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PREFACE

This study began as an investigation of Plautus’ language as a reflection of social concepts,
the underlying assumption being that Plautus would have preserved various characteristics
of spoken Latin that might be suitable for sociolinguistic analysis. Initially [ was no more
interested in gender relations than in any other part of the broad spectrum of social
interactions in Plautus. As the body of data grew, however, it became more and more
evident that the linguistic features isolated as ‘feminine’ and the recurrently negative
reflections on female words in the comedies form a pattern that corresponds all too well to
ancient (and modern) stereotypes of female speech. As a resuit, I was compelled to shift my
assumptions about a “specifically female” idiom to an inquiry into the motifs underlying
the construction of female speech in theatrical text: not only into how women speak, but why
they are represented as speaking, in a certain manner. Since the meta-textual asides on
female speech found in Plautine drama are not explicit in this regard, | used the relevant
evidence in Donatus’ scholia to Terence, and in Greek and Roman philosophical texts, to
provide their theorizations of gender differences as a means of contextualizing and
elucidating the Plautine ‘female idiom’. This study is thus a portrayal in reverse mode of
female mannerisms in Plautus, beginning with the abstract concepts, and ending with the
linguistic behaviour labeiled as predominantly feminine in Roman comedy. It is my hope
that my data will prove useful to students of Roman comedy who are interested in social

applications.



ABSTRACT

The existence of specific lexical features marking the speech of female characters in Roman
Comedy is signalled in scholiastic literature, and has been confirmed by modem quantitative
research. This thesis, focusing on the comedies of Plautus, investigates the question of why
the playwrights made specific linguistic choices for female personae.

Greek and Roman literary theory stipulated that the speech of women in drama had
to be constructed so as to reveal the speakers’ feminine nature. Philosophical doctrines that
construed gender as a polar opposition evince a fundamental distinction, defining male as
‘bond’ and female as ‘boundless’. The association of female with boundlessness, it is
argued, also determines woman'’s position with respect to speech. A study of Greek New
Comedy reveals that the reflections on female nature and expression found there depict
woman as adverse to limits, a concept which Plautus seems to have subsequently adapted
from his sources.

Donatus’s scholia to Terence characterize female speech as disorderly and
disrespectful of the norms of verbal interaction. Concrete linguistic patterns are rationalized
as symptoms of ‘softness’ ‘and querulousness, both representing the female propensity to
violate interpersonal limits. The text of Plautus, examined for meta-textual asides on female
speech, confirms the scholiast’s observations. An inquiry into the Plautine perception of
blanditia reveals that female mannerisms are interpreted as tokens of a contagious moral
disorder, and that they earmark the feebleness of female (and effeminate) personae. The
othemness of female complaints, emphasized during the performance of palliata by both
verbal and para-verbal means, is intimately associated in the text of the comedies with the
chaos within women’s minds. Female speech patterns in Plautus thus illustrate the concept
of infirmitas sexus.



RESUME

La recherche linguistique modeme a confirmé I’existence de traits lexiques propres au
discours des personnages féminins de la comédie romaine, déja soulignée dans les scolies.
En se concentrant sur les comédies de Plaute, le présent ouvrage se penche sur les raisons
qui ont poussé les auteurs des palliata 2 associer certains traits spécifiques de langage ala
nature féminine.

D’aprés la théorie littéraire grecque et romaine, le discours des personnages
féminins dans le théatre doit démontrer la différence entre la nature féminine et celle du
citoyen mile adulte, représentant la norme liguistique. Les doctrines philosophiques qui
interprétent le genre comme un contraste bipolaire révelent une distinction fondamentale
entre le principe masculin de “liens” et celui, féminin, d’“absence de liens”. Nous
avangons ici que la perception de tout ce qui est féminin comme étant sans liens (ou sans
limites), définit également la position de la femme par rapport au langage. Une étude de la
nouvelle comédie grecque réveéle que les réflexions qui y abondent sur la nature et
I’expression féminine montrent la femme comme étant réfractaire aux limites, un concept
que Plaute semble avoir adopté de ses modeles grecs.

Les scholia de Donat décrivent le discours féminin comme étant désordonné et
irrespectueux des régles de I'interaction verbale. Les traits du langage féminin sont ici
théorisés comme étant des symptomes de ‘mollesse’ et d’un caractére querelleur,
symptomes d’une propension toute féminine a transgresser les limites interpersonnelles.
Une étude des remarques auto-thématiques sur le langage féminin chez Plaute confirme les
observations du scholiaste. Les personnages de Plaute interprétent blanditia comme étant
signe d’un désordre moral contagieux, et ce registre de langage sert 3 marquer autant la
faiblesse des personnages féminins que celle des personnages efféminés. Le caractére
unique des plaintes des femmes, sur lequel on met I’emphase par des moyens verbaux et
non-verbaux durant la représentation des piéces de Plaute, est étroitement associé dans le
texte au chaos de I’esprit féminin. Les traits du parler des femmes chez Plaute illustrent
donc le concept de I’ infirmitas sexus.
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INTRODUCTION
‘Female Latin’

1. Roman Comedy and ‘Female Latin’

In the history of classical scholarship, one finds two approaches to linguistic differentiation
in Roman Comedy, each proudly self-sufficient and ignorant of the other. On the one hand,
many scholars claimed that Roman playwrights had made no effort to differentiate among
their personae by giving them distinctive speech characteristics. For example, Wilamowitz-
Moellendorf viewed Plautus and Terence as indolent imitators of Menander, and claimed in
all authority: “Reden alle Menschen des Plautus und des Terenz dieselbe Sprache”
(1925:160). His opinion was supported by Coulter who, in an article on the speech of
foreigners in Greek and Roman Comedy, asserts that “there is no real attempt at
characterization by language” (1934: 133). Eduard Fraenkel, the advocate of Plautinisches
in Plautus, also believed that the Plautine language should be admired for its uniformity
(1960: 389). In the last thirty years this view has been challenged, but only to disclose the
playwrights’ efforts to create individual styles for certain personae, not to create styles
typical of entire classes of characters.!

On the other hand, linguistic differentiation of social status and gender ‘in old
writings’ was known to ancient grammarians.2 Although some of the remarks on linguistic
variables, most evidently those scattered throughout Aelius Donatus’ commentary to
Terence, refer to literary style, not to colloquial language,3 scholars have typically viewed
‘female speech’ in Roman Comedy as an effort to imitate actual Roman women.

1.1. The ‘Ethnographic’ Approach
At the tum of the last century, ethnographers discovered separate male and female
expressions in the languages of traditional societies, and made efforts to link them to

features of ‘female nature’ 4 Classicists interpreted the male-female differences in the Latin



of Comedy in a similar spirit. Gagnér attempted to explain the use of (me)hercle, (e)castor
and (ede)pol in Plautus and Terence, arguing that it is not surprising that men invoked the
name of a hero who represented both leadership and relations with the outside (1920: 80-
88: hercle, mehercle), and that women’s dread of innovation lies behind the female
characters’ predilection for the antiquated ecastor (1920: 88-101).5 Gender roles in the
evolution of language (new expressions being allegedly created by men and then reluctantly
adapted by women) are also evoked to explain why the less archaic pol, edepol could be
employed by both sexes (101-109).6

Gagnér owes his notion of female conservatism to Otto Jespersen’s belief that the
woman “has none of that desire to avoid those all too common, flat, everyday expressions
that prompt boys and men constantly to seek renewal of the language through the use of
stronger and stronger words.”” Even in languages that do not dispose of a gender-
differentiated vocabulary, Jespersen argues, women have a poor vocabulary, use too many
euphemisms and too many adverbs (1922: 240). The ‘weaker sex’ speaks a weaker
language, deprived of the masculine “output of spasmodic energy” (ibid. 254). In
Jespersen’s view, the peculiarities of female speech are the result of a division of labour that
for thousands of years has allotted to women domestic occupations that require “little
energy” and “no deep thought” (1922: 254).8

The assumption that Roman women spoke a different version of Latin that defined
them as a separate social class has also influenced Hofmann (1926, 1978) who quotes the
differences in men’s and women’s use of language as an obvious example of the distinc-
tions between various Gesellschaftsschichten (1926, 1978: 11). He lists women’s
idiosyncratic use of interjections,® their predilection for amabo and for the possessive

pronoun in address among the features of colloquial, i.e. sub-standard, language. 10



1.2. The Quantitative Model

Recent research on female speech-patterns in Comedy draws upon an interest in social
variables that was reborn in modem linguistics in the 1970s,!1 and that is mainly concerned
with presenting statistical evidence proving the existence of a ‘woman’s Latin’.

