere. Instead of focusing on the
teachability of women more broadly, Socrates after this performance draws conclusions on the
teachability of courage, and Antisthenes proposes to move this lesson from the symposium to the
polis (2.12-13):

Kol 6 Tokpdtng KoAéoac OV Aviicévny etnev - OBTol Tov¢ Y Oempévong Téde

avtikéEe €Tt ofopat, g ovyl kal 1 Avdpeia dSOaKTOV, OTdTE AHTN KAITEP YVVI] OVGO

oUT® ToAUNP®G €ig Ta Elpn Tetar. kKol 6 AvticBévng eimev” Ap’ ovv Kol THOE TO

Yupakocie Kpdtiotov Emdei&avtt Th TOAEL TV 0pYNoTPIdN EIMETY, £0V SIODCV OVTGD

AbBnvaiot ypnpata, oMoty Tavtag Adnvaiovg ToApdy Opdce talg Aoyyong iévay;

And Socrates, after calling Antisthenes, said, “I think that those watching will no longer

deny these things, not even that courage (‘manliness’) can be taught, since she—despite

being a woman—Ieaps into the swords with such daring.” And Antisthenes said: “So,
wouldn’t it be best for this Syracusan, after exhibiting the dancing-girl to the polis, to say
that—if the Athenians give him money—he will make all the men of Athens dare to go
up against spears?”
Socrates continues in the vein of the earlier conversation by noting that the girl displays courage
‘although she is a woman.’ In his analysis, this ability could not have been natural, which is
further proof that women can be taught. However, the conversation once again turns from the

dancing-girl to those with higher status: Antisthenes suggests that this lesson in courage should

be taught to men of Athens who serve in the military. At the same time, Antisthenes does not

¥ Xen. Symp. 2.10: 6ALA xpii yovouki TGV 00o@VY, olpot 8¢ Kol TOV YEYEVIHEVOVY Kol TRV E00pEVOVY YAAETOTATT).
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seem to think that this polis-wide exhibition would actually occur, let alone work (as is implied
by his suggestion that the Syracusan merely say that the performance inspires courage while
asking for money, which I will discuss further in the chapter on wonder-shows). This reply is
playful and seems to cap Socrates’ continued attempts to extrapolate philosophical conversation
from these performances. Nevertheless, it suggests that courage is misplaced in the female
acrobat, who has transgressed into a male sphere by displaying dvdpeio—completing difficult
physical feats and striving to overcome swords. The conversation further suggests that her
fleeting performance and low social status cannot contribute to the civic sphere unless it could
inspire Athenian men to face swords in battle. In this hypothetical sword-tumbling transaction
between the Syracusan and the polis, the acrobat’s role would be to inspire men to have courage
in dangers involving spears, but this ‘lesson’ (if it worked at all) would work less through
education and more through comparison, as the onlookers mark the dynamic between themselves
and the acrobat, thinking that if she can do it, they can do it.” In other words, the lesson of the
dancing-girl would operate more through the shame of in-group and out-group definition than an
inherent educational or moral quality of the girl’s acrobatic performances.'’

Once the Syracusan manager’s performances have served their literary function of
developing the contrast between philosophy and entertainment,'’ Socrates reveals his true

feelings about them (especially those of the acrobat): they are unsatisfactory forms of

? This dynamic is also an important part of elite discourse on wonder-shows: see ch. 3.

19 See Wohl 2004 on the relationship between Xenophon’s Symposium and the moral ideal of performance in Plato’s
Laws, which she relates mostly to Socrates’ own dancing and the troupe’s final performance.

"' Here a brief outline of the competition between dance and philosophy might be useful: Socrates uses the troupe’s
performances to spark philosophical discussion (2.7-16); Socrates himself dances as a means to achieve symmetry
and harmony (2.17-20); Philippus the jester mimics the performances (2.21-23); Socrates offers philosophy as rival
entertainment (3.2); the Syracusan ridicules Socrates for thinking too much about unprofitable matters (6.6-8);
Socrates criticizes the Syracusan’s choice of performances and suggests a new one (7.2-5); Socrates gives a speech
favoring homosexual friendship (8.13-41) but the Syracusan responds with a final performance displaying
heterosexual eros (9.2-7). On the dance of Socrates, see Huss 1999. On the relationship between the Syracusan and
Philippus as entertainers, see Gilula 2002. On the bodily performances as springboards for conversation between the
symposiasts, see Hobden 2004.
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entertainment that do not belong in a symposium. He chooses to reveal these feelings when a
potter’s wheel is brought out for the dancing-girl to produce more thaumata, which results in
Socrates’ ultimate condemnation of acrobatic thaumatopoiia (7.2-3):

énei 8 Noev, eloePépeTo i} OPYNOTPIdL TPOYOC THV KEPUUEIKRDV, £ 00 EUEALE
Bovpatovpynosty. EvOa 81 einev 6 Toxpatng Q Tvpakdote, Kvduvedm &ym, domep oD
AEyelc, T SVTL PPOVTIGTIG £tvarl’ vV YoV 6Komd dmmg Gv O eV moic 68e 6 6OC Kkai 1)
Taig H)0e g paota didyotev, NUES & av pdota evepovoipedao Bemdpevotl avtods Omep
gb 0100 8Tt ko 6V PovAEL. Sokel obV pot T PV eic poyaipac kupiotdv Kvdvvov
gniderypa glvat, & cuumosiom oVSEV TpooTKeL. kai pnyv 16 ye i Tod Tpoyod G
TEPOVOLUEVOD YPAPEWY TE KOl Avaytyvaokey Bodpa pev icmg Tt 0Ty, NdovVIV 6& 000E
ToDTO SVVOpOL YVAVOL TV GV TOPAcYOL. 0VOE PNV TO YE SOGTPEPOVTOS TO CMUOTA KOl
TPOYOVG UILOVUEVOLG TIO10V T} T|oLyiay EYOVTOS TOVG KOAOVS Kol dpaiovg Bempeiv.

After he sang, a potter’s wheel was brought in for the dancing-girl, upon which she was
about to make wonders. Then Socrates said, “O Syracusan, I run the risk, as you say, of
being a thinker in reality—for now I’m contemplating how this boy of yours and this girl
could move as lightly as possible, and we would very much enjoy ourselves watching
them (the very thing which I know well that you also want). So it seems to me that to
tumble into swords is a display of danger, which is not fitting for a symposium. And
what’s more, to write and read upon a wheel while it’s whirling could perhaps be some
wonder, but I can’t recognize what enjoyment these things would provide. And it is not at
all more pleasing to watch the beautiful and youthful twist their bodies and imitate hoops
than it is to watch them at rest.
Here, Socrates identifies the type of behavior and entertainment that is proper for a
symposium—which explicitly does not include acrobatic thaumatopoiia. He excises the physical
from the realm of entertainment; he does not want to see the potter’s wheel performance, he
finds the dangerous sword-tumbling performance inappropriate for a symposium, and instead he
wants a performance with as little movement as possible. Socrates’ ideal entertainment, then,
could not be more opposite from the acrobatic performances of the dancing-girl throughout the
symposium; his conception of non-physical entertainment draws a sharp distinction between
intellectual culture and performance culture.

The concept of thaumata plays an important part in this distinction: Socrates singles out

the acrobat’s sword-tumbling performance, calling it a “display of danger” (kwvdévvov Emidetypa)

23



rather than a display of wonder, and he suggests that intellectual activities such as reading and
writing on the whirling potter’s wheel might be closer to a thauma than acrobatic feats would be.
This is the first step of Socrates’ push to associate thaumata with the mind rather than with the
body. He continues to criticize the practice of wonder-making by conceiving of thaumata not as
acrobatic contortions but as everyday intellectual puzzles (7.4):
Kai yap 61 000E TAvy TL oTAviov TO Ye Bovpaciolg Evivyety, &l Tig Tovtov deitat, GAN
g€eoTv antika paia T apovto Boopdalewy, i mote 0 pHev Ahyvog dtd TO AAUTPAV PAOYQ
Exev MG TapEYEL, TO 08 YOAKEIOV AAUTPOV OV MG LEV 0V TTOLET, &V abT@ O ALY
EULPAVOUEVO TTOPEYETOL KOl TTAG TO HEV ENatov DYpOV OV adéel TV eAdya, TO 6& VOWP,
OTL VypodV €oTL, KoTtacBEVVLGL TO TOP.
For it is not at all rare to encounter marvels, if one needs this, but it is possible to marvel
even presently at the things at hand, [such as] why the lamp provides light through its
possession of a bright flame, while the bronze thing, being bright, does not make light,
but in it other reflections are displayed—and how olive oil, being wet, increases the
flame, while water, because it is wet, puts out the fire.
By Socrates’ new conception of wonders and wonder-making, displaying acrobatic wonders
(Bavpotovpynoewv) on the potter’s wheel would not really produce a thauma, because the
‘wonders’ that Socrates gives as examples (the lamp vs. the mirror and olive oil vs. water) are
intellectual puzzles based on the natural properties of surrounding objects rather than contrived
displays of physicality. Socrates simultaneously reduces the value of wonder-making by noting
that it is “not at all rare to encounter marvels” and by finding these marvels within everyday
objects that would be present at a symposium, such as lamps and olive oil.'* In other words, the
symposiasts can use their intellect to experience thaumata, and they can do this relatively easily

by drawing on their immediate surroundings; they do not need the dancing-girl to jump through

swords or contort her body in order to experience marvels. By redefining thaumata as easily-

12 See Hobden 2004 on a proposed relationship between the meta-sympotic discourse in this passage and Plutarch’s
Table Talks. Plutarch includes these types of intellectual puzzles in his lists of acceptable sympotic conversations,
along with the management of a symposium and its proper entertainment, much like Socrates is doing in this
passage.
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accessible intellectual feats, Xenophon’s Socrates also reinforces the acrobatic body as
ultimately futile: thaumata are all that the acrobatic body can hope to produce, but according to
Socrates it fails even on this count.

Using these distinctions between intellect and physicality, Socrates solidifies the female
acrobat’s alienation by deciding that the female acrobatic body does not belong at a symposium.
The anxiety over the unproductive and noneducational nature of the female acrobatic body, at
which Socrates and the symposiasts hinted in their earlier conversations, moves to the forefront
in Socrates’ rejection. The acrobatic body is so Other to the elite sympotic space that it can no
longer be tolerated—the dancing-girl must leave behind acrobatics and thaumatopoiia if she
hopes to provide successful entertainment. In fact, she accomplishes this in the Symposium’s
final exhibition by performing mimetically instead of acrobatically, finally achieving a
productive result. In this performance, the dancing-girl acts as Ariadne with the boy as Dionysus,
and they begin to kiss passionately—so passionately that the partygoers forget they are watching
a performance. As the symposiasts are struck by this display of real love, most are inspired to
return home to their wives, restoring productive fertility to the oikos. This emphasizes the
distance between the specifically acrobatic body and the symposiasts—it is only when the
dancing-girl ceases to perform acrobatically that she can substantially contribute to the group
and to the larger community. The mimetic tableau of Ariadne and Dionysus still operates via
mimesis, but it is now a productive form of mimesis. Xenophon’s Symposium thus ultimately
rejects the female acrobatic body: it produces inferior, mortal thaumata that end as soon as its
performances end, so it cannot achieve positive, lasting effects upon the symposiasts—and much

less the polis.
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While Xenophon’s Symposium is the best textual source for female acrobatics in the
Classical period, it is important to remember that the text is a highly literary composition in
which the female acrobat is made to serve aims particular to the text. Xenophon uses her
performances both to spark conversation between the symposiasts early on in the party and to
represent the competition between the Syracusan (physical performances) and Socrates
(philosophical discussion) over what constitutes the best form of entertainment. Within this
framework, Socrates eventually denigrates the female acrobatic body: it is inherently at odds
with his goals to encourage the pursuit of philosophy and homosexual philia. But this is only the
elite view of one character in a literary text; Socrates may not think that female acrobatic
performances are fitting for a symposium, but Callias chose to hire the Syracusan manager’s
troupe, and it seems likely that this choice of entertainment was available for sympotic hosts
during Xenophon’s time. Numerous vase paintings depict female acrobats performing in a
sympotic context, and I will now turn to these vases in order to paint a fuller picture regarding

the function of female acrobats at symposia.

1.2 Female Acrobats in Sympotic Space: The Material
Evidence

Xenophon’s Socrates may not think that female acrobatic performances are fitting for a
symposium, but vase paintings—mostly from 4™-century Southern Italy—shed light on the
popularity of female acrobats as sympotic entertainment. I determine sympotic context through
the presence of a combination of the following: kottabos stands; ribbons, garlands, and/or beads
as wall decorations; sympotic furniture, such as the kline and footstool; and sympotic vessels,
especially the krater and kantharos. In this section, I will demonstrate the ways in which a female

acrobat could interact with the space and the materials of a symposium, arguing that the repeated
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association of the acrobat with sympotic props dehumanizes the acrobat into a prop herself,
solely for the entertainment of the symposiasts.

It is not a coincidence here that the female acrobat in Xenophon’s Symposium is part of a
Syracusan’s entertainment troupe; this type of entertainment seems to have been especially
popular in Southern Italy—or at least there was a strong market there for vases with images of
female acrobats. Athenian vase painters, by contrast, seem to have preferred to depict acrobatic
satyrs or male revelers instead of female performers,' even though we know from Xenophon
that female acrobatic performances could be part of the repertoire of a symposium.
Corroborating Xenophon’s account, two Athenian vessels from the mid 5™-century also depict
female acrobats as part of performance troupes: a hydria now in Naples (fig. 1.1),'* and a hydria
now in Madrid (fig 1.2)."> On the Madrid hydria, a nude female contorts her body in a backbend,
with her hands and feet on the ground. The performer on the Naples hydria—also nude and also
in a backbend—instead performs atop a sympotic table, with her gaze focused on a kylix near her
feet. The Madrid performance does not have a clear context, but the sympotic table and kylix on
the Naples piece suggest that female acrobats performed at symposia in mid 5"-century Athens,
setting a precedent for the figure in Xenophon’s early-to-mid 4™-century text as well as for the

South Italian material tradition, which flourishes around the same time as Xenophon.'®

13 For acrobatic satyrs see: Toronto, Royal Ontario Museum 284 (BAPD 351255); London, BM E768 (BAPD
205309). For acrobatic male revelers see: Malibu, Getty 76.AE.127 (BAPD 46460); Paris, Louvre G73 (BAPD
200396).

' Naples, Museo Archeologico Nazionale 81398 (previously H3232, M1209); BAPD 213444; Polygnotos Group,
450-440 BC.

!> Madrid, Museo Arqueologico Nacional 11129; BAPD 214707; CVA Madrid 2 (Spain 2) pls. 6 (89).2, 7 (90).1-3,
440 BC.