An imposing body of data concerning the speech of female personae in the Comedy
has been collected by Michael Gilleland in his Ph.D thesis.i2 Gilleland chose four
linguistic features (Greek words, interjections, diminutives, and certain forms of address),
and used methods of statistical linguistics to determine their incidence in the speech of all
character types. All lines of investigation brought a positive result, though the numbers
were far from striking. Female characters were shown to use slightly fewer words of Greek
origin (60% of the average in Plautus, 80% in Terence), and slightly more diminutives
(130% of the average in Plautus and 140% in Terence).!3 The distribution of aw, i,
malum and vah, as well as that of (me)hercle and (m)ecastor was shown to depend on
character type and sex (ibid.: 202). Finally, Gilleland observed that women in Terence used
the possessive pronoun mi/ mea and employed titles in address more often than men did
(ibid.: 280).14

The statistical method, influenced by Labov’'s (1966) quantitative model, yields
valuable (though not always conclusive) evidence. The decision to select Greek words and
diminutives as representative of gender differences is not necessarily the most fortunate. In
fact, there is evidence (Juv. 6.184-199, Mart. 10.68) that Hellenisms, at least in imperial
Rome, were believed to be provocative, rather than unfeminine, and unsuited to matrons and
elderly women only. As for diminutives, they often have, as Priscian already observed, a
purely semantic function: denoting small objects.!5 Their use can, therefore, be considered
stylistically significant only if a neutral variant exists (e.g. sororcula: soror), which is not

always the case for the diminutives in Gilleland’s list (e.g. tabella).16



Most importantly, no effort was made to look at the linguistic phenomena in their
dramatic context, and to find connotations of female mannerisms. In the ‘Epilogue’ of his
thesis (1979: 281), Gilleland affirmed that “Plautus and Terence do seem to have distin-
guished different character types by their use of words of Greek origin, certain interjections,
and diminutives,” but he makes no attempt to explain why they did so. He offers only a
parallel: characterization by language is even more obvious in Sanskrit drama, where the
gods and the leading male characters speak Sanskrit, while women, and other characters use
varieties of Prakrit that are appropriate to their rank.17 Like ancient Indian drama, Gilleland
seems to imply, Roman Comedy sets out to convey the inevitable difference in male and
female speeck.

The last word in the discussion of ‘female Latin’ belongs to J. N. Adams, who, in
an article entited “Female Speech in Roman Comedy” (1984), examines certain lexical
differences in the speech of men and women in Plautus and Terence. Adams looks upon
linguistic differentiation as a reflection of everyday speech, and offers his reader some
parallels from modemn English and other languages, thus implying a universal nature of
‘female speech’, and perpetuating the ethnographic approach to ‘female Latin’ of Hofmann
and Gagnér. Trudgill’s controversial article about British English from Norwich is cited as
evidence for women'’s supposed conservatism and predilection for prestigious expressions
and (Trudgill 1972, 1975)!8 while Lakoff’s intuitions are invoked as a testimony of a
female penchant for politeness (Lakoff 1975).19 The research of Crosby and Nyquist
(1977), one of the few works confirming Lakoff’s hypotheses, is cited as evidence of
gender differences supposedly discernible in the use of ‘imperatival modifiers’.20

Adams’ choice of the expressions used to measure male-female differences appears,
upon close examination, to be dictated by a desire to combine modern assumptions about

female speech with bits of information derived from Latin texts. He provides statistical



evidence that, as long has been known, the use of oaths and exclamations depends on the
speaker’s sex.2! Following, as one can assume, Lakoff’s idea that ‘women’s language’ is
less assertive, Adams compares male and female usage of the ‘modifiers’ amabo, quaeso,
obsecro, sis and sodes, and concludes that (as Hofmann already believed) only the first
(amabo) is typical of women. He also determines (confirming another of Hofmann’s
claims) that women in Comedy have a predilection for proper names modified by meus in
address. Finally, Adams produces some evidence to confirm the view expressed in the
commentary of Aelius Donatus, that women in Terence (but not in Plautus) use miser to
refer to themsel ves more often than men do.

According to Adams, these linguistic variables reveal that women in Roman Comedy
“a)...tend to be more polite or more deferential . . . and b) that they are more prone to
idioms expressing affection or emotion . . . ” The playwrights simply “exaggerated the
frequency of certain feminine expressions,” in order to create this stage-language for
women. Adams thus insists on the authenticity of the ‘female idiom’ in spoken Latin,
which he views as the inspiration for the stage-language.22

Adams’ article, in spite of its admirable scholarship, leaves the reader disappointed
by the author’s assumption that Comedy simply imitated the speech of Roman women.
There are reasons to question Adams’ belief that a ‘female idiom’ would have been the
ultimate motivation underlying the linguistic choices made for female personae. Plautus
and Terence (who are highly unlikely to have conducted studies in linguistic differentiation)
reflect not how women talked, but beliefs about how they did, and the stage-language of the
palliata should, therefore, be studied as a source of knowledge about literary stereotypes of
female speech, not about facts.23 These stereotypes are likely to depend upon conceptions
of female nature and sexuality that were rooted in Greek thought, and that were shared by
the playwrights and the audience of the Roman palliata.24



Most notably, Adams’ interpretation of his data shows a disturbing correspondence
to popular notions of the present day. The categories of indirectness (‘polite or deferen-
tial") and spontaneity (‘expressing affection or emotion’) correspond quite well to the
labels attached to female expression by folk-linguistics, such as those listed in Kramer’s
study of The New Yorker’s cartoons (1974), which tend to represent women's speech as
“emotional, vague, and euphemistic.” Modern beliefs that presuppose emotionalism and
primness in women do not provide an adequate explanation of the evidence presented by
Hofmann, Gilleland, and Adams himself. One is left wondering why amabo is the only
polite formula that female characters use more often than male characters do, and why self-
pity is the emotion that women, apparently, are particularly prone to express. It is the
purpose of the present study to search for ancient concepts underlying the speech of women
characters in Plautus, and to ask why certain lexical and semantic features of speech are
employed in construing images of women.25
2. Eine Fremde Natur
In 1788 Goethe published anonymously in Der Teutsche Merkur reflections on ancient
theatre inspired by his Italian experience.26 He confesses to having watched with great
interest women disguised as men, and men disguised as women, during the camival (1990:
172-173), and focuses on the art of female impersonators who, as in Rome’s past, were still
playing women in comedy (1990: 171).27 Being an outsider, Goethe wrote, allowed a
young man to understand the essence of female behaviour and nature, and to achieve a
knowledge of femininity that a real woman, distracted by her own individual and accidental
features, would have been unable to achieve:

Der Jiingling hat die Eigenheiten des weiblichen Geschlechts in ihrem Wesen und

Betragen studiert; er kennt sie und bringt sie als Kiinstler wieder hervor; er spielt

nicht sich selbst sondern eine dritte und eigentlich fremde Natur. Wir lernen diese

dadurch nur desto besser kennen, weil sie jemand beobachtet, jemand iiberdacht
hat.28



From the perspective of this thrilled spectator, the habit of entrusting female roles to male
actors appears to be much more than a social convention or an accident of the history of
theatre. It seems instead to have been a meaningful decision: to filter woman’s nature
(Wesen) through a man’s mind, and to have a male body imitate the female countenance
(Betragen), implied that femininity required special translation. The presence of the
impersonator signals that the woman is to be considered as the ‘other’. 29

The plays of Plautus are populated by strangers, the ‘Greeks’, the exact opposite of
what the Romans were supposed to have been according to their own moral principles.
Adapted from the Néa, the characters become so drastically oversimplified that Carlo
Goldoni saw in them the prototypes of the tipi fissi of Commedia dell’arte.30 Plautus
explored the ambiguous identity of his personae. Just as the Roman behind his ‘Greek’
mask was allowed to condemn the moral baseness of the Greeks, and thus reveal his
allegiance to Rome, so did the theatrical ‘woman’ at times reject her illusory gender, and
recite lines hostile towards her own kind.3! One could accumulate examples of female self-
criticism, such as these misogynist jokes attributed to female speakers: Which woman is
best? None, because one woman can only be worse than another, says Eunomia32 What
creature has never existed and (regrettably) will never exist? A silent woman, according to
the same witty matron (Aul. 123ff). Do you say that women are wicked? No. There is no
point in repeating what everybody knows (Pasicompsa in Merc. 513-514).733

Allusions to the paradox of female misogyny are particularly transparent in the
Poenulus. First a would-be courtesan criticizes women's passion for baths and cosmetics
with self-destructive zeal (Poen. 210-232), and defines the inconvenience of such devotion
from the point of view of a man, as she jokes that whoever longs for endless nuisance
should get himself a woman and a ship (Poen. 210-211).34 The male and female are then

defined as opposite parties with conflicting interests, when the same character interrupts her



sister’s anti-feminine tirade to declare that men (alios) already criticize women, and that
there is no need for them, the women (nosmet), to name their own vices:

(... ) soror, parce, amabo: sat est istuc alios
dicere nobis, ne nosmet in nostra etiam vitia loquamur (Poen. 250-251).