' My argument here is less applicable if these vases were produced solely for export, which is a possibility. The
provenance for the Naples vessel is Nola, Italy; the provenance for the Madrid vessel is unknown.
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Fig. 1.1. Female acrobat on sympotic table and female sword-tumbler. Attic red-figure hydria. Naples, Museo
Archeologico Nazionale 81398. Photo credit D-DAI-ROM-71.340.

Fig. 1.2. Female acrobat in backbend. Attic red-figure hydria. Madrid, Museo Arqueologico Nacional
11129. Photo by Alberto Rivas Rodriguez. © Ministry of Culture and Sports
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Material depictions of female acrobats in a sympotic setting show a range of ways in
which the acrobat could relate to the space of the symposium, largely involving the use of
sympotic equipment as performance props. The Naples hydria (fig. 1.1), with the acrobat
performing her backbend on top of a table with a kylix, provides a useful example: she uses
furniture and objects that are already present within the sympotic space to create her
performance. This serves both a practical and symbolic function. As part of a traveling
performance troupe, the acrobat and her manager would want to travel with as few bulky props
as possible. If they can utilize materials already present within the symposium, then their travel
load becomes lighter. However, the re-purposing of sympotic equipment in a performance
context could also function symbolically in the eyes of the symposiasts: during the dinner portion
of the evening, the same table on which the Naples acrobat performs would have hosted spreads
of food, from which the symposiasts ate their dinner. But once they reach the entertainment
portion of the evening, the female acrobat replaces the food to become the new object for
consumption within the symposium. This creates a visual reminder that the acrobat is intended
for consumption, existing to increase the enjoyment of the symposiasts.

Just as the mid 5"-century Athenian hydria (fig. 1.1) depicts the female acrobat upon a
sympotic table, 4™-century South Italian vases depicting female acrobats in a sympotic context
regularly demonstrate the acrobat interacting with sympotic objects—from the kottabos stand
(figs. 1.8, 1.9) to footstools (figs. 1.3, 1.6) to kantharoi and krateres (figs. 1.4, 1.5). Part of my
ability to establish sympotic context for the acrobatic performance comes from the presence of
sympotic paraphernalia, and so it might not seem particularly striking that every vase depicting a
female acrobat in a sympotic space shows her interacting to or in conversation with this

paraphernalia. But as I hope to show, these interactions between acrobat and object constitute
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one of the techniques the artist uses to display the acrobat’s social significance. This
phenomenon finds a parallel in Xenophon’s Symposium when the dancing-girl throws hoops
(tpdyovc... dveppintel dovovpévoug, 2.8) and bends backwards to imitate them (tpoyovg
gueiro, 2.22), visually transforming herself into the prop itself in the eyes of the reclining
symposiasts.

When performing a handstand atop sympotic furniture, the female acrobat can become an
extension of that furniture, further contributing to the symbolic function of acrobat-as-object. On
a South Italian lekythos now in a private collection, a female depicted in left side profile
performs a variation of a handstand, with her elbows resting upon a footstool (instead of her
hands) (fig. 1.3)."” Her back is arched further than the ‘generic pose’ demands, to the point where
she is able to look directly at her calves. Both the footstool and strings of beaded garlands, which
are hanging on the walls in the background, suggest a sympotic context for the performance. The
footstool has a round top with three short legs that curve in a concave fashion, creating small
‘feet’ that rest on the floor. This type of footstool commonly occurs underneath the kline in a
sympotic context. For example, a 4™-century Apulian calyx krater depicts a reclining man and
seated woman on a kline, flanked by a female attendant on the left and a satyr on the right;
directly underneath the k/ine lies a footstool with three small feet, similar to the footstool on the
acrobatic lekythos.'® In a sympotic setting, the acrobat would simply have to borrow a footstool
from one of the symposiasts’ k/inai in order to perform her feats. The acrobat on the lekythos
demonstrates the way that the performer can become assimilated to the furniture; her vibrant

orange dress with red undertones matches the color of the footstool, and the curve of her back

"7 NFA Classical Auctions Dec. 11 1991, New York. Lot No. 101. 360-340 BC. See Vickers 2016: 152.

'8 Bari, Lagioia collection. RVAp 1 8/153, pl. 67.3; Ph¥V”, no. (xvi). On this vessel, other notable comparanda for
establishing sympotic context include the dog underneath the couch (c.f. Gnathia lekythos in Naples, discussed
below) and the ribbon and tympanon (c.f. London F232, discussed below) hanging on the wall.
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mimics the curve of the footstool’s legs.'” In this depiction, the acrobat is transformed from
performing upon a prop to representing the prop itself—similar to the hoop phenomenon in
Xenophon’s Symposium, discussed above. Both Xenophon’s text and the South Italian lekythos
reveal a tendency to depict the female acrobatic body as skilled in replicating the very objects

pertinent to the performance.

Fig. 1.3. Female acrobat on footstool. South Italian lekythos (detail). NFA Classical Auctions Dec. 11
1991, New York. Lot No. 101.

When the props change from pieces of furniture to drinking cups, the acrobat’s
relationship to the surrounding space changes as well. On a Campanian 4"-century vase that
survives only in an engraving (fig. 1.4),” a female acrobat, nude from the waist up and wearing
tight pants, walks over to a krater on her hands. Her back is arched and her feet reach toward the
krater, creating a handstand in the vein of the ‘generic pose’, but this acrobat holds a ladle

between her right toes and a kantharos between her left, causing these instruments to hover

' A couple of marks near the acrobat’s toes make her feet look like those of the footstool, which splay upwards to
complete the legs’ concave curves. It is unclear to me whether these marks are intentional or a result of later
scratches.

2% Tischbein 1791 Taf. 60; Beazley 1943 99.4; Weege 1976 fig. 64. The vase was a part of Sir William Hamilton’s
collection, but was lost in a 1798 shipwreck.

31



directly above the krater as if she is about to dip them into it. A single column to the right of the
acrobat denotes interior space. At a symposium, with the calyx-krater in the center of the room,
this acrobat could fulfill both a performative and a servile role, fetching refills for the
symposiasts at the same time as she entertains them with her acrobatic feats.! The female
acrobat in this setting performs her low status; she is both a thaumatopoietic entertainer and a
servant for the symposiasts. If the original vessel was a krater, as seems likely since the three
figures on each side would require a large vessel,” then this depiction has strong meta-sympotic
potential: the host could station this krater in the middle of the room and arrange for a female
entertainer to imitate the performative service seen on the vessel, using the ladle in her right toes
to fill the kantharos in her left toes and delivering this wine to the symposiasts whom she was

hired to entertain.

Fig. 1.4. Female acrobat retrieves wine while walking on her hands. Engraving of Campanian vase from Sir
William Hamilton’s collection. Tischbein 1791.

2! For the centrality of the krater, and for its ability to symbolize a full sympotic gathering, see Lissarague 1990: 19-
46.
2 Side A (left to right): seated female, acrobat, column; side B: three warrior youths in motion.
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Two vessels depict female acrobats performing handstands in a small space in between
two objects: on an Apulian calyx-krater (fig. 1.5), the acrobat performs between a krater and a
kantharos,” and on a Campanian hydria (fig. 1.6), she performs between a footstool and a
potter’s wheel.** Each of these vessels suggests ways that the female performer could move
through the space and engage with multiple props in her routines. On the calyx-krater, the nude
female acrobat faces the kantharos to her right, executing a handstand with her legs splayed
upward (instead of bent over, as the ‘generic pose’ usually entails). It is possible that she could
reach for the handles of the kantharos with her toes and bring it over to the krater, in a similar
fashion as the servile acrobat on the Campanian vase preserved in the engraving, although this
cannot be proven. Nevertheless, if we understand the krater as occupying the central position in
the room, then we can also understand this central space, visible from all k/inai, as the ideal
space for entertainment during the symposium. The acrobat in this case moves between objects

in the center of the room as a focal point of the entertainment.

Fig. 1.5. Female acrobat in between krater and kantharos. Apulian calyx-krater (detail). Private collection.

* Private collection; see van Hoek and Herrmann 2013 pl. 24a. 350-325 BC.
** London, British Museum 1814,0704.566 (F232); CVA Br. Mus. 2 (Great Britain 2) IV E a pl. 8 (88).4; BAPD
411078; Foundling Painter, 340-330 BC.
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On the Campanian hydria, a female wearing only a short skirt performs a handstand with her
hands planted on the ground in between a boxed footstool (to her left) and a potter’s wheel (to
her right).” She faces left, and her legs hover over the footstool, as if she could spring up either
onto it or past it. There is just enough room between the footstool and the potter’s wheel for the
acrobat’s hands; she has even less space between these objects than the acrobat on the calyx-
krater has between the krater and kantharos. Although she does not perform upon either prop in
the moment depicted on the vase, their presence indicates that her performance will also include
feats atop a potter’s wheel and/or footstool; given the positioning of her legs, it seems reasonable
to imagine a performance that incorporates the furniture. In each case the acrobat would either
have to use these objects as props or perform around them, and either way she is communicating

with the sympotic space and the distribution of objects in the andron.

ATTELEL R R\

Fig 1.6. Female acrobat in between footstool and potter’s wheel. Campanian red-figure hydria. London,
The British Museum 1814,0704.566. © The Trustees of the British Museum

* Beaded garlands and tympana hanging on the wall behind the acrobat are suggestive of a sympotic context.
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The contrast between the female acrobat and other figures painted on a vessel can further
contribute to the Othering of the female performer. On an Apulian Gnathia-style lekythos, now
in Naples (fig. 1.7),”° a female acrobat rotates in a handstand atop a potter’s wheel, with a seated
auletris to her left and a dog to her lower right; two garlands hanging on the wall are suggestive
of interior, sympotic space. The acrobat performs a routine similar to the one the dancing-girl
might have performed on a potter’s wheel in Xenophon’s Symposium had Socrates not thwarted
the performance. She staggers her arms, with the left hand planted in front of the right, and she is
so contorted in her handstand that her feet can rest on her head, with her calves pressing against
the backs of her thighs and buttocks—she has practically folded her body in half. She is nude
from the waist up and wearing a short skirt, which contrasts with the fully clothed figure of the
auletris, who wears a long, sleeved garment which covers her from head to toe. The acrobat,
shown in left side profile, looks directly at the auletris, and vice versa—the two figures appear to

be working together.

Fig. 1.7. Female acrobat on potter’s wheel with auletris. Apulian Gnathia-style lekythos (detail). Naples,
Museo Nazionale, coll. St. Angelo 405.

*® Naples, Museo Nazionale, coll. St. Angelo 405; CVA Naples 3 (Italy 24) pl. 70 (1127).4; Hughes 2008 fig. 7. 350-
325 BC.
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The dynamic between the hyperactive, mostly nude body of the acrobat and the seated, covered
body of the auletris seems to reflect the dynamic between these figures in Xenophon’s
Symposium. The Syracusan’s auletris explicitly accompanies the dancing-girl’s hoop juggling
performance (2.8), and the dancing-girl makes an effort to catch her hoops in the proper rhythm,
which suggests a connection between the pace of the female acrobat’s movement and the rhythm
prescribed through the aulos.”” However, as I have argued above, the dancing-girl is especially
looked down upon as a representative of low society—even more so than her fellow performers,
despite belonging to the same troupe. The depiction of the auletris and acrobat on the Naples
lekythos gives a visual representation of the relationship between these two female performers:
their performances are related and even interconnected, but the visual register of the auletris
(seated and clothed) corresponds more to that of a “respectable woman” than that of the acrobat
(mostly nude and contorted).”®

The contrast is even more pronounced between the elite male as viewer and the female
acrobat as spectacle on an Apulian calyx-krater now in Genoa (fig. 1.8).”” This vessel depicts a
female acrobat wearing a short dress and performing a handstand near a kottabos stand, with an
elite male youth standing to her left.”® This is the only extant depiction of a spectator observing a
female acrobat; typically, vases depicting female acrobats feature only the performer herself,

perhaps with some props such as a small table or potter’s wheel, or occasionally with other

T Xen. Symp. 2.8: 1| 8& hopPavovoa dpa Te GPYEITO Kai AvEPPITTEL SOVOLIEVOVE GUVTEKHALPOpET o0V EdeL
purtely Dyog dg &v pubud déxecbat avtovg. “And she, taking them, was dancing and tossing up the whirling hoops,
calculating how great a height it was necessary to throw them so that she could catch them in time [with the music
of the aulos].”

¥ See Goldman 2015 for a reexamination of the dichotomy between auletrides and “respectable women”.

** Genoa, Museo Civico d’Archeologia Ligure 1142; BAPD 9004269; CVA Genova 1 (Italy 10) pl. 5 (921).1-3; 4" c.
BC (dated 350-320 by Vickers 2016: 153n417). See Vickers 2016: 155 for a discussion of the relationship between
the female acrobatic body in motion and the male athletic body at rest on this vase.

% Vickers 2016: 154 argues that the acrobat is depicted as airborne while still conforming to the demands of the
‘generic pose’; her hands are flexed as if planted on the ground, but they are above the ground line (which is
established by the post, the male spectator’s feet, and the kottabos stand). Her left foot is depicted in front of the
kottabos stand, so the positioning of her hands does not suggest that she is simply performing behind the stand.
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performers (such as the auletris on the Naples lekythos, discussed above). The male youth stands
to the left of the kottabos stand, holding a walking stick in his left hand with a cloak draped over
his left arm. He leans his right elbow upon a post and crosses his right foot over his left, creating
the impression of a casual or nonchalant stance. Although holding a cloak, the male is fully nude,
and he bares his athletic body at rest as a direct contrast to the female acrobatic body in motion.
He towers above her—reaching almost as tall as the kottabos stand itself—while the bent legs in
the acrobat’s handstand make her figure more compact so she occupies less space.’ In addition,
the acrobat’s close proximity to the kottabos stand closely associates the two as instruments of

sympotic entertainment that are intended for the symposiasts’ enjoyment.

Fig. 1.8. Female acrobat by kottabos stand with a nude male spectator. Apulian calyx-krater (detail). Genoa, Museo
Civico di Archelogia Ligure 1142.

The precise relationship between this nude youth and the sympotic acrobat is puzzling; given the

sympotic context, we might expect the spectator to be reclining on a kline, but the youth stands

1 If she were to extend her legs, her frame would be just as tall if not taller than that of the male spectator.
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against a post that is suggestive of the palaestra.*® His body is athletic, although it is at rest.
Perhaps this is best understood as an imaginative scene that combines multiple frames of action:
the athletic male youth (certainly the type of figure who we would expect to attend a symposium;
c.f. Autolycus, the young pancratium victor at Callias’ symposium in Xenophon) might go to the
palaestra earlier in the day, and then clean up before attending a symposium in the evening. The
artist might have chosen to depict the young symposiast at the palaestra in order to highlight his
athletic figure. In this case, the youth’s erotic gaze, directed at the female acrobat, might
foreshadow his treatment of the acrobat later in the evening. Regardless, the juxtaposition of
athletic male body at rest with the contorted female body at work—combined with the elite gaze
cast down upon the acrobat—reflects a dynamic between the spectator and the performer that is
similar to the dynamic between the symposiasts and the dancing-girl in Xenophon’s Symposium.
The association between a female acrobat and a kottabos stand recurs on a Gnathia-style
lekythos (fig. 1.9)*° that is extremely similar to the calyx-krater (fig. 1.8), although the painter of
the lekythos has chosen to depict only the female acrobat, without the male spectator.’* This
must be partially due to space; in painting on a lekythos rather than a krater, the painter had a
much smaller field to work with and had to make decisions about what to cut. There are a few
different, but by no means exclusive, ways to understand this choice. First, the fact that the artist

decided to cut the male spectator rather than the female acrobat suggests that the acrobat is the

32 There is also a small palmette to the right of the acrobat, which I believe is best understood as purely decorative,
although there are parallels for palmettes framing athletic/palaestra scenes on 4™ c. Athenian vases: red-figure
stemless cup fragment, Oxford, Ashmolean Museum G705, BAPD 11880; red-figure cup fragment, Mouret
Collection (Ensérune), BAPD 10680; red-figure stemless cup, Trieste, Museo Storia ed Arte S465, BAPD 10334.
Given the popularity of palmettes in Greek vase painting, it seems likely that these instances are coincidental and
that the palmette on the Apulian calyx-krater is decorative.

3 St. Petersburg, Hermitage I'P-4662, 350-320 BC.

** Vickers 2016: 153 argues that the lekythos was directly inspired by the calyx-krater, but painted by “a lesser
hand.” In each painting, the female performs a handstand by a kottabos stand, wearing a dress with a thin shoulder
strap that leaves the chest bare. Gravity pulls the edge of the dress downward and shows part of the buttocks. Each
wears ankle bracelets on the right leg and wears her hair in a low bun. A swooping ribbon hangs on the wall to the
upper right of each performer, with a palmette decoration to the lower right.
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more marketable part of the vessel—the part that catches the buyer’s eye and makes the artwork
memorable. Without the female acrobat, the lone male spectator serves little to no purpose; he
creates meaning in contrast to the acrobat, primarily by casting his gaze at her. Further, the
relationship between the standing male and the acrobat could also represent the relationship
between a vessel’s user and the image of the acrobat; perhaps the painter of the Gnathia lekythos
did not need to depict the elite male gaze because the potential buyer—and the buyer’s drinking
companions—would regularly provide that gaze themselves. Alternatively, the artist’s choice to
depict the sympotic scene alone might lend support to my suggestion above that the Apulian

calyx krater depicts two related but separable parts of the youthful spectator’s day.

Fig. 1.9. Female acrobat by kottabos stand. Gnathia-style lekythos. St. Petersburg, The State Hermitage
Museum ['P-4662. © The State Hermitage Museum.

The recurrence of the female acrobat on these vases indicates that Socrates’ proposed
banishment of acrobatics from the symposium does not reflect popular practice. The evidence

suggests that female acrobats as sympotic entertainment would have been a fairly recent
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phenomenon during the literary date of Callias’ symposium (422 BC; c.f. the Naples and Madrid
hydriae, figs. 1.1 and 1.2, dated 450-440, which are the earliest examples of female acrobatic
performers), but that they grew in popularity during Xenophon’s time. The number of vases
depicting female acrobatic performances as sympotic entertainment in the 4™-century suggests
that this was popular practice, especially in South Italy (where there was apparently a larger
market for these vases). Xenophon’s choice to specify that the acrobat’s manager is from
Syracuse suggests both that he was aware of the acrobat’s popularity in South Italy and that
cultural exchange between the two areas might allow a sympotic host on mainland Greece to
import these specialty performers as a further display of wealth. Besides Socrates’ banishment of
female acrobatics, Xenophon seems to have created a literary symposium that draws heavily
upon actual practice. Notably, the relationship between the acrobat and the sympotic space in the
material record suggests that she is seen as Other, and even dehumanized, similarly to
Xenophon’s acrobat. These female acrobats are often depicted as an extension of sympotic
furniture or props (the kline, footstool, and kottabos stand), and they occasionally even perform
their servile function, as in the case of the acrobat using her toes to hold the ladle and kantharos
over the krater. The acrobat’s use of these props is simultaneously dehumanizing and
entertaining; the more objects included in the performance, the greater the chance that one of the
tricks can go wrong, and the greater the enjoyment when the acrobat lands the trick. The
symposiasts provides the elite male gaze as the judges of these performance elements—whether
there is an actual female acrobat at the party, or whether they are simply evaluating the acrobat

depicted on the vase.
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1.3 Acrobatic Tableaux as Sympotic Entertainment: A Case
Study

Although the dancing-girl in Xenophon’s Symposium is part of a performance troupe, she
exhibits her acrobatic skills only in solo performances. Her final performance includes the
dancing-boy, but it utilizes small movements and facial expressions, rather than acrobatic feats,
to mimetically represent Ariadne and Dionysus.” This tendency to depict female acrobatic
performances as solo virtuoso acts also recurs throughout the material record. Each vase
discussed above features a female acrobat performing alone; she is accompanied by an auletris
only on the Naples Gnathia lekythos. Given the congruence with Xenophon’s account, perhaps
this tendency often reflects performance reality for female acrobats at a symposium (instead of
using one performer on a vase painting to represent multiple performers).

However, one little-discussed vase stands in contrast to the phenomenon of the solo
acrobat, and I will argue that it depicts a scene of a performance troupe, similar to that of
Xenophon’s Syracusan. To my knowledge, no study has considered what type of performance
this vase might depict or how the vase painting might relate to performance reality.*® On a 4"-
century Paestan red-figure bell-krater (fig. 1.10), a female acrobat wearing only a short, ruffled
137

skirt performs a handstand atop a potter’s wheel, with her hands gripping the edge of the whee

To her right, a satyr crouches with a bent knee and rounded back, turning the potter’s wheel by

*% The dancing-girl explicitly sits for most of this performance (Xen. Symp. 9.3): &k To0ToV TPBTOV PV 1} Ap1advn
®¢ vopen kekoounuévn mapfiide kai Ekabéleto Emi Tod Bpovov. oim® J€ Pawvopévov Tod Atovicov NoAEto O
Bakyelog puOUOG... €00V pEV yap 1 Aplddvn dxovoaco t010dToV TL Enoincey a¢ dg dv Eyve &t dopévn fikovoe
Kol Vvinoe pév od o08E dvéotm, SNAn & fv nog pepodoa. (“After this, first Ariadne approached outfitted like a
bride, and she was sitting on a chair. And although Dionysus was not yet visible, a Bacchic rhythm was played on
the aulos... for right away Ariadne, once she heard it, acted such that everyone would know that she heard it happily.
And she did not go to meet him, nor did she stand up, but she clearly was keeping still with difficulty.”)

*® Todisco 2013 includes this vase in his catalogue (MGS20a), and Vickers 2016: 221-22 briefly discusses the
acrobat’s pose.

*7 Artemide Kunstauktionen, Antiquities I (front cover), Vienna, 8 December 2012. Auction no. A80
(https://www.artemideauktionen.at/auction/view/117/80). Todisco 2013 MGS20a, Tav. XIX.
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means of a small string.”® To the acrobat’s left, a seated female, nude from the waist up but
draped in a long skirt, holds out a phiale. To the right of the satyr, a standing, winged female also
holds out a phiale to the left, toward the acrobat. In the upper left hand corner, a winged male
reclines on a wavy ground line holding a branch. This figure also holds a phiale, but keeps it

close to his body instead of extending it outward as the seated female and winged female do.

Fig. 1.10. Female acrobat on potter’s wheel in group performance. Paestan red-figure bell-krater. Artemide
Kunstauktionen (auction), Vienna, 8th December 2012, no. A80. ©Artemide Kunstauktionen.

Iconographic comparisons indicate that the winged female represents Nike and the
winged male represents Eros.”” While Nike and Eros are both flexible figures who can be

depicted in a variety of ways, the figures on this vase fit well within their iconographic traditions.

*¥ See below on Ashmolean 1945.54 (fig. 2.2), a Paestan red figure skyphos which depicts a female acrobat on a
potter’s wheel turned by a masked comic actor, who similarly crouches and controls it with a string.
*% Todisco 2013: 73 identifies the female as a Nike and the male as “Eros (?)’

42



Each figure is often depicted holding a phiale, and Nike is nearly always depicted wearing a
peplos.*” Our Nike’s peplos has a swirling trim across the hem that resembles ocean waves; on
an Attic red-figure pelike now in London, dated 430-410 BC, a Nike wears a peplos with a
nearly identical hem.*' It is worth noting that the scene on this pelike also occurs in a
performance context: two female aulos players stand on a platform playing double auloi with
headgear, flanked by the Nike with an ocean-wave hem to the left, who holds two phialai, and by
another Nike to the right, who holds a sash painted using white slip. While our Nike holds only
one phiale, in each case she holds the vessel outward with extended arms (as is common). For
contrast, Iris, another popular winged female, typically holds a kerykeion and is therefore an
unlikely choice for this figure.

I would like to suggest that the acrobat, satyr, and seated female are part of a performance
troupe, similar to the one in Xenophon’s Symposium, and that this vase depicts a scene from a
group mimetic tableau. The imagined presence of mythological figures further characterizes the
performance: Eros’ presence suggests that the performance included erotic content or themes
related to love, and Nike’s presence suggests that the performance was successful or well-
favored. Both the adornment and the configuration of the figures supports this reading of the
vase. The acrobat, satyr, and seated female each wear a similar diadem, while Nike and Eros do
not. Further, the diadem-adorned heads of all three figures align in one horizontal row, which
makes it seem like these figures are somehow connected. Perhaps this diadem would have been
part of the troupe’s costume during the performance. As I mentioned earlier, Eros is separated

from the scene by a ground line, and Nike seems to be a part of his world: the two figures look

0 For Nike holding phiale, see LIMC VI Nike nos. 96, 97, 99, 100, 107, 108, 202, 277, 290, 307, 350, 356, and 371.
For Eros holding phiale, see LIMC 111 Eros nos. 116, 163, 193, 270, 313, 327, 443, and 457-483 (‘Eros tenant une
phiale,” with relevant subsection ‘Eros tenant phiale et couronne’). The editor notes that this iconographic tradition
was especially popular in Italy, and particularly Apulia, in the second half of the fourth century BC.

*! British Museum 1910,0615.1; ARV* 1123, 2; LIMC VI no. 350.
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over their shoulders directly at each other, and their wings are visually congruent. The painter’s
decision to keep Nike in red-figure, rather than painting her white like the other women, further
suggests that she operates in the mythological realm, in which case it is standard practice not to
paint goddesses white.

Visual cues on the krater suggest that this successful, erotic performance occurs within
the context of a symposium. A ribbon hangs over the acrobat from the top middle of the krater,
which is suggestive of interior (and specifically sympotic) space. This ribbon largely consists of
two thick strands, with thin strands descending from their ends; ribbons of this type commonly
occur along with garlands or beads to signify the setting of a symposium. This particular kind of
ribbon hangs off of the kottabos stand (a clear sympotic marker) in fig. 1.8 and hangs on the wall
in figs. 1.7 and 1.9, each discussed above.

I have suggested that the scene on this krater provides a visual comparison to the
Syracusan’s entertainment troupe in Xenophon’s Symposium. Perhaps the female acrobat, as well
as the other figures, would have performed solo acts throughout the evening and then come
together for this group performance. The content of the performance is unclear, other than the
strong possibility of erotic themes. But there does seem to be more going on here than just a solo
act with an attendant: why would the figure turning the wheel dress up as a satyr otherwise?
While the mimetic function of the female acrobat on the potter’s wheel is unclear, the acrobat in
this scene is important, and even central, to the performance troupe. This vase suggests that
dancing-girls could utilize their acrobatic skills in group mimes that might have had more of a
lasting impact on symposiasts than virtuoso acts would have. If a large part of the ‘problem’ with
female acrobatics stems from the short-lived ‘wonder’ that they attempt to create and the

inferiority of the objects they imitate (for example, a hoop), then perhaps the female acrobat’s
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role in a group mime could offer some sort of solution. In this type of performance, the female
acrobat would use mimésis to play an identifiable role, rather than to bend into a hoop.
Depending on the mythological content of the mime, viewers might feel more connected to the
gods, or they might react in a similar way as Xenophon’s symposiasts reacted to the mime of
Ariadne and Dionysus (especially given the presence of Eros). While these possibilities are
speculative rather than conclusive, the depiction of a female acrobat as part of a group
performance with mythological figures suggests that the acrobat was not confined to solo acts at

symposia and could perhaps create a more lasting ‘wonder.’
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Chapter 2: Acrobats on the Comic Stage

I have discussed representations of female acrobats as sympotic entertainment both in
South Italy (4™ c. South Italian vases; Syracusan manager of Xenophon’s performance troupe)
and, to a somewhat lesser extent, in Athens (Xenophon’s Symposium, Naples and Madrid
hydriae). 1 have shown how the textual and material evidence for female acrobats at the
symposium often assimilates the acrobat with a performance prop, dehumanizing the performer
as an object for consumption. In this chapter, I will discuss the position of the female acrobatic
body in Greek comedy. This might seem odd given the accepted view that female roles in Greek
comedy were played by men in female costumes. However, I will use the female acrobats on two
comedic vases—a Paestan red-figure calyx krater now in Lipari (fig. 2.1),' and a Paestan red-
figure skyphos now in Oxford (fig. 2.2)*—to argue that female specialty entertainers appearing
on the comic stage are at least a strong possibility. I will discuss the possibilities for the
performance reality of these scenes as well as the visual relationship between the acrobatic body
and the theatrical space. Despite the lack of textual evidence for female acrobats in Greek
comedy, [ will then turn to the role of two specialty performers in Aristophanes—Dardanis in
Wasps and Elaphion in Thesmophoriazusae—to argue that female acrobats such as those on the
Paestan vessels would have played similar roles. Using the textual and material evidence as a
guide, I will argue that females could perform onstage in special circumstances—one of those

special circumstances being the use of a female acrobat.

! Lipari, Museo Archaeologico 927. Ph 12 80 (74); IGD 1V, 11. Att. to Asteas Painter, ca. 350 BC.
% Oxford, Ashmolean 1945.54. Ph1V* 96 (90); BAPD 425002. ca. 325-300 BC.
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Fig. 2.1. Female acrobat on stage with two comic actors and Dionysus. Paestan calyx-krater. Lipari, Museo
Archaeologico 927.