It is notable that, when describing their own speech, Plautine ‘women’ often side with alii,
rather than with themselves, waming the audience against female talkativeness (Aul. 124ff,
Cist. 120ff), deceitful sweetness (Asin. 222-223, Truc. 225), and fraudulence (Epid.546).
Some of these remarks seem to inform the audience’s interpretation of the lines about to be
uttered, and appear to imply that female speech and stage-language, not unlike the misogyn-
ist jokes, contribute to the construction of the woman's fremde Natur .35
3. Tacitae Spectent
Lines addressed to women among the spectators in the prologue of the Poenulus (28-35)
corroborate the assumption that in the palliata genuine female voice was styled as
undesirable:

nutrices pueros infantis minutulos

domi ut procurent neu quae spectatum adferat,

ne et ipsae sitiant et pueri pereant fame

neve esurientes hic quasi haedi obvagiant.

matronae tacitae spectent, tacitae rideant,

canora hic voce sua tinnire temperent,

domum sermones fabulandi conferant,

ne et hic viris sint et domi molestiae.
This excerpt concerns noise control, a topic most legitimate in a prologue, and already
discussed at the beginning of this one (5-8, 17-24). It is nevertheless remarkable how the
high-pitched sounds associated with women—the squealing of infants (obvagire) and the
shrill voice of the matrons themselves (canora vox)—are considered inappropriate for the
public space of theatre.36 Both nurses and matrons are reminded that their cacophony
belongs in the enclosure of the household (28: domi, 34: domum 35: domi), and that their

presence is tolerated on condition their voice is heard only where it belongs: at home (31-

32). Only in a silence unpolluted by their own voices were women allowed to watch on

8



stage their own images, ‘purified’ of accidental features, and representing, as Goethe might
have put it, ‘the essence of femininity, observed and thought over by someone else.’37
Conclusion

In order to comprehend how ‘women’s Latin’ is used to construe images of women in the
palliatae of Plautus, we will tum to ancient literary theory, philosophy and moral thought to
explore those ideas of linguistic differentiation and gender that may have found their way
into the Néa (Part 1). Donatus’ commentary to Terence will offer us insight into the
assumptions that allowed the grammarian to rationalize particular Latin expressions as being
representative of ‘women’s nature’. Finally, Plautine characters’ expressed opinions about
female speech, and the words of the theatrical women themselves will be studied in an
attempt to reconstruct both the Plautine idiom of feminine stage-language and its implica-

tions (Part 2).



ENDNOTES

1. It has been argued that contrasting vocabularies served to set apart the Epidamnian
Menaechmus from his pious brother (Windsor Leach 1964), and that Euclio’s short,
asyndetic sentences and earthy metaphors are contrasted both with the periphrastic
expressions of the old servant Staphyla, and with the sophisticated diction of Megadorus
(Stockert 1982). Hofmann (1977: 356) observed that greetings formulae are used to
characterize speakers in the Aululatia. Amott analyzed the techniques of characterization in
Terence’s Phormio (1970) and Plautus’ Stichus (1972), and observed a method of
characterization consisting in accumulation of pertinent vocabulary. Concentration of
metaphors and ‘vivid language’ are shown to be characteristic of Phormio (1970: 52), and
obsessive repetition of moral terminology of Soror (1972: 59-60). However, Amott
demonstrates that Plautus and Terence, like their models, ‘individualized and vivified’ their
personae by means of style, not that some features of style are typical of a whole class of
personae.

2. Gellius in Noct, Alt. 11. 6.1. asserts that “in old writings” women do not swear by
Hercules, and men do not swear by Castor., Charisius in [nst. gramm. 2.13 notes that
mediusfidius is used exclusively by men.

3. Aelius Donatus’ commentary to Terence promotes the view that Terence surpassed his
Greek originals in his efforts to differentiate the speech of various types of personae (cf.

Ad And. 89.1, Ad Ad. 81.2, Ad Phorm. 647 and Ad Hec. 440.3). Many of Donatus’
remarks on linguistic charactenization have been collected by Reich (1934).

4. Ploss and Bartels’ Das Weib in der Natur- und Volkerkunde (1897, 6th ed.) is a classical
example of the early ‘anthropological’ approach to female speech.

S. For brief references to the peculiarities of female use of interjections, see Richter (1873:
389-642), Meinhardt (1892: 47), Nicolson (1893: 99), Meister (1916: 119ff), and Ullman
(1943-4: 87ff); for terms of address see Griffin’s note on the use of mulier and vir between
husband and wife in Plautus (1943: 78).

6. Gagnér (1920: 93) argues that ecastor was originally used by men and women, but men
stopped using this expression when it wore out, while women, because of their patural lack
of imagination, continued to use it: “ Mulieres in veteribus haerent and nova non fingunt.”

7. This is a translation of Gagnér’s quote (1920: 93n5) from an article in Danish published
in Gads Danske Magasin (1906-1907: 583). Jespersen expresses the same view in The
Lanam( 1922: 242-243).

8. The very presence of a chapter entitled ‘The Woman’, while no analogous one is devoted
to ‘The Man’, reveals that Jespersen viewed female speech as deviant, and male as standard
(cf. Cameron 1985, 1992: 43).

9. For Hofmann’s specific references to men’s and women's use of interjections, see 1926:
13 (ei and vae), 14 (au), 16 (heus and eho) and 30 (ecastor, mecastor and mediusfidius).

10. The fact that the feminine character of amabo is restricted to Comedy, and that this
restriction does not apply to Cicero’s letters, is explained as a result of evolution (1926,

10



1978: 127-128). For the comments on mi/ mea preceding or following the pronoun, see
ibid. 138.

11. See Thorne and Henley’s annotated bibliography of books and articles concerning sex
differences in language, speech and nonverbal communication (1975: 205-305).

Im:ngg (Umversny of V:rglma, 1979) .

13. Gilleland (1979: 171) quotes the following numbers: in Plautus, Greek words are used
on the average once in 86 lines; male characters use them once in 81 lines, female characters
once in 145 lines. For Terence the numbers are 213.5 (average), 207 (male characters), and
269 (female characters). Diminutives are used on the average once in every 215 lines in
Plautus, once every 161 lines by female characters, and once every 227 lines by male
characters. In Terence the average is 312 lines, 1: 215 for female characters, and 1: 335 for
male characters.

14. Here the disproportion is very clear: g n use nominal terms of address with meus
5.25 times more often than without it; fen use the pronoun 0.6 times less often than
address without meus. However, according to Gilleland, no comparable distinction is made
by Plautus.

15. Prisc. G.L. 2. 101: “ solent autem diminutiva vel necessariae significationis causa
proferri ...vel urbanitatis . . . vel adulationis.”

16. As the author himself points out (1979: 201), his lists of Greek words and diminutives,
based exclusively on morphology, are open to criticism, because they include words not
necessarily felt as loan-words or diminutives by the speakers of Latin in Plautus’ time.

17. Gilleland names as his source C.D. Buck’s, Comparative Grammar of Greek and Latin
(Chicago 1933). Incidently, the same piece of information is used by Jespersen in The
Language (1922: 237-254), where the distinction between Sanskrit and Prakrit is ascribed to
the fact that women'’s speech is frequently considered less prestigious.

18. Trudgill (1972, 1975) examined the speech of men and women in the urban British of
Norwich and found that women of all classes were using more standard English forms than
men. He suggested that men were underreporting their use of standard expressions, while
women were overreporting them, and concluded that women were more status-conscious
than men because status was the only source of self-esteem and identity for housewives.
His interpretation was criticized by feminist researchers mainly for the assumption that all
women'’s status was determined exclusively by their husband’s occupation. A summary of
the critical arguments can be found in Cameron (1992: 63); a more outspoken critique was
delivered by Christine Delphy (1982).

19. Rather than refemng to Lakoff’s scholarly publications (1973, 1977), Adams refers to

(1975), a booklet addressed to the general public, where she
puts forward three basic premises: that women are less assertive and more polite than men,
and that their speech is expected to be more correct. However, true to her training in
generative grammar (cf. Lakoff 1968), Lakoff provides no evidence in support of her
hypothesis, except her own intuitions about her native language. See a later scholarly
publication (1977) for a more precise definition of the style of women’s speech.
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20. For research disproving Lakoff’s claims, see e.g. Dubois and Crouch, in whose sample
men actually use more tag questions than women (1976) and Cameron, McAlinden and
O’Leary (1989) who conclude that there is no gender difference in the use of this approval-
seeking construction.

21. Surprisingly, Adams makes no reference to Gagnér’s exhaustive work, which includs a
list of all loci in Comedy where the six interjections occur, and a careful comparison of their
incidence in the speech of all character types.

22. Ibid. 71. An identical hypothesis concerning amabo has been formulated by Hofmann
(1926: 127-128).

23. Lakoff observed (1975: 5-6) that suppositions about gender differences may be
perpetuated through language acquisition. Girls are socialized to ‘speak like ladies’; boys,
to speak ‘like men’. It is not improbable, therefore, that the features of female speech that
we find in the Comedy correspond to some degree to the linguistic behaviour expected of
Roman women, which may well have been shaped by similar stereotypes.