Fig. 2.2. Female acrobat on potter’s wheel with comic actor. Paestan skyphos. Oxford, Ashmolean Museum
1945.54.

Before examining the material evidence, it will be useful to briefly discuss the role of

vase paintings in determining the relationship between South Italian and Attic comedy. The two
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Paestan vessels depicting female acrobats in comedy are part of the corpus of ‘phlyax’ vases.
These vases were originally thought to depict local, subliterary comic farces, denoted by the term
‘phlyax’,3 until scholars such as Webster, Csapo, Taplin, and Green demonstrated that some of
the vases reflect Athenian, and specifically Aristophanic, comedy.* As Csapo 1986
demonstrated, the scene on an Apulian bell-krater (Wiirzburg H5697, ca. 370 BC) directly
represents a scene from Aristophanes’ Thesmophoriazusae (produced 411 BC) in which
Euripides’ in-law holds a wineskin-baby hostage over an altar, in a parody of Euripides’
Telephus. While it is significant that an Aristophanic comedy is attested on an Apulian vase
around 40 years from the play’s original production, it does not mean that all South-Italian comic
vases depict Attic or Aristophanic comedy. It is now generally accepted that the comedic
performances depicted on these vases represent a developed form of comedy that at least
interacts with Attic plays and sometimes directly reflects Middle Comedy as performed in
Athens and throughout the Greek world.

While the impact that these associations have on the performance reality of the two
acrobatic ‘phlyax’ vases remains uncertain, there are a few likely options: they could depict
scenes from an Athenian comedy re-performed in the Greek West (in which case the practice of

featuring a real female acrobat on stage could either be taken from the original Athenian

* Heydemann 1886 first dated these vases to 300 BC and later, connecting them to Rhinthon and a type of local
comedy called ‘phlyax.” Trendall 1936 used stylistic components of these vase paintings to date them between 400-
320 BC, which suggests a connection with the final stages of Old Comedy and the development of Middle Comedy
rather than New Comedy and Rhinthon. The name ‘phlyax’ is still occasionally used to refer to this corpus of vases,
even though they are no longer believed to depict phlyax plays.

* Hughes 2006: 45n26 gives a brief outline of the controversy over the costumes on ‘phlyax’ vases, with Webster
1948, 1953-54, 1954, 1955, 1957 arguing that they are connected to Attic comedy while Pickard-Cambridge 1949
and Beare 1954, 1957, 1959 argue against him. Csapo 1986, after demonstrating the connections between a ‘phlyax’
bell-krater (Wiirzburg H5697) and the plot of Aristophanes’ Thesmophoriazusae, gives a convincing list of evidence
that ‘phlyax’ vases are closely connected with Attic comedy. Taplin 1993 further pushes for the dissociation of
‘phlyax’ vases from local ‘phlyax’ farces or from any notion of underdeveloped, provincial, and crude theatre.
Green 1994: 65 explicitly connects the vases with Athenian models: “There can nowadays be no doubt that most of
them [i.e. the ‘so-called phlyax vases’] show Athenian comedy.” However, Dearden 2012 pushes back on the
assumption that all ‘phlyax’ vases reflect Athenian comedy, pointing out that only a small portion of the vases can
clearly be linked to Athenian comedy.
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performance or could reflect a particular staging choice of the South Italian production), or they
could depict scenes from a locally produced comedy that interacts with or exhibits features of
Athenian comedy. It seems likely that cultural exchange between Attica and South Italy—
regions with especially strong performance cultures—would have encouraged innovation, as
different performance practices and genres blend together.’ Particularly relevant here is the genre
of mime: although the mime’s generic distinctions are difficult to pin down and appear to have
been quite fluid,® it is widely accepted that women played female roles. Further, mime seems to
have been closely connected to Magna Graecia and Sicily: the Syracusan Sophron (ca. 430 BC)
wrote mimes inspired by everyday life, and these mimes in turn gained popularity at Athens. As
discussed, the manager who exhibits a mime in Xenophon’s Symposium is Syracusan as well. In
both of these instances, it seems important that the mime originates from a Syracusan but is
performed or known in Athens. The bell-krater (fig. 1.10) that depicts a female acrobat in a
group mime (as I have argued above) is Paestan, and the two vases depicting female acrobats
with comic actors are Paestan as well (figs. 2.1-2.2). Perhaps mime actresses were popular in
Paestum, and a blending of genres between mime and comedy could allow women to appear on
the comic stage. And yet, the Paestan comic vases also display Attic elements, as the costumes
and masks are typical of Attic comedy.” While we cannot know with certainty the context in
which female acrobats appeared on the comic stage, cultural exchange and generic blending
seem to be important factors. Throughout this chapter, I will try to remain sensitive to these

various performance possibilities.

> For performance culture in the Greek West, see Morgan 2012.

% For the (oftentimes fluid) characteristics of mime as a genre, see Maxwell 1993: 1-96. For the difficulties in
distinguishing mime from pantomime, see Wiseman 2008.

7 Masks are generally believed not to have been used in mime, although this is debated: see Maxwell 1993: 8.
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2.1 Visual Evidence for Female Acrobats on the Comic Stage

Two Paestan vessels (figs. 2.1, 2.2) depict female acrobats performing onstage with
masked comic actors. On the red-figure calyx krater in Lipari, a nude female (center) performs a
handstand on a small table or footstool, observed by a seated Dionysus (left), two comic actors
wearing male masks (right), and two comic actors wearing hetaira masks (above, in windows).
The scene occurs on a stage with a curtain underneath it, likely concealing the columns used to
support the stage.® The female acrobat balances in the ‘generic pose’, with her face looking
toward Dionysus’ lap. She is fully nude and painted white, indicating that this is a female
performer rather than a male acting as a female. The two comic actors have varying reactions to
the acrobat’s performance. The actor standing closest to the acrobat crouches down with his
hands resting on his bent knees, looking intently at the acrobat’s navel. This actor is not standing
on the ground level of the stage, but on an object with a flat top; Dearden 1995: 83 suggests that
this is the base of a potter’s wheel, and that the actor is watching the acrobat so intently because
he is trying to learn her tricks, which he could then perform on the wheel. The white hair and
white beard on this actor’s mask suggest that he is playing an old man, adding much comedic
potential to a scene like the one imagined by Dearden, although the contents of the scene cannot
be confirmed. The other actor is slightly younger, and he stands directly on the stage with one
foot nonchalantly crossed over the other and his hand on his hip: he does not appear to be very
impressed by the performance.

The presence of Dionysus complicates my argument that this vase demonstrates a real
female performing on the comic stage. The seated Dionysus figure suggests that at least some

aspect of this scene is imaginative. Taplin 1993: 33-34 categorizes this vase among other Paestan

¥ See IGD 1V, 11 for this vase and IGD IV, 14 for a calyx krater signed by Asteas on which the same type of stage
stretches across the frame, supported by five Doric columns underneath.
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vases that show general Dionysiac scenes, rather than a particular scene from a play, although he
notes that this vase is the one exception to the general rule that stages do not occur on the
Dionysiac vases. By comparing Dionysiac scenes on Paestan vases without a comic actor, Taplin
determines that “the actor, when he is there, is simply part of the general Dionysaic ambience”
(1993: 34).” However, I think the presence of the stage is too important an objection; Taplin goes
on to argue that the stage is the “most explicitly theatrical” feature on the Paestan vases (1993:
35-36). The configuration of the two actors also seems to suggest identification with a particular
moment in a play; as discussed above, they are both reacting to the acrobat’s performance. It
seems unlikely to me that a painter would completely make up a scene (including details such as
the relationships between characters) and depict that scene on a stage simply in order to create a
general Dionysiac atmosphere. Why can we not imagine that the performance was such a success
that the artist envisions Dionysus showing up, or even playing the aulos in accompaniment?
Hughes 2008: 13 makes the imaginative suggestion that “the viewer is to suppose that he played
an accompaniment until the girl sprang into her handstand, whereupon he dropped his aulos to
his lap, and clapped his right hand to his head in a conventional gesture of dismay.” Whether or
not we are supposed to imagine this narrative, the idea of Dionysus’ accompaniment seems to be
an attractive option.'® The acrobat’s head looks straight at the aulos on Dionysus’ lap, perhaps
suggesting a connection between her performance and mousike.'' Dearden suggests that the role

of Dionysus “is presumably to emphasize both the theatrical setting as well as the link with

? Marshall 2000: 15-18 categorizes the ‘phlyax’ vases similarly to Taplin and agrees with the interpretation that the
scene is imaginative due to Dionysus’ presence.

' Note that the auletris in Xen. Symp. 2.8 accompanies the dancing-girl on the aulos during her hoop-throwing
performance. It could even be possible that an aulete dressed as Dionysus to accompany the comic performance,
although the vase painting does not have to be so photographic.

' C.f. the female acrobat on a potter’s wheel who looks directly at the aulos of a seated auletris on the Apulian
Gnathia lekythos discussed above (Naples, Museo Nazionale, coll. St. Angelo 405).
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wine” (1995: 83). I do not believe that this prohibits the painter from showing a scene from an
actual comedic performance, even if the figure of Dionysus is imagined.

The scene on the skyphos in Oxford is significantly pared down: it features only an
acrobat on a potter’s wheel and a comic actor who acts as an assistant by turning the wheel (on
which, see below). The acrobat is nude from the waist up and wears tight shorts, as well as
decorative elements such as bracelets, a headband, and cross-body beading. The artist includes
additional shading in the acrobat’s pubic region; Marshall 2000: 19 suggests that the acrobat
wears shorts “through which her pubic hair can be seen (or on top of which has been painted
female genitalia).” While she is not painted white, she still stands out as being a real female in a
comic performance, both through the presence of small breasts and pubic hair and through the
juxtaposition of her semi-nude, unpadded figure with that of the padded actor.'” The acrobat
balances in a handstand with her hands gripping the outer edges of a potter’s wheel. Her head is
lifted, and she looks directly at the comic actor, who squats down while holding a string that is
wrapped around the base of the potter’s wheel, acting as an assistant who keeps the wheel
spinning during the acrobat’s performance.'” The smaller space of the skyphos as compared to
the calyx krater means that the artist is less concerned with performance reality: no stage is
depicted, although the presence of a masked comic actor confirms the comedic performance
context.'® Further, it seems clear that the acrobat on the skyphos is distinct from the acrobat on

the Lipari krater. While artistic variance could be at play here, the women are depicted with

"2 There are small traces of white paint on the acrobat’s feet. It is possible that she was originally painted white, with
the color fading over time, but it seems more likely that the paint indicated some sort of footwear. The acrobat’s
decorative elements (headband, bracelets) are painted white; perhaps the artist did not paint the acrobat’s body so
that he could include these details. The nude, all-white acrobat on the Lipari krater is not depicted with any
adornments.

" See Marshall 2000: 17 for the suggestion that the actor “is steadying the device to make the acrobat’s feat
somewhat easier” rather than simply keeping the wheel turning.

' In addition, a comic mask of an old woman can faintly be seen above the actor; Marshall 2000: 16 suggests that
the actor playing the acrobat’s ‘assistant’ appears in the old woman mask at another point in the play. He links this
to the artist’s attempt to “depict accurately elements of Athenian dramaturgy” even in the South Italian performance.
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different facial structures, different hair colors, and different costumes, and they perform on
different props.'> This leaves open the possibility that multiple 4™ c. comedies—whether
originally performed in Athens and brought to South Italy, or originating in South Italy itself—
featured female acrobats who could appear onstage.

While we cannot know the nature of these performances with certainty, it is telling that
the artist depicts both of these acrobats on the comic stage as real females who are nude or
scantily clad.'® It might be easy to imagine a comedic scene in which a padded male actor is
dressed as a popular female acrobat and struggles to perform her skills.'” But how might a scene
of this sort be depicted on a vase? If the artist is remembering an actual comedic performance,
and if the humor of the acrobatic scene in this performance depends on an outlandishly padded
male who attempts the acrobatic feats typical of dancing-girls, then the artist would probably
choose to represent a male actor in nude costume rather than a nude female.'® In other words, the
‘point’ of the scene that the artist would likely remember and represent would be the ridiculous
attempts of a padded male actor to perform as an acrobat. The image of a padded male
attempting handstands on a rotating potter’s wheel, for example, seems like it would be
humorous enough to stand out in the artist’s mind when he goes to paint. Therefore, even with
the potential for artistic license, it seems likely that the presence of real female performers on the
Lipari krater and Oxford skyphos stems from comedic scenes in which a female acrobatic

entertainer performed onstage—whether this is indicative of Attic comedy or a (re)production in

1 See also Hughes 1997: 240-41 on the “geographical scattering” of vases and figurines depicting female acrobats.
Hughes takes this to suggest that women traveled around working as acrobats during this time period, which is
consistent with my arguments.

' For female entertainers on the comic stage, see Hughes 2008. See also Hughes 1997 for the argument that a
female named Konnakis, who dances in the nude carrying a torch in front of double doors on a mid-4" c. Gnathia
krater, appears on the comic stage.

"7 For example, Dearden 1995: 84 suggests that the seductive dancing scene between Elaphion and the Scythian
guard in Th. “seems to demand a grotesque performance by a male dressed as a female,” although he also
acknowledges other interpretations.

'8 See Taaffe 1993: 5-10 on visual representations of male actors in female roles.
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South Italy. The acrobat could have even been part of a travelling performance troupe—similar
to the one in Xenophon’s Symposium—and played this same role in multiple cities. The
‘costumes’ of the female acrobats on these two Paestan vessels certainly fit within the standard
working wear of professional female acrobats: on the vases I discussed in the previous chapter,
three acrobats are fully nude,'” and four are nude from the waist up.*® This suggests that the
female acrobats on the comic stage should be understood as professional entertainers brought in
to play special roles; perhaps the acrobats who had gained fame through the sympotic circuit or
wonder-shows (see the following chapter) would have been recruited for a traveling comedic
performance troupe as well.

The presence of the comic actor as an assistant on the Oxford skyphos can give us a hint
of the performance realities of this acrobatic scene. The only other extant depiction of an
‘assistant’ figure is the satyr on the Artemide Kunstauktionen bell-krater that I discussed in the
previous chapter (fig. 1.10); other acrobats atop potter’s wheels are not depicted with an
assistant. Since it is unlikely that the acrobat could turn the wheel herself, this suggests that the
assistant is often superfluous to an artistic depiction—the acrobat is the compelling part of the
vase, and those who have seen this sort of performance would simply recognize that an assistant
is often utilized.”' The artist’s choice to depict the comic assistant on the Oxford skyphos, then,
suggests that this role was important or memorable within the play. It seems relevant that each

extant assistant doubles as a performer playing a role: the satyr is part of the mythological

' Private collection, van Hoek and Herrmann 2013 pl. 24a; Madrid, Museo Arqueologico Nacional 11129 (BAPD
#214707); Naples, Museo Archeologico Nazionale 81398 (BAPD # 213444).