24. Cf. Rabinowitz’s on Euripides’ identification of Phaedra’s speech with her sexuality
(1989: 129-134) and Richlin on apologiae as a testimony to the Roman assumption that
words and mores are virtually identical (1992 2-13).

25. The existing studies on mulieres comicae overlook or side-step the question of female
speech patterns. Benoist’s mygms_muhghng (1862) i is an mventory inspired by the
author’s enthusiasm for Plautus’ refinement in presenting “ varium et mutable mulieris
ingenium” (ibid. 69). Mack’s well-documented dissertation (1966) is helpful in tracing the
Greek antecedents of Roman motives; Della Corte (1969) offers little more than a list;
Schuhmann (1977, 1978a and b) focuses on the “socio-economical conditions of women'’s
life in Plautus,” and refuses to acknowledge the literary nature of her sources. Finally,
there are two recent dissertations on Plautine women. Gerdes (1995) argues convincingly
that female roles in Plautus are more important than most discussions of theatrical
techniques usuaily admit. Rei (also 1995) concentrates on the figure of the female trickster
and on the comic inversion of status, which allows women to play central roles in the
intrigue of four plays (Cas., Pers., Poen., Stich.). Both Rei and Gerdes, focusing as they do
on the performance and the comic ludus, are interested neither in female speech patterns, nor
in the underlying concept of ‘the feminine’.

26. Cf. esp. the reference to La locandiera in the entry of October 11, 1783 (Goethe 1998:
283).

27. Such customs parallel the Athenian festivals, where men and women exchanged their
costumes (cf. Zeitlin 1985: 89n8).

28. Goethe’s essay (1990:171-175) should be read in the light of his theory of mimesis,
developed at the same time (cf. Michéa 1945: passim), and implying that simple imitation
(Einfache Nachahmung) is always inferior to the imitation of the subject’s inner nature.
Comparing two performances of Goldoni’s Locandiera, Goethe argues that actresses are
not less efficient than the impersonators, but that their performance is too life-like, because it
involves a “simple” mimesis (ibid. 174). Though Goethe’s observations imply that he
conceived of male and female as strangers to one another, it seems far-fetched to claim that
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the idea that men can do everything better than women is central to Goethe’s argument (cf.
Ferris: 1990 and her chapter on ‘Goethe, Goldoni and woman-hating’).

29. Zeitlin formulated this principle forcefully in her essay on Athenian drama: “From the
outset, it is essential to understand that in Greek theatre . . . the self that is really at stake is
w be identified with the male, while the woman is assigned the role of the radical other
(1985: 66).” See also Zeitlin's discussion of the implications of the travestism in
Thesmophoriazousai as an allusion to impersonation in Old Comedy (1981: 177-181).

30. For the Greeks as anti-Romans, see Segal’s perceptive argument (1969: 36-39). The
oversimplification of the Greek characters in the course of their adaptation by Plautus is
best revealed by Questa’s study of the Plautine prologues in comparison with those of
Menander. Questa demonstrated that Plautus emphasized masks and fixed role types rather
than relations between characters (1982: 9-64). The view that Plautine characterization
relies on exaggeration of the features already implicit in the New Comedy mask system is
also represented by Dupont (1985: 255-256), by Slater (1985:148-149), by Gratwick
(1985: 109-110), and by Wiles (1991: 140-144). Wright offers a comparison with other
genres of Italian popular theatre (1974: 104). See also Cébe on caricature in character
portrayal (1966: 41-42), and Anderson (1993: 118) on the caricatural features of their

speech.

31. Segal has discussed the motif of mistrust of the stranger in Plautus (1969: 37-39). See
Moore (1989: 153-162) on the pervasiveness of misogynistic themes in Plautus, and
Rosivach (1998: 6-8) on the social reality behind the situation of women in New Comedy.
Female misogyny does not seem to be a Plautine peculiarity: Mack (1966: 27-29) discusses
the motif of female self-criticism in Greek comedy.

32. We can reconstruct this joke from the indignation of one matron, who, addressed as
optima femina (Aul. 135), protests: alia alia peior est (Aul. 140, cf. also Stich. 109).

33. See also Mil. 887-888 and Truc. 465470, where courtesans boast of the feminine
genius for wrongdoing (male facere).

34. In fact, she repeats not just any man’s view, but that of Cato himself, alluding to the
limitations imposed on female expenses by the Oppian law. See Petrone’s analysis of the
juxtaposition woman/ship (1974: 21-22); Cf. Hallett (1973: 104) and Johnston (1980:149-
152).

35. Aul. 124 1T, Cist. 120ff, Epid. 546.

36. It is believed that Rome did have, as Arcellaschi has argued (1982: 130), a space
reserved for theater, the theatrum ad aedem Apollinis, situated where Marcellus’ theatre was
built later.

37. Hunter (1985: 83) insists that, when thinking of fermale characters in New Comedy, one

must keep in mind the premise that ancient poets were male and that the audiences for
whom they wrote, in both Athens and Rome, were predominantly male.
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PART 1



CHAPTER 1
Ethical Diction and the Construction of the Other in Rhetorical and Literary Theory

1. ‘Propriety’ of Style
The idea that female personae in drama have a specific way of expressing themselves is a
consequence of the concept of stylistic ‘propriety’. Aristotle affirms that diction must be
suitable to the topic, to the literary genre, and to the speaker (Rhet. 1404b 1-15; 1408a 10).
‘Proper’ style, he affirms, must harmonize with the speaker’s emotions and character (Rhet.
1408a 10). The style befitting character, Aewc 7w (Rhet. 1408a 25-30), is construed as a
configuration of the speaker’s disposition (€<c), and of his or her place within a
classification of human beings (yévoc).! Because of the codependence of style and ethos, a
young man or a slave ought not to use ornate style (Rhet. 1408a 30); an orderly man must
be ‘deliberate’ in his gestures and speech (Arist. Physiogn. 807b 34-36), a peasant cannot
address the same topic and utter his opinion in the same way as an educated man (Arist.
Rhet. 1408a31). Aristotle is not entirely original. As North (1979: 157-158) notes, he
appears to build upon an aesthetic principle expressed earlier by Plato (Laches 188c-d),
where the eponymous character declares that he appreciates listening to speeches, as long as
the speaker and his words agree with each other and remain in harmony.2

The concept of mpémov is a commonplace in Greek literary theory. Hermogenes
insists that a farmer seeing a ship for the first time can offer but a rather naive description of
it Prog. 9.21,10ff). Dionysius of Halicarnassus, for whom propriety is coextensive with
‘imitation of nature and truth’, affirms that wpéwov is the most important of all virtues of
speech (Re Lys. 9.1; Pomp.Gem. 3.20; Isocr. 11.70.15),3 and praises in particular Lysias’
ability to differentiate “between the young, the old, the high-born and the humble” (De
Lys. 9).4 ‘Ethical diction’ is also essential to Roman rhetorical theory. Cicero (Qrat. 21.70)
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lists suitability, decorum, among the principal virtues of style.5 Quintilian (Jnst. 11.1.1)
insists that ‘appropriateness’ of diction (ut dicamus apte) is indispensable (maxime
necessaria) to a good speaker, and declares (]nst. 8.3.43), quoting Cicero (Pagt. 6.19), that
speech need not be particularly elaborate and polished, as long as it is probable (probabile),
that is, fits ‘the opinions and characters of the people involved’.

2. Mimesis

A figure of thought exploiting the creative potential of linguistic stereotypes, called
#WBomotia or pipnow in Greek, figuratio or sermocinatio in Latin, belongs to the fixed
repertory of the orator’s stratagems.6 A trained speaker could not only manipulate
language so as to present himself as a trustworthy character;7 but by imitating someone
else’s manner of speaking, he was also able to conjure up a contemporary, historical or
mythological figure, and even create a fictitious persona, to make them speak in favour of
his cause.

The latter skill is of particular interest for us: Quintilian insists on its difficulty,
pointing out (Jnst. 11.1.38-40) that lawyers, who often speak through someone else’s lips
(ore alieno), should be particularly vigilant in rendering the character of the person whose
voice they use, remembering that Appius Claudius’ manner of speaking must differ from
that of Clodius Pulcher. If imitating another man was already a hard task, there were
circumstances that posed an even greater challenge to the speaker. Quintilian wams his
students that impersonating the other becomes especially delicate in the prosopopoeia, the
imitation of “the feelings of children, women, nations, and even inanimate objects” (Inst.
11.1.41). This means that, since the orator’s own style would be fit for a male and a citizen,
it would be particularly difficult for him to alter his words so as to imitate one who is not an
adult, not a man, not a Roman or even not a person. Mimesis involves different degrees of

otherness, and becomes increasingly challenging as otherness increases.
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Quintilian’s division of objects of stylistic mimesis into male citizens (11.1.40) and
all others (11.1.41) may have a prototype in Greek literary theory. Aristotle’s typology of
characters in his discussion of ‘ethical diction’ (Rhet. 1408a 25) appears to reveal a similar
care to mark personae as different from the speaker, that is, those who happen not to be an
avip or not to be Athenian:

Kai #wn 6 atrm f) & Tov ompetov Badic,. . . 6T drohowda 1

dppoTTOV0R EKdOTW Yévar kai &e. Aéyw 8 yévoc pev xaf hkiav, olov

moae ) avip i yépwy, kal yuvi §i dvip, ket Adkev 1) OeTTaldg, éac §¢

kaf ac mowdc ¢ T Blw.
All three categories according to which this catalogue is organized (age, gender, ethnicity)
seem to indicate various ways in which one may deviate from the standard framework for
the central figure of the middle-aged Athenian citizen. The mature man holds the central
place in the threefold division of human age. Contrasted with woman, &v7p is considered a
part of a binary concept of gender. Tellingly, the presentation of regional differences
appears to concern male speakers only (Adkwv 7) ©eTTaldc).8 The Aristotelian concept of
linguistic diversity implies that the different variants of spoken Greek were taken to be
deviations from a golden mean, rather than a series of parallel registers. * Awijp’ thus
remains the yardstick against which others and their ways of speaking are measured.
3. ‘Ethical Diction’ in Drama
This aesthetic postulate of congruent character and style was also used to judge the
language of drama. Aristotle uses a quotation from the playwright Kleophon (Rhet. 1408.
10) to illustrate suitability of style. Quintilian, explaining that one can use both action and
words to mimic other people’s behaviour (Jnst. 9.2.58), offers a quotation from Terence
(Eu.155-157). In fact, one may regard the ‘ethical diction’ of the stage as a model for the
rhetorical concept. When Dionysius of Halicarnassus (De imit. 2. 207) encourages the

orator to imitate the stylistic qualities (\exTwkac apnTdc of comic writers, he mentions the
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virtue of being ‘ethical’. Terence, while praising Menander’s plays as dissimili oratione . .
. factae ac stilo (An. 11-12), refers to the differentiation of both the content of utterances
and their linguistic form, and thus recognizes that mimesis is desirable in comic dialogue.

The notion of npémov is also one of the criteria of literary excellence in Plutarch’s
famous essay comparing the style of Aristophanes and Menander. Plutarch finds fault with
Aristophanes’ writing for the lack of linguistic differentiation of characters in his plays, and
then immediately proceeds to praise Menander for having created a language that fits
different characters and emotions, yet remains homogeneous. No one among the famous
artisans (Texw\TWV), says Plutarch, has been able to manufacture a shoe, a mask or a robe
that would be “suitable for a woman and a youth, an old man and a slave.”® Yet Menander,
he continues, mingled speech in such a way that it keeps measure with any nature,
disposition or age. In identifying unity of style, rather than its differentiation, as
Menander’s greatest poetic achievement, Plutarch implies that such uniform diction is an
artistic creation. We may suppose that otherwise—i.e. in the achievements of average
craftsmen—each category of characters would naturally have been expected to speak in its
own distinct manner.

Plutarch’s catalogue of the personae who must be distinguished by their costume
and language is probably meant to emphasize the difficulty of the poet’s task of levelling
out the usual irregularities of speech. It is therefore likely that the characters listed (a
woman, a youth, an old man, and a slave) are those prone to some linguistic extravagance.
Awip does not figure in the repertory of non-standard speakers, because his presence as a
model is understood: the maturity of dwijp would provide a golden mean between boyhood
and old age, his gender and social prestige constitute a symmetrical response to the nature
of a woman and to that of a slave. If our reading is correct, Plutarch classifies women’s

speech as a less decorous version of Greek, along with the speech of the immature, of the

17



elderly and of non-citizens.

This summary of the approach to linguistic differentiation in ancient literary theory
allows us to make two essential observations. On the one hand, the postulate that one must
try to render another’s nature when imitating another’s speech is a commonplace in both
Greek and Roman doctrines of various periods. On the other hand, the linguistic standard
appears to be the speech of a middle-aged male citizen, and women’s words are
consequently regarded as a deviation from this standard. One is therefore entitled to
suspect that the renditions of female speech in the ancient texts in fact represent efforts to
illustrate the difference between male and female nature. Speech patterns ascribed to
women, in Roman Comedy, are thus likely to stem from generalized concepts of the

essential contrast between ‘male’ and ‘female’.
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ENDNOTES

1. I assume here that Aefic Hwn means simply ‘diction fitting the speaker’s character’.
Such an interpretation is encouraged by Grimaldi’s discussion of ‘Hoc’ (1988: 183-189).
Grimaldi (op. cit. 184), criticizing Cope’s traditional concept of three meanings of the T80¢
(1867: 108-113), assumes that ‘¥oc’ carries the basic meaning of ‘the character of a
person’ throughout the text of the Rhetoric. Aristotle’s concept of character in the Rhetoric,
he argues (1988: 187), includes both a disposition formed under the direction of reason, and
certain naturally-present qualities of character. We can therefore assume that Aefic 7w
would imply imitating the speaker’s moral and intellectual abilities. A very useful
distinction between ‘%0oc’, character in general, and ‘ethos’, the speaker’s character used
as a means of persuasion, has been proposed by Wisse (1989: 5-6, 333). Wisse (1989: 30)
also argues that, unlike in the EN., where ‘1Boc’ denotes a person’s moral qualities as
opposed to their thinking faculty (8wavow), in the Rhetoric, Aristotle uses ‘Hoc’ as a term
comprising both moral and intellectual qualities. This interpretation allows him to define
‘ethical’ diction as portraying character (1989: 48), a meaning that seems to be implied in
Rhet. 1408a. See also Rorty (1992: 50-53) for a discussion of the role of the speaker’s
T0oc in Aristotle’s psychology of rhetorical persuasion.

2. This concept appears to find a parallel in Plato’s theory of the linguistic sign as
representation of the essence of the nominandum, formulated in the Cratylus (cf. esp. Crat.
423cl11-e9). Baxter argues (1992: 166) that Socrates’ theory of mimeticism should be
understood as imitating the essence of the thing named, rather than its outward aspects.
Kretzman (1971: 131) also comes to the conclusion that Plato’s correct names should
include essential features of the form it represents; Fine (1977: 297) points out that the
name according to Plato is correct only if it reveals the essence of the thing. See also Leky
(1919: 84-85) and Rijaarsdam (1978: 85, 87, 165). ‘Ethical diction’ transfers this
postulated correlation between the object’s essence and its verbal representation to the level
of literary creation. Like the Platonic law-giver, the speaker or writer should choose words
that reveal the nature of the person whose presence he signifies in speech.

3. Dionysius defines the concept of imitation of characters in literature as a part of the ideal
of imitation of nature and truth. Cf. Hidber (1996: 63).

4. See contra Kennedy (1963: 135) who claims that Lysias did not attempt to vary the
diction to suit the speaker, and that all his speakers use the same “blameless Attic prose.”

5. Among Cicero’s four requisites of style for oratory we also find congruence between the
speaker’s style and purpose: “ut latine, ut plane, ut ornate, ut ad id quodcumque agetur
apte congruenterque dicamus” (De orat. 3.10.37).

6. The term is used for example in Ad Herenn. 4.52.65; Hermog. Prog. 9.20.7 and 9.21.6;
Quint. [pst. 9231 and S8. A complete repertory of all Greek and Roman terms is offered
by Martin (1974: 291-292. esp. 291nn. 203-208). See also Leeman (1963: 40, 305).

7. Kennedy (1972: 41, 57, 65, 78, 143) notes that Roman orators had a special predilection
for this type of argumentation ‘based on character’.

8. Such an approach remains in contradiction to the fact that female characters in
Aristophanes’ Lysistrata are certainly liable to ethnic stereotypes. For a note on Lampito’s
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use of Lakonian dialect, the most obvious linguistic example of ethnic characterization of
women in Greek comedy, see Henderson (1987: 77).