20 Tischbein 1791 Taf. 60; Naples, Museo Nazionale, coll. St. Angelo 405; London, British Museum F232;
Artemide Kunstauktionen (auction), Vienna, 8th December 2012 Antiquities 1: front cover of catalogue, no. A80.

! In Xen. Symp. 7.2, someone brings out the potter’s wheel for the dancing-girl’s performance, which almost
certainly would have included acrobatic feats. Since Socrates thwarts the performance, it is not certain whether the
person who brought out the wheel would have stayed in the performance space and functioned as an assistant, but it
is a possibility. In the dancing-girl’s earlier hoop-throwing performance (Xen. Symp. 2.8), an unnamed helper stands
by to hand the girl hoops.
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tableau, and the comic actor is, of course, part of the play. Perhaps the artist depicts these figures,
rather than other assistants, because they play identifiable and memorable roles within each type
of performance. In the case of the Paestan skyphos, the positioning of the comic assistant might
give a small clue about the scene. The satyr on the bell krater hunches over with one foot in front
of the other, which seems like a sufficiently stable stance for turning the potter’s wheel. The
comic actor on the skyphos, however, sits in a low squat; his feet are planted right next to each
other, his spine creates a straight diagonal, and his heavily-padded buttocks sit backwards. In
addition to requiring a difficult quadriceps and gluteus workout, this position seems
disadvantageous for turning a potter’s wheel: with all of his weight back in his heels, it would be
easy for the actor to fall backwards—especially with the unequal weight distribution created by
the actor’s extra padding. The force of the wheel’s motion could easily knock the actor off
balance in this precarious stance. Without more parallels, and given the fact that this is an artistic
representation, it is difficult to know whether this was a common stance for an acrobat’s assistant
or simply reflects artistic license. However, given the context of a comedic performance, perhaps
the actor could function as a bad assistant who constantly fumbles with the acrobat’s
performance, which could add to the comedic effect of the scene.

As a final note, before I discuss the treatment of the female body in Aristophanic
comedy, it will be useful to discuss the visual relationship between the female acrobatic body on
the Paestan vases and the comic space. On the Lipari krater, the footstool is painted in the same
white color as the female acrobat, whereas the other pieces of furniture and equipment (the chair
and the potential base of a potter’s wheel) are brown. This is a significant choice on behalf of the
artist, and it reflects the iconographic tendency to assimilate the female acrobatic body with the

prop on which she performs—a phenomenon that is familiar from the sympotic examples that I
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discussed in the previous chapter. Instead of being painted white, as discussed above, the acrobat
on the Oxford skyphos is brown, along with the potter’s wheel that she grips with her hands,
although this reflects red-figure technique rather than the ideology of acrobat-prop assimilation.
Nevertheless, the relationship between the female acrobatic body on the comic stage and her
performance prop suggests that the female acrobat in a comedic performance still tends to be
seen as an extension of the furniture on which she performs. While this specific relationship
between the color of the prop and the color of the body would not have occurred during the
actual performance, this iconographic tendency suggests that the painter and/or the client
ideologically assimilates the female performer with objects and props. As the only real female
body on the stage, it is easy to imagine how the acrobat could have been objectified by the
audience. This conception of the relationship between the female performer’s body and objects
fits well with the textual evidence that I will now discuss—especially in the example of Dardanis

in Wasps, whose private parts are likened to parts of a torch.

2.2 Female Specialty performers and Bodily Spectacle in
Aristophanic Comedy

As I have been discussing, the acrobats on these two vases are not masked actors or
chorus members but real women, and they fit nicely into the role of the specialty performer—a
common trope from the final scenes of many Aristophanic plays. While the surviving evidence
does not feature specifically acrobatic specialty performers, nevertheless figures such as
Dardanis and the sons of Carcinus in Wasps (1342-81; 1501-37) and Elaphion and Teredon in
Thesmophoriazusae (1172-1232) create performative spectacles at the end of each play that
might provide useful parallels for acrobatic female virtuoso performers in either South Italian or

Attic comedy. Dardanis (an auletris) and Elaphion (a dancing-girl) can provide especially useful
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parallels for the role of the female acrobat on the comic stage, since they are both female
specialty performers. In Wasps, Dardanis plays the aulos at a symposium, from which Philocleon
abducts her during his komos (1342-81). In Thesmophoriazusae, Elaphion gives the Scythian
archer a lap dance in order to distract him so that Euripides’ in-law can escape, and Teredon
accompanies the seductive performance on the aulos (1172-1232). While it remains unclear
whether Dardanis and Elaphion were played by female performers or males in costume, in what
follows I operate under the assumption that female performers in these mute roles were at least a
strong possibility.*

Arguments against Elaphion and Dardanis as female are usually predicated upon the
assumption that females did not appear on the theatrical stage whatsoever.”* In light of the vases
discussed above, however, this assumption does not seem sound; at least in South Italian
performances, which have been shown to have a direct link to Attic comedy, females can appear
onstage as specialty performers, and this leaves open the possibility that figures such as Dardanis
and Elaphion were played by actual females—perhaps even well-known, popular entertainers.
Furthermore, the humor in the scenes with Dardanis and Elaphion do not depend on these figures
being played by males acting grotesquely; the foolishness of both Philocleon in Wasps and the
Scythian archer in Th. create plenty of humor on their own, as will become clear below.** While

keeping these concerns in mind, I will focus on the textual treatment of Dardanis and Elaphion,

*2 In relation to the possibility for female performance in Th., Sandbach 1977: 28 suggests that Elaphion was played
by a naked slave-girl. Zweig 1992, based on the role of mute nude females (including Elaphion) in Aristophanes and
modern theories of pornography, makes a compelling argument for the use of real female entertainers. Hughes 2008:
20-22 also argues that the scene makes most sense if Elaphion is a real female. Marshall 2000: 20 gives a useful list
of scenes in Aristophanic comedy that could potentially be performed by a female entertainer, although he rightfully
acknowledges that these scenes need not have all been performed in the same way. See also Hughes 2012: 201-214
on comedy and women, esp. the section on mute women (211-214).

* See Hughes 2008: 1-4 for a discussion of the scholarly treatment of female performers in comedy. He concludes:
“...we ought to say we have no direct proof that women took part; there is only a massive absence of evidence, an
historical vacuum. The exclusion of women cannot ‘go without saying’, because negative evidence is, at best,
circumstantial” (4).

** See Zweig 1992: 79 for the similar point that Dardanis and Elaphion “unmistakably hold Philokleon and the
Archer up for mockery.”
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specifically in relation to their bodies. I will argue that Aristophanes’ focus on the physical
aspects and private parts of these female entertainers—and his tendency to liken them to
objects—creates a paradigm for the sort of way that the female acrobats on the Paestan vases
might have been treated in their respective comedies.

Toward the end of both Wasps (1342-81) and Thesmophoriazusae (1172-90), characters
explicitly call attention to the private parts of female entertainers. Trickery is involved in each
scene: Philocleon in Wasps has just stolen the auletris Dardanis from a symposium, and he
attempts to hide her from Bdelycleon by likening the parts of her body to a torch, while
Euripides in Thesmophoriazusae uses the seductive dance of Elaphion to distract the Scythian
guard and rescue his in-law. Part of the humor in the exchange between Philocleon and
Bdelycleon stems from the disjunction between the parts of the torch and Dardanis’ body parts:
when Philocleon tells his son that Dardanis is really just a torch (which he previously asked her
to hold), Bdelycleon asks “but what is this dark thing, the one in the middle of it?” (V. 1374).%
In relation to Dardanis’ body, this would refer to the genital region, with the dark spot likely
understood as pubic hair;*® Philocleon explains this as the pitch coming out of the burning torch.
Bdelycleon then asks about Dardanis’ buttocks (mpoktdc),”” which Philocleon explains simply as
a branch on the torch that sticks outward (V. 1376-7).%® This is even more ridiculous than the

pitch explanation—what torch would have a branch sticking outward, and how could a branch

5 ceri 8¢ 10 péhav TodT éotiv avTiic o0V péow;” All Greek text of Aristophanes Ed. Wilson 2007.

2% This is also how Biles and Olsen 2015: 480 understand the reference.

*7 Biles and Olsen 2015: 480 note that mpwktc here refers to the buttocks as a whole rather than the butthole
specifically, citing Lys. 1148 as a parallel (“aAL” 0 Tpaoktog Goatov g kadds”; the Spartan delegate says this about
Reconciliation. See n. 31 below).

B3 68 Smicbev 0dyi mpakTdC EoTy 00T00T; DU Goc Piv odV THg deddg odTog dEéyel.” Biles and Olsen 2015:
480 summarize doc as “the budding point where one branch emerges from another or from the trunk.”

58



even come close to resembling buttocks?**—and Bdelycleon begins to take Dardanis away from
his father. This failed attempt at beguilement creates humor through the private parts of the
female body, pointing out Dardanis’ nudity, which was likely her ‘working wear’ at the
symposium.’ The Scythian archer’s treatment of Elaphion in Thesmophoriazusae provides a
simpler example: when Euripides tells Elaphion to sit on the Scythian’s lap, the guard comments
on her breasts (oip’ ®¢g otépuro 10 T1tT’, domep yoyyvAl: “Whoa, what firm titties, like a turnip,”
Th. 1185) and her buttocks (xaAo6 ye 10 moyn: “That rump is great,” Th. 1187), calling out parts
of the female body like Philocleon and Bdelycleon did with Dardanis. This tendency to call
attention to genitals and private parts is typical of Aristophanic humor, especially regarding a
hetaira or female entertainer.’'

In addition to male characters verbally calling attention to parts of Elaphion’s and
Dardanis’ bodies, both entertainers are expected to perform sexual favors, particularly in a
sympotic setting. Philocleon reminds Dardanis that he took her away from the symposium right
as she would have been expected to provide sexual favors to the guests (0pdg &yd 6~ g de&udg
Deeh oy / pédovoay 1o AeoPietv Tovg Evpmdtac),’” but instead of setting her free from this
‘requirement’, he wants her to return the favor by having sex with him, even though he has
moved from strictly sympotic space to his own komos: Gv obvek’ dmdd0g ¢ méet TOdi yéptv

(“because of which, return the favor to this dick,” V. 1347). Thus, even though the symposium

** Biles and Olsen 2015: 480 deduce the meaning that Dardanis’ buttocks stick out “like a knot from a piece of
wood,” although they note that the comparison does not work perfectly and that Philocleon is “talking nonsense in
any case.”

O If a real auletris appeared onstage as Dardanis, she might have worn shorts or tights depicting pubic hair rather
than appearing fully in the nude.

3! Lys. 1114-88 provides a parallel for Bdelycleon’s treatment of Dardanis, as the Athenian and Spartan delegates
euphemistically liken Reconciliation’s private parts to physical places. In Ach. 1198-99, when Dicaeopolis returns
from a symposium with two females from the party, he uses language similar to the Scythian archer’s: attatol
attotod, / tdv titbiov, dg okinpa kai kuddvia (“Ah ah, those tits—how sturdy and quince-like”).

32 «“You see how I skillfully snatched you away / when you were just about to blow the symposiasts.” (V. 1345-46).
See Biles and Olsen 2015: 473 for the implications of oral sex associated with AecPieiv.
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occurs offstage, we learn that the female entertainer would have been expected to engage in
sexual acts with the symposiasts (at least, in Philocleon’s perception of the events). Although this
is a dramatic representation, it is likely that sexual expectations were placed upon sympotic
entertainers during at least some symposia, and it also seems likely that this expectation would
have been part of the comedic treatment of female acrobats such as those on the Paestan calyx-
krater and skyphos. In Th., Elaphion is treated similarly, although in this case the potential of
being compelled to perform sexual acts is realized. Euripides acts as a procurer by giving
Elaphion to the Scythian archer to have sex with offstage (74. 1190-95):

To&6tng: ovki TATCL TPDOTA LE;
Evpuriong: mavv ye' gikncov avtov.
To.: 0 0 0 mamamwomal,

®G YAVKEPO TO YADGG , domep ATTIKOG HEMC.
1 00 Katevdel Tap” EUE;

Ev.: ydipe, to&ora,

oV yap yévolr’ dv todro.

To.: vaikt yp&do,

€uol Kaploo 6L TovTO.

Ev.: Sdoeig odv Spayunv;

To.: vai, vaikt, ddot.

Archer: Won'’t she kiss me first?

Euripides: Sure, kiss him.

Ar.: Ooh ooh ooh, wowza, what a sweet tongue, like Attic honey. Why won’t you sleep
with me?

Eu.: See ya, archer, for this thing won’t happen.

Ar.: Wait, little old lady. Grant this favor to me.

Eu.: Will you give a drachma?

Ar.: Yes, certainly I will.

The Scythian does not have the money and exchanges his quiver instead, but the dramatization of
bartering between Euripides and the Scythian for sex with Elaphion remains striking. Of course,
this had been Euripides’ plan all along; he needed to get the guard to leave with Elaphion in

order to rescue his in-law. Nevertheless, this treatment of Elaphion—combined with the detail
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that she is about to go dance for a group of men®>—represents standard treatment of the female
entertainer in Aristophanic comedy.

These mute roles stand out from female characters with speaking parts. Speaking female
characters usually either display common stereotypes (such as the women celebrating the
Thesmophoria) or take on more masculine roles (such as Lysistrata), for which they have license
partially because their lines are really spoken by men.** In Th. specifically, sexualized bodily
spectacle is not at the forefront of Aristophanes’ representation of the other female characters
(besides Elaphion) who were undoubtedly played by male actors. Instead, In-Law’s time among
the women at the festival largely confirms some of the popular stereotypes that the women
condemn Euripides for propagating, such as the stereotype of women as wine-crazed and sex-
crazed. For example, the scene between Mica and In-Law in which In-Law reenacts Euripides’
Telephus by ‘sacrificing’ Mica’s ‘baby’—who turns out to be a mere wineskin—satirizes women
for being wine-obsessed to the point of feeling real distress at the thought of losing wine from a
wineskin (7h. 689-764). The male actor can exaggerate these comic female stereotypes. In
Lys.—a play largely consisting of sexualized spectacles— Lysistrata and Calonice demonstrate
their transgression of traditional gender roles by objectifying other women (including Lampito,
the Boeotian girl, and the Corinthian girl: Lys. 78-92). They act much like Philocleon and the
Scythian archer, commenting on Lampito’s breasts: ¢ 1) kaAov 1O ypfjLa TOV TITDV Exelg
(“What a great heap of tits you have,” Lys. 83). The difference is that Lampito, a ‘respectable’
woman (and a Spartan woman) who is undoubtedly played by a male actor, gets to respond to

her objectification: dmep iapeidv toi p’ dVroyardooete (“You’re handling me like an animal for

3 Bu.: 1y maic Euelhe mpopehetdv & todta. / opynoopévn yap Epxed og dvdpag tvég. (“The girl is about to
practice, O archer. For she is about to go to some men to dance.”) Th. 1177-78.