9. mdig'nm853e 1f 1: “'H e Memv&pov dpdorc ovTw ovvefe'rm Kai mmnewvevxe
xexpauuevn npoc EquTHV, WOTE Bta ﬂo}\}\mv ayouevn ﬂaewv kal TPov xai
MPOoUTONG Ed)app(rr‘rovoa navToSamow pia Te d)aweoem ‘IIO)\MV be yeyovo'rwv
ebSokipwy Tcxvmuv ow uuoSnua Smu.ovp‘yoc oUTe npooumetov oxeuonomoc oUTE
e 1ua-r|.ov dpe TabTOv AvdpL kai yuvauu uapamw Ko yepov*n Kai ohco‘rpnﬁ;
npénov Emoincev &\A\G MévavSpoc ouTwc &uée Thv AéEwv, woTe mdop kal duce
kal Swbéoer kal Mikig ovppetpov €lvar.” Plutarch’s emphasis, as Wiles points out
(1991: 217), is very different from that of Menander’s modern critics (e.g. Sandbach 1975:
197), who tend to highlight his ability to differentiate characters through distinct oaths and
characteristic patterns of syntax.
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CHAPTER 11
The Female Principle in Greek Philosophical Thought

Maccus vortit barbare, the sphragis specifying that Plautus has adapted Greek plays for
the Roman stage, contains a formal acknowledgement of the close link between Greek New
Comedy and palliata.! No matter how imaginative and subversive the Plautine versio may
be, this declaration obliges us to begin our own investigation of Roman Comedy in Greece.
A search for the essential contrast between ‘male’ and ‘female’ in Greek thought
must focus on those philosophical systems that viewed gender as a polar opposition.
Therefore, the discussion below gravitates around two schools of thought, that of
Pythagoras and that of Aristotle. The Pythagoreans attempted to construct a metaphysic
that included a primary contrast between ‘male’ and ‘female’, specifying the implications of
this esseatial opposition for the macrocosm of the universe, and for the microcosm of the
human psyche.2 Aristotle deserves attention both because he offers a comprehensive
rationale for the binary concept of gender3 and because his teachings would have been
informed by, and would in turn have informed, the social discourse from which issued the
plays of New Comedy.4
1. The Boundless
1.1. TMepac and “Amewpov:
The writings of Aristotle testify to ‘male-female’ as one of the contrasting pairs of
principles found in the universe (Met. 986a 23-27).5 In the so-called ‘Pythagorean Table
of Opposites’, ‘masculinity’ and ‘femininity’ appear in the following catalogue of
antitheses:
népac-dmapov,  Wep\TTOV-dpTioV, €v-TMNiPoc,  Seflov-dpraTepoy, dppev-Ghv,

TPEPOVY —K\VOUPEVOY, €UBU—KQUTIUAOY, OWC—OKOTOS, GYafOov— KaKOV, TETPpaLYWwVoV—
ETEPOPTKECS,

21



The Table’s value as a source of associations of ‘male’ and ‘female’ lies in its internal
structure which, though not always taken for granted by modern scholars,6 is repeatedly
supported in ancient testimonia. Aristotle himself refers to certain elements of the Table in
a way that suggests that he considered the catalogue to be a coherent system. Claiming that
the Pythagoreans associated the ‘even’ (Phys. 203a 10) and ‘evil’ (EN. 1106b 29) with
dwewov, and that they believed the first unit to have developed from a seed (Metaphysics
1080b 16), he reveals the Table’s design as two columns assembling correlated features.?
This arrangement is not morally neutral; the position of ‘evil’ implicitly rates ‘the female’,
and every other principle that is cited as the second element of its pair, as ‘worse’ than its
opposite. Aristotle’s assumption that the ‘even’ (Bhys. 203a 10) and evil (E.N. 1106b 29)
are related to dnewpov further suggests that the first pair, mepac and dwewpov, underlies the
ones that follow.8 This predominant character of ‘limit/ unlimited’ is, it seems, also evoked
by Plato in the Philebus (16c), where Socrates mentions an ‘ancient tale’ according to
which all things consist of ‘one’ and ‘many’, and contain in their nature the principles of

‘limit’ and ‘unlimitedness’.9 We can therefore represent the Table as two columns of

concepts subordinate to dmeipov and mepac:

drepoy épac
dapTiov TEPLTTOV
mAfiPos v
aproTepoV Sebrov
ofi\v dppev
KLvoevov  Npepodv
Kapmhov (37, )]
oKOTOS biic
ayaBov Kaxov

ETepopmKes: TeTpdywvov

The Table’s arrangement thus links ‘male’ to the noun To wépac, meaning the ‘end’,
‘bond’ or ‘passage’, and female to ‘that which has no mepac’, that which is ‘endless’,

‘boundless’ or ‘lacking in connections’. Our understanding of the Pythagorean contrast
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‘male-female’ depends therefore on the interpretation of the first two opposites.l0 An
investigation into the meaning of dwewpov in the Presocratic doctrines mentioned in
Aristotle’s writings should reveal those connotations of dnewpov that are most likely to fit
the context of the Pythagorean Table of Opposites.!1
1.2. Primeval Chaos
1.2.1. Between the Elements
“What is dmewpov?” would have been a question asked by all Milesian philosophers trying
to identify the primeval element that they believed to have existed since the beginning of the
Universe.!12 Though they differed in their attempts to identify the Gwewpov principle, various
substances, proposed by the philosophers as the primordial element of nature, had to meet
the requirement of being dmewpog. Both Thales’ water (Simpl. [n _Phys. 451ff) and
Anaximenes’ air (ibid.) are described as ‘boundless’.!3 Some thinkers argued that neither
water, fire, air, nor earth could be the primordial element from which all things have come
(Arist. De gen, et corr. 332a 19, Phys. 187a 12). They postulated that a substance ‘between
the elements’, ‘neither air, nor water, nor fire’, called simply dmewpov, was the original
matter (Phys. 203b 12, 204 b22),14

Aristotle’s practice of characterizing the ‘boundless’ through lists of elements with
which it is not identical finds an explanation in some accounts of Anaximander’s cosmog-
ony. Anaximander believed, we read in Pseudo-Plutarch (Strom.2), that the heavens and all
the innumerable worlds came into being through separation (&mokexpioBar) from the first
principle.!5 Boundless matter, from which the universe could have been created by
separation, must have contained all the elements fused into one.!6 Anaximander would thus
have chosen the adjective &mewpocs to denote not only lack of spatial limits, but also lack of
internal distinctions. A mythological analogy suggests itself immediately: the world’s pre-
creation state, chaos (Hes. Theog. 115ff, 700ff).
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1.2.2. The Unbounded

A similar definition of dmewpov emerges from Aristotle’s accounts of Pythagorean
cosmogony.!7 All reports describe a fairly similar scenario. Elements are ‘drawn’ from the
boundless, Tov &melpov, to the primeval unity, called heaven (Phys. 213b 22 and Stob.
Anth-1.18.1c) or 70 €v (Aristot. Metaph.1091a12-17). Two passages affirm that specific
elements, such as time (Anth.1.18.1c), breath, and void (Phys. 213b 22) came out of ‘the
unbounded’, and suggest therefore that the Pythagoreans conceived To dnewpov as a fusion
of elements where everything is potentially present yet nothing is definite.18 Putting ‘a
bond on the boundless’ (Metaph.1091a12-17) is thus coextensive with creating a cosmic
order.!9 In Presocratic cosmogonies, the adjective @meipoc is used to denote the primeval
element that lacks external boundaries and intemal divisions. The correlation of ‘female’
and dnapov in the Pythagorean Table of Opposites links then the feminine principle with
chaos, and the male with cosmos.

Another source going back to the sixth century, and believed to reveal strong
Pythagorean influences,20 suggests that the order created by imposing limits on the
unlimited had an intellectual dimension. Detienne and Vemant (1974: 261-304) draw
attention to the meaning of mopoc in Alcman’s cosmogony, according to which the sea-
goddess Thetis, helped by two personifications, Poros, ‘passage, path’, and Tekmar, ‘fixed
sign, mark’, played an important role in the creation of the world.2! The two personified
terms of marine vocabulary, Poros and Tekmar, connote the powers of intellect (ibid. 147),
and represent the action of an intelligence trying to overcome the original state of confusion
(1974: 271). If, following West’s interpretation (1967: 1-15), we assume that Alcman
views the world as having been fashioned out of a rude mass which was d&mopov and
drexpapTov (trackless and featureless), we should conclude that Alcman conceived his

original element as not only endless, but also unstructured. Alcman’s primeval stuff could
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thus be defined as a mass that is only provided with features and internal connections
through the divine intelligence of Tekmar and Poros.22 The primary chaos associated with
the female principle might thus be symbolically opposed to the efforts of intelligence to
rationalize and organize the universe.