** Taaffe 1993: 71 concludes in relation to Lysistrata’s character: “In the world of theater, the male-actor-as-female-
character has served to disturb the illusion of ‘woman’ on stage, to remind us that what appears to be female is an
imitation and that the admirable qualities of the main character are in fact part of an authentic male interior.”
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sacrifice,” Lys. 84). Being a Spartan woman affords Lampito some agency to make this
objection, but part of her agency also comes from the fact that the line is really spoken by a male
actor. By contrast, there is no indication that mute figures such as Dardanis and Elaphion show
any sort of agency; they are at the complete liberty of whatever the male characters (Philocleon,
Bdelycleon, Euripides, and the Scythian archer) direct them to do. The recurring hyper-
sexualized treatment of the female specialty performer stands out in this context.

In this section, I have given some representative examples of the female body as a
sexualized spectacle in Aristophanic comedy. Dardanis and Elaphion arouse spectators internal
to the play (Philocleon and the Scythian archer, respectively) who verbally objectify the girls’
private parts and either desire or receive sexual favors from them. The actions of this internal
audience could in turn direct the response of the external audience—especially as elite male
theatre-goers recall their own experiences with auletrides and dancing-girls at dinner parties.
Both of these instances, then, are tied up with Dardanis and Elaphion’s status as female specialty
performers—an auletris and an orchéstris, respectively. The women do not have speaking roles;
they perform their respective occupations on stage in silence, and this leaves open the possibility
that they could be played by real female specialty performers. Therefore, Dardanis and
Elaphion—female entertainers with special skills whose performances are attested at symposia—
provide the best parallels for female acrobats on the comic stage, as preserved through the Lipari
krater and Oxford skyphos (figs. 2.1-2.2). Whether female acrobats were featured in Athenian or
South Italian productions, it seems likely that these acrobats would have been part of a
sexualized spectacle, contributing to the bodily objectification that I have discussed in both the

literary and visual sources for female acrobats.
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Chapter 3: Acrobats in Wonder-shows

Of all the venues for acrobatic performances I have discussed so far, street performances
are the most elusive. And yet, this is most likely the context in which the masses would have
encountered female acrobats. While it is possible to imagine more informal street performances,
the semi-public venue of a wonder-show emerges from our literary sources, often referred to by
v (10ic) Bavpaot. In this chapter, I will first demonstrate how the Syracusan manager in
Xenophon’s Symposium can make money by exhibiting his performance troupe in wonder-
shows. I will discuss this evidence alongside other evidence for the monetary costs of attending
wonder-shows and the financial profits of wonder-making. I will then assemble the textual
evidence for wonder-shows in order to evaluate the range of performances they could exhibit as
well as the types of audience members who might have attended. Finally, I will discuss visual
representations of female acrobats who engage in multiple forms of thaumatopoiia at once,
which makes them especially likely candidates for performers at wonder-shows. Despite the
severe limitations of the evidence, I hope to present as complete a picture as possible of what
female acrobatic performances in wonder-shows might have entailed, including the economic

and social components of these performances.

3.1 Xenophon’s Syracusan and the Earning Potential of

Wonder-shows
In the Symposium, Xenophon indicates that the Syracusan’s performance management

goes beyond sympotic spaces into public wonder-shows and street performances that would have
drawn a much larger audience. Xenophon first tells us that the Syracusan makes money through
wonder-shows that feature the female acrobat, auletris, and male kithara-player/dancer: tadta 6&
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Kol EmSevdg O¢ &v avpatt apydprov EnapPavey (2.1)." After the acrobat’s sword tumbling
performance, which suggests to the symposiasts that manliness (&vdpeia) can be taught,
Antisthenes makes a joke about the utility of displaying such a performance to the city—and the
monetary gain that it would bring the Syracusan (2.13):
Kol 6 Avticévng simev’ Ap’ ovv Kai T®SE T® Tvpokosio kpdtiotov Emdsitavtt Ti ToOAeL
NV 0pyNoTpida elmelv, £0v SOOIV aTG ABnvaiotl ypHpata, Tomaoe tavtag Adnvaiovg
TOAUAV Opdoe Toic Adyyaig iévar,
And Antisthenes said: “So, wouldn’t it be best for this Syracusan, after exhibiting the
dancing-girl to the polis, to say that—if the Athenians give him money—he will make all
the men of Athens dare to go up against spears?”
While this is a humorous passage, it presupposes that exhibiting the dancing-girl’s sword-
tumbling routine to the polis is at least a possibility for the Syracusan, and it links this exhibition
with money-making. The Syracusan seems to know how to exploit this earning potential. When
each symposiast takes turns telling everyone the source of their high spirits, the Syracusan says

that his are senseless people who attend his performances and give him money (4.55):

A pa AT, Eon, 00K €l TOVT® péEya povd. AAL™ €mi t@ unv; Emti vy Ala toig dopootv.
oVTOL Yap TO U VELPOOTACTO DEDUEVOL TPEPOLGT LIE.

“But by Zeus,” he [the Syracusan] said, “I do not take pride in this [his ability to sleep

with the boy in his troupe every night without corrupting him].” [Socrates:] “But by what,
then?” “Senseless people, by Zeus. For these people support me by watching my

puppets.”

The driving factor of each of these instances is the Syracusan’s ability to make a career out of
taking money in exchange for performances. In a sympotic culture that values reciprocity and
gift exchange over monetary payment, the fact that the Syracusan takes money (dpyvpiov, 2.1;

ypruata, 2.13) for these performances highlights the non-elite nature of the whole enterprise. It

"“And [the Syracusan] made money by displaying these things [i.e. the performances of the acrobat, auletris, and
boy] as in a wonder-show.” See Huss 1997: 43-44 for a discussion of the difficulties with the phrase @¢ &v Bavportt.
and a convincing argument that the text should be understood as mg v Bavdpact (the technical term for performances
at a fair). Vickers 2016: 162-63 suggests that these wonder-shows were popular performance venues for
thaumatopoiia such as acrobatic feats.
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is not surprising that Antisthenes subtly ridicules the Syracusan’s pursuit of money (2.13) given
the elite context of the symposium and of Xenophon'’s literary text. And yet, the Syracusan is
able to make a living by charging money for these performances. He might not be elite, but he
does know how to manipulate the masses (beyond the symposium) into giving him money by
displaying acts that will “‘wow’ them, such as the acrobatic performances of the dancing-girl.
Among the masses, then, female acrobatic performances must have been popular enough to
provide the Syracusan with an adequate living. Many of these performance opportunities likely
consisted of street performances which were open to the general public—as long as they could
pay the admission fee.

While the monetary transactions for some street performances likely occurred on a more
informal scale, payment for wonder-shows (such as those from which the Syracusan makes
money) seems to have been more standardized. Theophrastus in Characters 6.4 mentions both a
coin-based (ol yaAkoi) and a ticket-based system (t& coppolra) for wonder-shows that the “man
who has lost all sense” (6 dmovevonuévog) exploits: kai &v Bavpact 6& ToLg YaAKoDg EKAEYEV
ka0’ €kaotov mepLmV Kal payecHot ToHTv T01¢ T0 cOUPOAOV PEPOVGL Kai TpoiKke Bewpeiv
a&ovot (“And going around to each person in wonder-shows, he levies/demands bronze coins
and fights with those who carry a ticket and think they can watch at no cost”).” Diggle 2004: 54
convincingly argues that those carrying the ticket (toig 10 cOppoiov eépovot) and those thinking
they can watch at no cost (npoika Oewpeiv d&odot) should be understood as the same group of
people. The general picture seems to be that monetary payment for attending wonder-shows

could be collected on the spot or exchanged for a ticket beforehand. The “man who has lost all

* Text from Diggle 2004: 82. See his pp. 250-265 for commentary on this character sketch. I follow Diggle’s
interpretation of 0 amovevonuévog as “man who has lost all sense.” Diggle’s translation of this passage (p. 83) is
similarly illuminating: “He will go round the audience at fairs and ask everyone for their entrance fee and argue with
ticket-holders who claim there is nothing to pay.”
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sense” exploits this by trying to get those with a ticket to pay again; this might have happened
with some frequency, but need not to have been the norm (Theophrastus does not imply that the
“man who has lost all sense” was successful in this ruse). Either wayi, it is easy to see how a
figure such as the Syracusan who was in charge of the wonder-show could have made a living
from this enterprise.

Other sources make a similar connection between wonder-workers, public spaces, and
economic gain. In the Oeconomica, Aristotle gives examples of the ways that statesmen have
replenished their treasuries in the past. He tells us that the people of Byzantium decided to tax
wonder-workers (Bavpatonoloi), among others, one-third of their profit (1346b20-24):

...T0VG T€ TOMOVG TOVG Gyopaiong, &v oic &mdAet Tic T+ ko Th¢ OoddTTng TV dMeiav, Kai

NV TOV GAGV dAotonoray, TOV T £pyalopévov Bavuatomoidy Kol HivIe®my Kol

(POPUAKOTOADV Kol TAV GAL®V TGV TOLOLTOTPOTMV.... TO TPiTOV O& UEPOG TOD

gpyalopévon amoteAelv Eratay.’

And [they claimed] the market areas, in which people sell things; and the fishing of the

sea, and the vending of salts, and of the [money] earned (i.e. profits) of wonder-makers

and seers and charm-sellers and others of such kind... and they ordered [them] to pay the

third share of the [money] being earned.
Even though this example occurs in Byzantium during the unidentified past, nevertheless this
passage suggests the large earning potential of wonder-making performances such as a female
acrobat’s. The context suggests that these wonder-makers worked in a public marketplace (totg
1€ TOmOVG TOVG dryopaiovg) and that their performances were for sale (év oig éndAet tig tt). The
wonder-makers are grouped with seers (udvrteilg) and charm-sellers (poppokom®dAat); we can
imagine these people frequenting the marketplace, trying to entice passers-by into paying for
their services. The Byzantine statesmen, recognizing that these endeavors bring in revenue,

decided to tax them. It seems likely that wonder-making performances, including female

acrobatics, would have similarly brought in a large revenue in cities throughout Attica and

? Ed. Armstrong and Tredennick 1935.
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Magna Graecia, if not throughout the Greek world. This earning potential would have been

attractive to manager figures such as Xenophon’s Syracusan.

3.2 Textual Evidence for Wonder-shows: Acts and

Audiences
The textual evidence for 5™ and 4™ ¢. Greek wonder-shows ranges from orators

(Isocrates) to philosophers (Aristotle, Theophrastus). Perhaps not surprisingly, the textual
treatment of wonder-shows is marked by elite bias: these authors tend to look down upon the
events as inferior and unproductive enterprises. Nevertheless, careful consideration of this
evidence can still help to create a picture of what wonder-shows might have been like and what
types of performances they might have included. On a basic level, the fact that these orators and
philosophers mention wonder-shows at all suggests that they were popular forms of
entertainment with which many Greeks would have been familiar. For the elites who denigrated
these types of performances, wonder-shows probably seemed like a mark of low culture. But for
the crowds attending the shows, the acts displayed seem to have been wildly entertaining.

The earliest possible attestation for wonder-shows, an Athenian inscription dated 500-480
BC, suggests that there could have been a competitive element to displays of wonder. On a
marble pillar, Philon dedicates a small tripod that he won “in the wonders™:

1ovde Oihov avébekev

Abevaiot Tputodickov

Bavpoct VIKEsog

ic moAv hépeoio.”

Philon, son of Aresias, dedicated this small tripod to Athena on the Acropolis after
winning in the wonders.

4 IG I’ 757; Raubitschek 1949 no. 322. See Austin 1939 for a photograph of the inscription.
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It is unclear whether Bavpact refers specifically to “wonder-shows” (as a condensed form of év
[toic] Bavpact, which is the regular way of referring to wonder-shows in the examples discussed
above) or “wonders” performed in a different context.” Alternatively, Vickers 2016: 161 notes
that it could refer to a different agon that Philon won “in a wondrous way.” The variety of
meanings of thaumata makes it difficult to determine what type of competition this would have
entailed.® Many scholars have doubted whether this inscription could refer to competitive
thaumata at all.” There is a later textual parallel for competitive thaumata in Plato’s Laws (658a-
d), although it is part of a thought-experiment: in order to prove the point that the best educated
men should judge performative competitions, the Athenian stranger imagines a competition
between rhapsody, kitharody, tragedy, comedy, and thaumata—but he dismisses thaumata as the
type of performance that would win if mere children were the judges. Vickers 2016: 161 notes
that thaumata represent the only genre listed that is not known to have an official agon. Perhaps
the imaginative portion of the Athenian stranger’s hypothetical contest is not the idea of
competitive thaumata, but rather the idea that citizens would judge between different genres of
performance, pitting thaumata against tragedies instead of against other thaumata. When taken
with Philon’s inscription, this passage suggests that competitive thaumata in some capacity
(whether as an official agon or simply as a type of street performance) are at least a possibility in
classical Athens. Even if Oadpoot in this inscription does not refer to a wonder-show, these

public displays of competitive wonders could be precursors to wonder-shows.

> Webster 1972: 78 connects this inscription with “trick-dancing” and locates the performance at the Panathenaea.
8 It is for this reason that Wilson 2000: 368n63 does not discuss this inscription as a potential early example of
choral performance; c.f. Themelis 2007: 30 in n. 7 below.

7 Raubitschek 1949: 345 notes that “it is hard to imagine...that such a contest (i.e. a contest of thaumata) was
officially established at Athens, and moreover, that it was honored by the prize of a tripod.” Themelis 2007: 30
suggests that this inscription refers to a choregic contest in the Panathenaea, noting that Panathenaic amphoras
include musical scenes as early as the 6™-c. BC.
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In elite thinking about thaumatopoietic performances, the rhetoric of performers
transcending their nature seems to have been popular. When the dancing-girl in Xenophon’s
Symposium performs her sword-tumbling routine, Socrates takes this as a lesson that virtues such
as courage can be taught, since he believes that the girl cannot be courageous enough to face the
swords by nature.® In this mode of thinking, the sheer ability of the dancing-girl to display
courage in her performance represents a triumph over an inferior nature. As quoted above,
Antisthenes takes this one step further by suggesting that the Syracusan put on this sword-
tumbling performance for the city to give the men of Athens the courage to face swords as well.
While Antisthenes’ suggestion should be understood humorously, it reflects the tendency of elite
discourse to attempt to extract a moral from performances—otherwise, the performance is seen
as fleeting and insignificant. In his moral oration Antidosis, Isocrates engages in the same type of
discourse about the exhibition of lions in wonder-shows (15.213-14):

"0 8¢ mavtv devotatov, 0Tt kab  EKactov TOV EVianTov Bewpodvieg £v Toig Badpact

TOVG HUEV AEOVTOG TPAOTEPOV SLOKEWEVOVS TTPOG TOVG Bepamevovtag ) TV AvOpdTOV

&v101 TPOC TOVG €D To0dVTaAC, TG & HPKTOVG KOAVSOVpEVOG Kol Todatodoag kol

LLHLOVUEVOG TAG NUETEPAG EMIGTIHLLOG, OVO €K TOVT®V dVVAVTOL YVAVOL THV Toudeiov Kol

Vv Empédela, donv Eyet dSuvauy, ovd’ &t Tadta TOAL dv BaTToV TV NUETEPAYV VOV

| TV EkelVOV OEEAGEIEV: DGT ATOPd TOHTEPOV AV TIG SIKAOTEPOV BOLUACELE TAG

TPOOTNTOG TAG TOIG YOAETMTATOS TV Onpilov Eyyryvouévogc §j Tag dyprdtrag [tacg] év

TOAG YLYOIg TOV TOOVTO®V AVOPOTOV £VOVsag.

And the strangest thing of all—that, throughout each year, those watching the lions in the

wonder-shows, [the lions] who are more gently disposed toward those attending them

than some people are toward those treating them well, and [watching] the bears, who roll
about and wrestle and imitate our skills, are not able to discern from these things how
much power education and diligent care have, nor [are they able to discern] that these

things could benefit our nature much more quickly than theirs (i.e. the animals). Because
of this, [ am at a loss as to whether it is more fitting for one to marvel at the gentleness

¥ Xen. Symp. 2.12: xai 6 Tokpaing kodéoag OV Aviiodévny eltev OBTor Tovg ve Bempévovg Tade avtiléEew &t
olopat, M¢ odyi ko 1 avdpeia Sidaktdv, 6ndTe ahn Kaimep Yovi| oD obtm ToAuNpdS ig Ta Elpn Tetar. (“And
Socrates, after calling Antisthenes, said, ‘I think that those watching will no longer deny these things, not even that
courage [‘manliness’] can be taught, since she—despite being a woman—Ieaps into the swords with such daring.’”)
’ Ed. Mandilaras 2003.
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appearing in the most difficult of beasts, or at the savageness existing in the souls of men
such as these.

Isocrates’ complaint operates similarly to Xenophon and Antisthenes’ conversation in the
Symposium. The impact of this passage depends on the beastly nature of the lions and bears on
display: the lions act more mildly (zpadtepov) than some people do, the bears imitate human
skills by wrestling, and both of these things are noteworthy since the animals should be inhuman
by nature. This operates similarly to Socrates’ treatment of the dancing-girl after her sword-
tumbling performance, although the rhetoric is more striking when used of another human: the
performances of the lions, bears, and dancing-girl all demonstrate that certain virtues and skills
are teachable even to those of inferior nature. Both Isocrates and Xenophon’s Socrates think that
if lions/bears and dancing-girls, respectively, can transcend their natures, then the audience
should at least be able to recognize the power of education and training. Annoyed that the masses
do not seem to understand the power of paideia, Isocrates ends this passage with a sort of pun on
the concept of wonder-shows: maybe one should wonder (Bavpdoeie) at the savageness of the
audience members’ souls more than the gentle behavior of the lions and bears. It is clear that
Isocrates does not think highly of people who attend wonder-shows. This passage gives some
indication of the types of performances that could have been expected at wonder-shows
(including displays of trained animals), and how elite men, at least, might have thought about
them.

Other sources for wonder-shows also tend to criticize those who attend them. As seen in
the previous example, Isocrates uses the triumph of the lions and bears over their own nature to
further criticize those who attend wonder-shows for not taking away the proper lessons from the
performance. From Isocrates’ point of view, the audience should be able to use critical thinking

to extract a moral from the performance, making it worthwhile; and yet, they miss the important
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lesson about the role of education. A fragment of Aristotle, quoted in Athenaeus,'® gives further
indication as to how the elite might have criticized a group of people who attend wonder-shows:
dnunyopodvteg €v Toig dyAolg katatpifovoty dSAnv v Nuépav &v toig Badpact Kol Tpog
100G £k 10D DAc1do¢ §j BopuoBévoug katamiéovtag, AveyvoKkoTeg 00OV TANV €1 TO
Dd1roEEvou Agimvov ovy OAov.
Making speeches among the crowds, they waste the whole day in the wonder-shows and
among those who sailed from the Phasis or the Borysthenes, having read nothing except
the Dinner of Philoxenos, [and] not [even] the whole of it.
The fragmentary state of this passage makes it difficult to know the full effect of Aristotle’s
criticism, but it is still possible to take away some idea of how Aristotle might have considered
the type of person who attended wonder-shows. First, the group of people that Aristotle is
criticizing seems both to be a part of the crowd at wonder-shows and to exploit that crowd; they
spend the whole day at the shows (€v toig Badpact) giving speeches among the masses
(Onunyopodvreg &v toig dyroig). Aristotle further suggests that they are not of great learning:
they have only read part of Philoxenus’ Dinner (a sort of cookbook in verse, which apparently
featured many fish-dishes),'> which suggests that they do not fit well into the learned world of
the elite. While the full effect of this passage cannot be determined, it at least seems clear that
Aristotle is criticizing those who attend wonder-shows.
The qualities of ostentatiousness and lack of learning recur in Theophrastus’
characterization of the “late-learner” (Oypa61g), who is described as spending time at wonder-

shows."” In addition to other activities that are too youthful for the late-learner’s age, such as

participating in torch races (27.4) and wrestling contests (27.6), this type of person “stays for

10 Athenaeus (1.6d) does not indicate the title of the work that this fragment comes from. He quotes Aristotle’s
fragment during a discussion about Philoxenus, saying that some call Philoxenus a fish-lover (piAyOuv) but
“Aristotle simply calls him a dinner-lover, [Aristotle] who also writes these things somewhere” (ApiototéAng 8¢
@Odemvov AmA®dg, 0G Kol ypdeetl Tov Todta). Rose 1966 groups this fragment (fr. 83) under the dialogue Iepi
Awaroovvrg, although this is conjectural.

""Ed. Rose 1966 fr. 83 (= Gigon fr. 793).

'2 Athenaeus quotes from the Dinner in 1.5b-f.

13 Characters 27.7. See Diggle 2004: 477-86 for commentary on this character sketch.
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three or four rounds in the wonder-shows, thoroughly learning the songs” (kai év toig Oavpact
tpio i térTopa TAnpdpata dropévey Té diopata skpavidavav).'* This picture of the wonder-
shows is slightly inconsistent with the one I have been discussing so far. Many of the late-
learner’s activities in this characterization (such as the torch races, for example) would be
perfectly acceptable pursuits for young men; the late-learner’s flaw is that he pursues these
activities at a time of life when it is no longer acceptable, which comes off as ostentatious, as
Diggle argues (2004: 477). Could this have held true for attendance at wonder-shows? As
discussed previously, Isocrates complains that those who attend wonder-shows do not take it as a
learning opportunity, but Theophrastus’ character sketch suggests that youths could use these
shows as a venue for learning some type of songs. So, while Theophrastus places a negative
character type in the audience of wonder-shows, the sketch as a whole leaves open the possibility
that attending wonder-shows could have been more commonplace, and even potentially
acceptable, for much younger viewers.

Finally, Athenaeus gives some indication that wonder-shows were more a formal venue
for street performances. He tells the story of a mime-actor who graduated from performances ‘in
the circles’ to performances in wonder-shows (10.452f):

ToUToVL 0¢ Kol Toyopayog 6 kNpvE éyéveto (NG, 0¢ €V 101G KOKAOLG EmO1ETTO TAG
/ e s ’ \ 5 ~ / ¢ ) ’ 15
ppoels: g 8 evdokipet, petafag &v Toic Bavpacty HIEKPIVETO UiOVG.

And Ischomachos the herald became his [Cleon’s, an Italian actor’s] follower, who
performed mimes in the kykloi,'® but when he became popular, having made a change he
acted out mimes in wonder-shows.

While Ischomachos seems to be performing these mimes in an Italian context at an unknown

time, this progression of venues stands to reason and might have also been the case in Greek

' Text from Diggle 2004: 144.

" Ed. Kaibel 1961.

1 Kykloi are spaces in the market where food, goods, and slaves were sold. The name probably refers to the circular
arrangement of vendors. See Wycherley 1957: 188-90 for testimonia.
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cities such as Athens or those in Magna Graecia.'” Performers might start out by displaying their
special talents informally to crowds in the marketplace; if they gain popularity, they might attract
the attention of a manager who could lead them to larger venues such as wonder-shows. This
suggests that wonder-shows had more formal venues or were more standardized than street
performances.

So far, I have considered the textual evidence for wonder-shows; while this evidence
spans multiple genres and time periods, I hope to have offered as full a treatment as possible of
what the economic and social components of these shows would have been like. The Syracusan’s
involvement in wonder-shows in Xen. Symp. and the association of female acrobatics with
thaumatopoiia both suggest that the masses would have encountered these acrobats at wonder-
shows. This adds another dimension to the function of the acrobatic dancing-girl in Xenophon’s
Symposium: the host, Callias, has the means to take a type of performance known from the public

realm and make it private, which is a further marker of his elite status.

3.3 Female Acrobats at Wonder-shows: Visual Suggestions

As the literary evidence suggests, wonder-shows could include many different kinds of
acts, from animal displays to mimes to acrobatic performances. While Xenophon’s Symposium is
the only textual attestation for female acrobats at wonder-shows, material evidence gives more
indication of what these performances might have looked like. In this section, I will discuss a
few representative depictions of female acrobats that would fit well within the context of
wonder-shows as reconstructed above.

Several vase paintings depict female acrobats in the ‘generic’ handstand pose who

incorporate other props associated with thaumatopoiia, such as pebbles, bows/arrows, and

17 See Vickers 2016: 162-63 on the “logical hierarchy of performance venues” in this passage.
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swords, into their routines.'® Since female acrobatic performances on their own are already
associated with thaumatopoiia (as I discussed in the introduction), they could occur at wonder-
shows even without other props, but these examples with multiple forms of wonder-working

seem especially pertinent to the idea of a wonder-show.

Fig. 3.1. Female acrobat holds pebble. Apulian skyphos. Madrid, Museo Arqueoldgico Nacional 11.554.

On an Apulian skyphos (fig. 3.1)," a fully-clothed female performs a variation of the
‘generic’ handstand pose in which she balances on her right forearm and holds out a small object
with her left hand, which Vickers 2016: 183-4 convincingly argues is a pebble.”’ Pebble-players
were known to deceive the audience, perhaps by creating tricks with their pebbles, including
hiding some in their mouths to create the illusion that they disappeared.”’ A female acrobat who
could perform these pebble tricks while handstanding, contorting, or flipping would be right at

home in a wonder-show.

'8 See Vickers 2016: 159-61 for a list of performances associated with thaumatopoiia.

' Apulian skyphos, Madrid, Museo Arqueoldgico Nacional 11.554, 360-340 BC; see Leroux 1912 no. 596, pl. LIV.
See Dickie 2001 for the relationship between wonder-working, pebble-players, and mime.

% Laurel wreaths are incised (not painted) around the sides and top of the skyphos, framing the acrobat; this might
suggest an agonistic context, but it could also be purely decorative.

*' See Dickie 2001: 600-601.
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On a Gnathia-style pelike (fig. 3.2),%* a female acrobat who is nude from the waist up
holds a bow and arrow between her toes and contorts her lower body so that her toes hang past
her head in a variation of the ‘generic pose’ (her torso and forearms rest on the ground). Her
ability to shoot the bow and arrow while contorting her body would be an impressive act to
feature in a wonder-show, and she might gain even more attention for incorporating weaponry as
a female. In light of the relationship between the female acrobatic body and performance props,
which I have discussed in each of the chapters above, it is worth noting that the acrobat’s short
skirt is decorated with four small circles, each one containing two perpendicular lines that mimic
those of the arrow and the bow’s rod. Since this is not a common decoration, it seems like the

artist’s conscious choice to link the female acrobat with her prop through visual imitation.

Fig. 3.2. Female acrobat strings bow and arrow with legs. Gnathia-style pelike (detail). Berlin, Staatliche
Museen F 3444. © Antikensammlung der Staatlichen Museen zu Berlin - PreuSischer Kulturbesitz.

Perhaps the guests in Xenophon’s Symposium would have been familiar with the

dancing-girl’s sword-tumbling performance from wonder-shows, especially since Xenophon tells

*2 Gnathia-style pelike, Berlin, Staatliche Museen F 3444, 4" ¢c. BC, see Bieber 1961 fig. 579b.
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us that the Syracusan makes money by exhibiting these performances in wonder-shows (2.1,
discussed above).” Female acrobats are depicted tumbling over swords in four instances (figs.
3.3-3.6), whether handstanding over the middle sword in a row of three (fig. 3.3),>* contorting
her body in half over the middle sword in a row of three (fig. 3.4),” handstanding in between
two swords (fig. 3.5),%° or handstanding above the point of one sword (fig. 3.6).”” Although these
paintings are not photographic, the proximity between the acrobat and the swords is striking: on
the Apulian bell krater (fig. 3.5), the acrobat’s head is dangerously close to the sword in front of
her, and on the Apulian plate (fig. 3.6), the acrobat’s foot hovers right above the point of the
sword, which makes it look like the acrobat would land her trick on top of the sword rather than
past it. Perhaps each painter depicted sword-tumbling in this way due to limited space on the
vessel, or perhaps the precarious relationship between acrobat and sword reflects each painter’s
own perception of sword-tumbling as especially dangerous. While these visual representations
might not be reflective of actual performance practice, the ever-present danger of the sword
would certainly make the performer’s acrobatic feats even more impressive, and it is not difficult
to imagine how this might excite a mass audience.

These types of performances would be fitting for wonder-shows, as reconstructed above.
Perhaps this is the setting in which potters and painters would have encountered female acrobats
and maybe even have been inspired to lend their wheels for performances. Maybe citizen women
and slave women alike would have been able to attend wonder-shows, and it is interesting to

consider how their reactions to female acrobats might have differed from the elite male

# See Vickers 2016: 192-217 on sword-tumbling performances, including text and translation of all literary
evidence for sword-tumbling.