1.2.3. An Oriental Paradigm

Alcman’s cosmogony suggests that the concept of primeval chaos associated with ‘female’
in the Pythagorean Table of Opposites may well be rooted in earlier mythological accounts
of creation.23 Two texts from ancient Mesopotamia, including a description of the chaotic
state that preceded the creation of the world, seem to reveal interesting similarities with the
concept of dmerpov. One of the myths of Enki (“Enki and Ninhursag™) transmitted in a
Sumerian text includes a striking image of the world before creation as an absence of the
ordinary: predators do not hunt their prey, birds do not fly, men and women do not live,
either young or old (lines 11-30).24 No laws of nature or society apply to this primordial
state where the differences between hunter and prey, young and old, men and women do not
exist. A later text, one of the ‘minor cosmogonies’ called ‘Chaldean’, paints a similar
picture of the non-existence of the world “when all the lands were sea”(10).25 In
describing the pre-creation state as the sea, the Chaldean cosmology echoes Ennuma elish,
an older Akkadian text composed in the late second millennium.26 Eppuma elish is an
account of Marduk’s victory over Tiamat, the female principle of primeval ocean repre-
sented now as water (I.5), now as a woman (I 42-44, II 11), now as ku-bu, a fetus or a
monster (IV 128-140).27 Before killing Tiamat, Marduk accuses her of having usurped the
authority of Anu, embodiment of the fundamental order of the universe (Tablet IV, lines 76-
84).28 The female principle of water is thus linked to the primordial state of lawlessness

and non-existence that we have seen described in other texts.29



2. Weakness of Body, Weakness of Mind
2.1.T\n
The Aristotelian theory of generation ascribes to the male and female functions that seem to
correspond to the roles assigned to Gmewpov and mepac in Pythagorean cosmogonies.30 As
dnewov, the female is identified with matter (UAn), while the male, as wepac in the
Pythagorean cosmogony, is said to set the procreative process in motion (G.A. 732a 7if:
&px TC kwMoe€ws), or to provide the logos and form for the new being (180¢ e.g.: Met.
98842ff).31

Both the medical writers and Aristotle define the female body in terms that parallel
the Presocratics’ association of the female principle with primitive matter. They consider a
woman'’s flesh to be softer, moister and more porous than a man’s (Corp, Hip. 8.12.6ff,
8.23.6ff).32 [n Aristotle’s opinion, women have softer bones, their flesh is wet, cold and
‘uncooked’ (G.A. 766b 17f), and hence affected by an inherent lack of strength, GSvvaynia
(Met.1046a 29ff). In contrast, the male body is firm, smooth, and efficient (Physio. 806b
33-35). A man’s voice is an emblem of his sound body and mind, and any change to its
deep tone is the most obvious symptom of female, or effeminate nature; all those whose
voices are sharp, soft and broken like a woman'’s are indisputably xivai8or (Physio. 813a
35-813H 1).33

Aristotle’s rationalization of the gender differences in human flesh seems to depend
on his view of heat as the ‘informing’ power (Met. 1040b 8-10) that must master the
wetness when a form is created (Meteor. 379a 1). A body that has not received enough heat
will not be completely ‘cooked’ or formed. This might well be the reasoning underlying
his definition of female as a sort of incomplete male, disabled (G.A. 737a 29: womnep dppev
nempupevov), or infertile (ibid. 728a 17: wanep dppev &yovav), and the motivation for his

opinion that this unfinished creature is a sort of monstrosity, Tepac (ibid. 767b 9, cf. 775a
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15).
2.2. The Chaos Within

In Anistotle’s cosmological theory vital heat is not only the condition of material coherence,
but also the cause of intelligence and divinity.34 A creature with a colder, more raw
physique must also have an ‘uncooked’ psyche. Lack of firmness is said to affect the
temper as well as the bodies of all female creatures, rendering their souls as soft as their
flesh (Physio. 809a 32, 810b36, 810a13-14: pahaknTepa Tac Puxas).35

In the Politics (1260a 12f 197-199), Aristotle specifies the nature of this spiritual
deficiency: though women are not deprived of the part of the soul responsible for deliber-
ation, T0 BovNEUTIKOV, its capacity is dxupov, without authority.36 The usual interpretation
of this statement, that it refers to women’s ‘irrational character’, lacks precision.37 A more
Aristotelian explanation could be proposed.

Arnistotle describes the ‘bouleutic capacity’ of the human soul as that which enables
people to reflect upon the means of achieving a predetermined end (cf. Guthriel981: 351),
rather than the end itself. This distinction is emphasized in the Nicomachean Ethics (1113b
34, 1112b 1i-12): one deliberates, writes Aristotle, not about the goals (o0 mept Tov
TeAWV), but about the means to achieve the goals (d\\a mepi T@v Wpdc Ta TeAn). Since
Aristotle grants to women that part of the soul which is devoted to finding ways to
accomplish what the person wants, the supreme power, T0 Kupoc, in which the female
deliberative mind is deficient, is likely to be linked with the part of the soul that should guide
TO BovheuTikov, i.e. that provides the capacity to set goals.

Given that the ultimate ethical goal of a human being is identified as ebdapovia,
acting according to virtue,38 the expression POUNEUTIKOV Gxupov means that a woman can
be resourceful enough to achieve her goals, but is unable to set for herseif the right goal, that

is, a virtuous (and happy) life. In other words, she may be wise enough to achieve what she
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chaotic intellectual power needs to be curbed by means of directives coming from outside.3
2.3. Female Zudpoouvn
Equipped only with a sort of random practical intelligence (70 fovheuTikov dGxupov), the
woman is morally impaired. Incapable of pursuing the long-term ethical goal of
evSarpovia, she will use her intellectual potential solely to satisfy her immediate desires.
This link between femininity and incontinence is a ‘topos’ common in classical literature of
various periods, and has been discussed elsewhere.40

I would like to call attention to one aspect of the classical belief that women are
particularly prone to self-indulgence, especially sexual self-indulgence: the obsessive
concem for female sudpoovvn. North (1979: 47) has observed that both moral treatises
and casual references from the archaic age to late antiquity repeatedly name ‘modesty’ as
the only, or the most important virtue expected of a woman. And female self-control always
means chastity.4! Self-control is in fact not an adequate translation for female cwdpocivn,
which seems to be understood as ‘proficiency in accepting control from outside’, docility
rather than self-control. Such a definition appears to be implied by Aristotle’s well-known
view (Polijt.1260a 22-24), that the ‘apern)’ of the ruled, i.e. women, slaves and children, is
coextensive with excellence in obeying outside guidelines: their courage, justice and
oudpoouvn must be the courage, justice and swdpocuvn of subordination. The idea that
meekness is a sine qua non condition for a deserving woman is also reflected in Epicurus’
testament transmitted by Diogenes Laertius (10.19), according to which Epicurus would
have made provisions for a certain daughter of Metrodorus, on condition that she remain
orderly (el/TaxT0<) and obedient to the authority of her tutor (mewbapxouvom).

A treatise ‘on female virtue’ seems to have been a standard position in the literary

output of female philosophers from the Pythagorean circle.42 Stobaeus quotes, for

example, a fairly long excerpt from an essay entitled [Icpi ywvawkog gwdooouvge, with
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which he credits Phyntis, the daughter of Kallikrates (Anth. 3.31.8. ff = T. 151. 20 -154.
11).43 Phyntis begins her argument with a ‘functionalist’ definition of virtue. There exist,
she says, different kinds of virtue, adapted to different functions: sight must be good for
seeing, the sense of hearing, good for hearing, a horse needs the virtue of a horse, a man,
that of a man, a woman, that of a woman. And the primary virtue of a woman is temperance
(owdpocuva), that which enables her to love and respect her husband (61d). Bravery and
prudence, Phyntis explains further, “befit a man because of the strength of his soul (&
Tav Svvauv Tac Yuxac),” while temperance —for reasons she apparently feels no need
to specify —befits a woman.+

Phyntis is by no means the only Pythagorean to place emphasis on the female virtue
of submission and self-effacement. Perictone (T. 144, 7-10) emphasizes a woman’s moral
obligation to live lawfully and truly “by her husband,” (wpdc 8& Tov dvSpa), and to have
not one thought on her own. Melissa (T. 116, 13) affirms that a spouse’s will should be an
unwritten law (vopoc d&ypadoc) for a woman.

Such views echo the opinion that [amblichus ascribes to Pythagoras himself, who in
one ‘speech’ apparently assured his female followers that “it befits women either not to
oppose their husbands at all, or to think that they indeed achieve victory when they lose,
defeated by their husbands (V.P. 4. 54).”45 What lamblichus’ Pythagoras probably means
by “victory” is the moral and intellectual achievement of a woman who knows enough to
see that her husband knows better.

For Pythagorean philosophers, a woman’s moral excellence thus depended largely
on her efforts to respect the limits imposed on her by her husband. Considering that the
Pythagorean ideal of the human soul finds its expression in the notion of harmony or
‘cosmos within’ (koopoc &vTi), one is tempted to look for an analogy between the belief in

woman’s need to follow guidelines and the early cosmogonies.46 Just as a boundary had to
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be placed on the boundless in order to create cosmos, so limits had to be imposed on a
woman’s nature in order to establish harmony within her soul. Damippos’ discussion of
reason and happiness (T. 68-69) appears in fact to encourage such a comparison:
Damippos argues here that one achieves spiritual harmony when those elements of the
human soul that are endowed with logic and deliberation place limits on the unlimited in
human nature (Emewpa pworv); the first, he says, is fit for ruling, the second, fit to be ruled
(68, 8). In the Pythagoreans’ view, a woman would need some assistance in the process of
setting limits to her boundless nature (Gmewpoc ¢pvorc), which would have been considered
congenitally prone to chaos. We know from Perictone that mastering desires was a
requirement a woman had to meet, if she were to achieve spiritual harmony (T. 143, 1), and
that, at least as far as common opinion was concerned, intemperance was as much a
particularly female vice as temperance was a female virtue.+7