2 Campanian lekythos, Naples, Museo Nazionale H2854, 350-300 BC; Davies 1971 pl. 47.2.

*% Gnathia-style squat lekythos, Berlin, Staatliche Museen F3489, 340-330 BC; Bieber 1961 fig. 579a; Davies 1971
pl. 47.5; see also Vickers 2016: 200.

* Apulian bell krater, Geneva, Fiorella Cottier-Angeli collection (private), 340-330 BC; see Vickers 2016: 200.

*" Apulian red-figure plate, The Hague, Schneider-Herrmann private collection 201, 330-325 BC; RVAp® 21/46 (p.
609, pl. 234,1).
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perspectives that have been handed down to us. This is the setting about which we know the
least, but it is also the setting in which there likely would have been the greatest variety of
reactions to and opinions about the female acrobat. She certainly entertained the audience well
enough to draw masses of crowds—enough to support the Syracusan manager in Xenophon’s
Symposium. Perhaps it was in wonder-shows where she successfully used her acrobatic skills to

inspire the audience with ‘wonder.’

Fig 3.3. Female acrobat between three swords. Campanion lekythos (detail). Naples, Museo Nazionale H2854.
Photo credit D-DAI-ROM-71.331.

Fig. 3.4. Female acrobat bends in half over three swords. Gnathia-style squat lekythos (detail). Berlin, Staatliche
Museen F 3489.
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Fig. 3.5. Female acrobat between two swords. Apulian bell krater. Geneva, Fiorella Cottier-Angeli collection
(private).

Fig. 3.6. Female acrobat over one sword. Apulian plate. The Hague, Schneider-Herrmann private collection 201.
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Conclusion

In the preceding chapters, I have demonstrated the different ways that female acrobats
function in different contexts, from the symposium to the comic stage to wonder-shows, and |
have attempted to establish the ‘realities’ of female acrobatic performance in each space. Since
female acrobats were considered wonder-makers, my introduction largely focused on the low
social value of wonder-making. I also discussed aesthetics, perception, and the role of the
spectator, suggesting that female acrobatic performances seemingly did not have the right
aesthetic for (elite) viewers. Issues of wonder-making and aesthetic perception could have
affected how an ancient audience viewed female acrobatic performances across all performance
contexts.

In chapter one (“Acrobats at the Symposium”), I argued that the female acrobat in
Xenophon’s Symposium functions both as a foil to the troupe’s other performers, because the
female acrobat seems to be associated with the lowest status of the three, and as a foil to the
symposiasts, who watch her performance with critical eyes. I showed how the dancing-girl is
only successful when she stops dancing acrobatically and instead performs a mime, using only
her facial expressions and very small movements. In other words, she is successful when she
imitates Ariadne, but not when she imitates a hoop (her performance prop). I then compared the
role of the female acrobat in Xenophon with that on vases. The two mediums paint similar
pictures of the realities of female acrobatic performance (in that they tend to depict the female
acrobat as a solo, virtuoso performer) and of the acrobat’s function (in that they tend to
assimilate the acrobat with her prop). I suggested that the acrobat performs her low status in the

sympotic space. I ended the chapter by arguing that a little-discussed vase painting (fig. 1.10)
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represents a group mythological tableau, and I suggested that this type of role for a female
acrobat might have been seen by a sympotic viewer as more ‘useful’ or ‘productive.’

In chapter two (“Acrobats on the Comic Stage”), I discussed the evidence for female
acrobats as specialty performers in Greek comedy. First, [ briefly outlined the history of
scholarship on ‘phlyax’ vases, which have now been linked with Attic comedy (based on the
costumes and masks) and even with Aristophanic comedy specifically (based on the
identification of a painted scene with the plot of Thesmophoriazusae). I suggested that these
connections at least leave open the possibility that the female acrobats on these comic vases have
some relationship with Attic comedy, despite the common opinion that women did not perform
on the theatrical stage in Athens. I then discussed the two vases that feature female acrobats on
the comic stage (figs. 2.1, 2.2), with special attention to details on each vase that can give us
clues about the role of the acrobat in a comic performance. Finally, I turned to the treatment of
female entertainers in Aristophanic comedy—Dardanis in Wasps and Elaphion in
Thesmophoriazusae—to show how Aristophanes uses each specialty performer to create
sexualized spectacles by explicitly calling out parts of their bodies and even staging a scene of
prostitution (between the Scythian archer and Elaphion). Based on these comparisons, |
suggested that female acrobats on the comic stage likely would have been part of a sexualized
spectacle as well.

In chapter three (“Acrobats in Wonder-shows”), I attempted to reconstruct the venue in
which most of the masses likely would have been exposed to female acrobatic performances. I
used the Syracusan manager in Xenophon’s Symposium to suggest that wonder-shows were a
profitable enterprise for those who managed wonder-makers. I discussed the textual evidence for

the types of acts displayed at wonder-shows and the audience that attended them—evidence
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which tends to criticize this audience for being unintelligent and unproductive. This criticism
from elite sources suggests to me simply that these shows drew large crowds of the masses.
There could be some tension here, in that the masses only encounter female acrobats in the
public realm, while the elite have the means to take these public performances and make them
private (such as Callias does in his symposium). I ended my chapter on wonder-shows by
discussing vase paintings that depict acrobats displaying multiple forms of thaumatopoiia, such
as pebble-playing, bow and arrow-stringing, and sword-tumbling, and I suggested that these
types of performances would fit especially well in the context of wonder-shows.

There would have been some overlap between the routines displayed at each venue:
sword-tumbling, for example, is attested at the symposium but also makes sense in wonder-
shows, and acrobatic feats on potter’s wheels are attested in both a sympotic and comic context.
This is probably related to management practices and the nature of specialization: someone who
manages a traveling performance troupe that includes a female acrobat, such as the Syracusan in
Xenophon’s Symposium, would want to gain as much money and as many benefits as possible
from this troupe, so he will either seek out or create performance opportunities for the female
acrobat in a wide variety of venues. As previously discussed, the Syracusan displays his troupe’s
performances both at a symposium and in wonder-shows. It is also possible that playwrights
would have to contact a figure such as the Syracusan if they wanted to include a female acrobat
in their comedies, although this can only be speculative. But even if the same acrobat performs
the same tricks, other aspects of the performance such as different settings (public/private,
indoor/outdoor, dining floor/stage) and different audiences (elite/non-elite, male/female,

small/large, etc.) will significantly impact the experience, both for the acrobat and for the

81



viewers. A performance for an intimate group of society’s elite must have felt different than a
widely attended performance for the masses.

A discussion of the way the potter’s wheel can function in these different contexts will
reinforce these points. Potters’ wheels are perhaps an odd choice as props for an acrobatic
performance: they would have been cumbersome to transport from place to place, and it is not
likely that they would have been readily available in any of the three performance contexts, as
opposed to the stools and cups used in acrobatic performances at symposia. The quick, whirling
motion of the wheel would have provided even the most skilled acrobats with a strength and
balance challenge, adding to the thaumatopoietic spectacle. Beyond the challenges that potters’
wheels would bring to a performance, however, they also add a symbolic element to the
performance, transforming the acrobat into a ‘vessel’ being produced on the wheel. These
wheels, of course, are intrinsically related to the production of pottery—the production of the
very vases on which many of these performances are attested. The relationship between potter’s
wheel, acrobat, and vessel can hold a unique significance in each performance context. At a
symposium, the guests recline on klinai while holding and drinking from cups that would have
been produced on a potter’s wheel—cups that are often an important part of elite identity
formation, especially when painted with images that the symposiasts can either identify with or
define themselves against. As they hold these cups, they can watch the acrobat whirl around on
the wheel in the same way that the clay would have been thrown to create those very cups. The
acrobat is assimilated into object and vessel in a way that is unique to the sympotic experience.
These associations might vary in the context of a comic performance: perhaps the circular

whirling of the wheel on the comic stage would invite comparisons with the circular choruses
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who could also perform on that very stage. This association is attested as early as Homer, in
comparison with the dancers on Achilles’ shield (Z/. 18.599-601):

010’ 0t¢ pev BpéLaokov EMOTAUEVOLOL TOOEGTL

pelo LaA’, g &Te TIg TPOYOV APUEVOV &V TAAAUNOLY

£Copevog Kepapens TelpnoeTal, of Ke BEnoty.

And now and then they were running very easily with skillful feet, as when a potter,
sitting, tests whether a wheel that is fitted in his hands will run.

The context of a theatrical performance might readily invite comparisons between circular
choruses and the acrobat’s whirling feats. While the relationship between pottery and wonder-
shows is unclear, perhaps a wonder-show would have provided the context in which potters and
painters themselves were most likely to see female acrobatic performances. This could in turn
inform the way that potters and/or painters represent the female acrobat in a space that these
artisans likely would not have had access to, such as a symposium. It seems likely that potters
and performers interacted and collaborated to some extent; otherwise, female acrobats probably
would not have had access to potters’ wheels, which seem to have been kept almost exclusively
in potters’ workshops. Perhaps a Syracusan performance troupe would have had special
connections among Sicilian or South Italian potters working in Athens. These associations
necessarily involve a degree of speculation, but I hope to have demonstrated the enriched
understanding that results from considering female acrobatic performances in each of their
various performance contexts.

Returning to concerns of female acrobatic wonder-making, I will conclude by
considering how the myth of Pandora’s creation can help us better understand the function of
female acrobats on potters’ wheels. The relationship between the potter’s wheel and the female

acrobatic body as clay calls to mind the ‘original’ clay female body of Pandora, and this

"'Ed. Allen and Monro 1920.
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comparison helps to illuminate some of the problems with female acrobatic thaumatopoiia.”
Hesiod describes Pandora’s creation out of clay and all of the thaumata associated with it—good
and bad (Th. 571-89):>

Yaing yop COUTANGGE TEPIKAVTOC AUPLYVNELG
napBéve aidoin ikelov Kpovidew o1d fovrdg:
{doe 6¢ kol kdounoe Bed yYrovkdmic A vn
apyveén £o0fTL: Katd kptffev 6& KaAdmTpnv
dadaAénV yeipecot katéoyebe, Badpa idEcOat:
apei 8¢ ol ote@avovg veoniéag, dvlea moing,
ipeptovg mepinke kapnatt [MaAlag AOvn:

apei 0 ol oTEPAVNV XPVOENV KEPUAT OV EONKE,
TNV 00TOG ToiNoE TEPIKAVTOG AUPIYVIELS

doknoog TaAdunot, yoplopevog Au motpt.

M 6’ &vi Saidaia ToALAL TeTEVYATO, BOodpa 16Ea0,
KvAOdaL’ 66° fimelpog deva TpEpel € Bahacoa-
TV & y€ MOAL’ Evébnke, xap1g O’ €ml maotv dnto,
Bovpdoia, (moioty £01KOTA POVIEGTLY.

avTap EMel O TeEDEE KAAOV KOKOV Gvt’ dyaboio,
g€ayay’ &vBa mep dArol Ecav Beoi 8’ dvBpwmot,
KOGU® Ayoldopévny yAavkamidog Oppipondtpng:
Badpa &’ &y’ abavdatoug te Beovg Bvntove T’ AvBpdmTovg,
®OC €100V SOLOV aimbv, ApfYavoV avOpOTOIGLY.

For the famous lame one fashioned from earth (i.e. clay) the guise of a venerable maiden,
through the plots of the son of Cronos. And the gleaming-eyed goddess Athena girded
and adorned her with silver-shining clothing, and with her hands she set an embroidered
veil on her head—a wonder to see. And around her head Pallas Athena placed desirous
fresh garlands—blossoms of the field. And around her head she placed a golden crown,
which the famous lame one made himself, having worked it with his hands, gratifying
father Zeus. And many cunningly wrought things were formed on the crown—a wonder
to see—the terrible beasts that the land and sea nourish, he put many of them on [the
crown], and favor was breathing onto all of them—wondrous, similar to animals capable
of speech. But when he wrought the beautiful evil in return for the good (i.e. fire), he led
her out to the place where the other gods and men were, as she was glorified in the
adornment of the gleaming-eyed daughter of a mighty father. And wonder held both the
immortal gods and the mortal men when they saw the utter trick, unmanageable for the
men (emphases my own).

? Hephaestus molds the Pandora figurine (cVpmhaooe, 1. 571) rather than producing it on a wheel, but the idea of the
female body as clay to be worked and molded seems relevant here nonetheless.
* Ed. Most 2018.
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‘Wonder’ recurs again and again in this account of Pandora’s creation, especially related to the
gleamingly wrought adornments at the hands of Hephaestus and Athena. In relation to the
wonders of Pandora’s crown, Neer 2010: 58 demonstrates the role of ‘doubleness,” which is a
common trait in accounts of thaumata: the crown is a wonder (thauma) itself covered in wonders
(thaumasia), which are wonderful because the crafted beasts are assimilated into living beings. I
would argue that this ‘doubleness’ extends to Pandora: she too is a crafted work, made by
Hephaestus to resemble a living being, that is both covered in thaumata (the veil and crown) and
creates a thauma for gods and men. But Pandora’s ‘doubleness’ does not stop there: she is a
KaAOV kakov—a beautiful evil—who appears beautiful on the outside but is really an “utter
trick” (d6Aov aimvv). This negative duplicity colors the ‘wonder’ experienced by gods and men
at the sight of Pandora: by the end of this passage, ‘wonders’ have slipped from gleamingly
intricate objects inspired by the gods to utter illusions and tricks, which men do not know how to
navigate.

The problematic ‘doubleness’ of the wonder resulting from Pandora’s creation out of clay
can shed further light on the thaumatopoietic experience of female acrobatic performances,
especially those on potter’s wheels. As the female acrobat rotates on the wheel and fashions her
body into different forms and shapes, her body is directly assimilated into clay. It is important to
note that there is no extant evidence for male performances on potters’ wheels; there is a
possibility that the comic actor on the Paestan calyx krater (fig 2.1) is crouching on the base of a
potter’s wheel and trying to learn the female acrobat’s tricks,” but if this were the case then it
would be the (comic) exception that proves the rule. Performances atop potters’ wheels seem to

have been exclusively in the realm of female entertainment, which encourages further

* As suggested by Dearden 1995: 83 and discussed in chapter three.
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comparisons with the creation of Pandora. As it whirls around on a potter’s wheel, the female
acrobatic body creates ‘wonders’ that are markedly double: like Pandora, it is both human and
object. It might look pretty to some, but it is also associated with trickery and deceit: the
‘wonder’ that it “‘makes’ is inherently problematic. The female acrobat becomes a new Pandora
who molds kerself into contorted forms—rather than being molded by the gods—for audiences
who are largely aware that they are watching a human trick. It is left up to the audience either to

reject it, or to ‘marvel” anyway.
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