The reasoning behind this intimate connection between being a woman and the need
for ‘modesty’ or ‘temperance’ becomes more evident in the light of North's discussion of
early Greek connotations of addpwv (1979: 26-27). North points out that in tragedy the
notion of suppoovim was related to other ideas denoting order, such as koopoc, and Tadic.
She gives two convincing examples: Sophocles’ Ajax concludes his speech by admitting
that we must leam cwdpoverv, ‘to accept limits’ (670-677), while Euripides’ Jocasta
(Phogn. 451-454) tries to constrain Eteocles’ ambitions, reminding him that the righteous
are satisfied with what is sufficient and do not try to obtain more than is their share. If
being auidpur meant knowing one’s place in the ‘cosmos’ and accepting the existing limits,
it is not surprising that the ideal of swdpoouvn was considered so vital for women who,
because of their spiritual ‘softness’, were believed to be prone to transgression. The
association of female nature with the ‘unlimited’ and of male nature with the ‘limit,” which

we have derived from the Table, would thus have had a spiritual as well as a ‘cosmic’
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dimension.
3. Eidmpia or Timycha’s Tongue
According to lamblichus, the Pythagoreans practiced silence in order to learn to control their
tongues (V.P. 31). “Among all things hard to control,” he says, “the tongue is the
hardest” (ibid. 31.194). The story of Timycha, which lamblichus uses to illustrate this
statement, suggests moreover that female tongues were considered particularly difficult to
control. Timycha, as the story goes, was put to the torture by the tyrant Dionysius, who
hoped to learn from her why the Pythagoreans would not tread on beans. He had reasons
to expect that she would easily ‘blabber out’ (éxAaAnaewv) the mystery that he longed to
unravel. The heroine represented the zenith of female weakness: she was not only “ten
months pregnant,” but also deprived of her husband’s support.#8 However, before any
Pythagorean secret could be exposed, the brave Timycha bit off her tongue and spat it out in
the tyrant’s face. Iamblichus explains the heroine’s drastic gesture to his readers as a
desire to forestall any act of weakness that the female element in her nature (T0 6mAv
abTnc) could commit under torture. Aware of her imperfection, the brave woman cuts off
the body part likely to serve in an act of treachery before her self-control is really put to
trial. 49 Suspecting that her tongue is likely to obey the low instincts of T6 6MA\v abTng, the
Pythagorean heroine follows the ethical precepts of her sect, and her self-mutilation is a
strangely fitting metaphor for the acknowledgment of female weakness we find in the
writings of women from the Pythagorean circle.

Mistrust of female words reveals itself once again in lamblichus’ Life of
Pythagoras. in one of the speeches (Y.P. 54) where Pythagoras is quoted as saying that a
woman should speak little and with restraint about others (eddnperv Touc d\\owvc), and

should see to it that others speak of her with the same restraint (dpav 6moce Vmep adTOV

cbdnunoovcr).50  The primary meaning of eipmuie, ‘uttering words of good omen,
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avoiding words of bad omen’, implies the necessity of selecting words; eddMIELY means to
control one’s words, to distinguish between good and bad, proper and improper. The idea
of ‘controlled speech’ would correspond to other notions associated with hamessing
‘boundless nature’; gwdpoguwm, the discipline of spirit, and cosmos, the order of the
universe. Juxtaposing women's words and actions as objects of eddmuia, lamblichus’
Pythagoras suggests, moreover, that anxiety about female words and anxiety about female
virtue can be but two facets of one problem: woman’s congenital propensity for anarchy.51
Conclusion

Aristotelian and Pythagorean views on the feminine converge, and moreover can be

paralleled by the beliefs underlying the medical writings of the Corpus Hippocraticum and
the Presocratic cosmogonies. One could explain the persistence of the idea that woman’s
body is soft, amorphous and weak, and that her psyche is equally weak and confused, by the
possibility of mutual influences between philosophical schools, but there is an altemative,
more tempting, explanation.52 The association of ‘female’ with chaos and disorder may
well have been neither Aristotle’s nor Pythagoras’ intellectual property, but rather one of
those deep-rooted, pervasive beliefs that exist beyond and beside their philosophical
transcriptions. Such beliefs would have been recognized and comprehended by theatre
audiences with no training in philosophy.

However, Timycha’s potential loquacity, so brutally restrained before it can be
witnessed, is the only specific tesimony of how female incontinence might manifest itself in
speech. The next chapter will pursue the traces of ¢melpoc ¢uarc in opinions about female

speech in New Comedy and its Roman adaptations.
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ENDNOTES

1. “Demophilus scripsit, Maccus vortit barbare” (Asin.11) and “Philemo scripsit, Plautus
vortit barbare” (Trin.19).

2. The importance of this ancient theory of gender is stressed by Derksen (1996: 2). See
Allen’s (1985:1-82) complete (but somewhat uncritical) catalogue of all passages in
Presocratic philosophers that may have anything to do with the concept of gender.

3. Aristotle rejected both Plato’s views (Rep. 2) of male and female as complementary and
Empedocles’ theory of double seed to formulate his concept of male-female as opposite,
which parallels the views of the Pythagoreans (cf. Allen 1985: 84-88 and Derkson 1996:
31-36). Lovibond argues that even in Plato’s theory of gender, one may find some
reminiscences of the binary concept of the Pythagorean Table (1994: 92-100).

4. Cf. infra: 40.

5. Though, as Cornford has noticed (1936: 6), Aristotle probably considered the Table to be
ancient (he ascribes it to Alcmaeon, a younger contemporary of Pythagoras), its antiquity
has been contested. Sinnige argues that Aristotle himself appears to imply that the number
of principles has not always been ten, and indeed Simplicius has a list of seven pairs,
Porphyry, a list of six (1968: 68). Kirk claims that the Table as a whole does not recall any
ideas of the early Pythagoreans (1983: 339), and rejects Guthrie’s attempt to reconcile the
Pythagorean belief in the essential unity of nature with the dualist view implied by the Table
(1960: 246-247). The debate whether the Table reflects original or later Pythagorean ideas
does not, however, affect its credibility as testimony for general associations linked in the
Greek mind with ‘the feminine’.

6. Cornford (1939: 7), Guthrie (1960: 246; 1987: 22-23), DeVogel (1966: 4, 158, 196), and
more recently Carson (1995: 124) assume that the Table is structured. Kirk appears
somewhat sceptical, claiming that the Table has little internal structure, but nevertheless
confesses to be tempted “to infer that limit and unlimited are intended to be the basic
opposites which in some sense underlie all the others, odd and even included.” (1983: 339).

7. Cornford notes that the association one/seed fits the position of male in the Table of
Opposites (1939: 19). Baldry argues that Presocratic cosmogonies depended on medical
imagery and drew upon contemporary knowledge about the development of an embryo in
the mother’s womb. In the light of his argumentation, the fact that the concept of ‘limit’ in
Pythagorean cosmogonies is identified with sperm also reflects the analogy between the
origins of the world and the development of an embryo (1932: 31).

8. Most scholars agree that some of the pairs are probably of an earlier date than others.
According to De Vogel (1966:4), and Sinnige (1968: 43), this is the case of the limit/
unlimited and the one/ many pairs. Kirk (1983: 33) believes limit/ unlimited and ever/ odd
to be the earliest pairs. The contrast male/ female also appeared quite early in the philo-
sophical descriptions of origins of the world. It seems, for example, to be an essential
cosmic opposition for Parmenides, who, in his description of the rings of the universe, says
that from the middle of the rings made of opposing elements (sunlight/ night, density/
thickness), the supreme goddess sends female to mix with male, male with female (Apud
Aetium 2.7.1). Parmenides’ emphasis on the opposition male-ferale leads Kahn to believe
that together with hot/ cold, dry/ wet and bright/ dark, male/ female might have been one of
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the rudimentary pairs of opposites in the oldest Milesian cosmologies (1960: 161).

9. Itis generally assumed that the ‘ancient theory’ should be identified with Pythagoras or
Pythagoreanism. Comford sees the passage in the Philebus as evidence confirming that the
first pair of opposites is also the dominant one (1939: 7). Cf. Gosling (1975: 164)
Waterfield (1982: 60n1) and Frede (1993: 8n2). See contra Benitez who points out that the
identification of Plato’s ‘ancient theory’ with Pythagoreanism is far from evident given that
dnewpov was commonly used in Presocratic philosophy, and that by Philolaus’ time the
terms mepac and dmelpov were already well established (1983: 51-53).

10. Onians (1951: 310-334), Seligman (1962:118) and Chantrain (1957: 871) affirm that
‘bound’ is likely to be the original meaning of wepac, while Kahn (1960: 230-239) prefers
‘passage’. Opinion is divided when it comes to defining the type of boundaries denoted by
népac. Onians (1951: 310-334) argues that the original meaning would have been that of a
‘circumscribing band or bond’; Seligman (1962:118) assumes that ‘limit’ would be the
basic sense. Gottschalk insists on ‘indefinite in extent or number’ as the original meaning
of dnewpov. Chantrain (1957: 871) renders dnelpwv as sans fin, sans terme and ascribes
the meaning of infini, sans limite to the Attic form dnewpoc.

11. It should be stressed that the following is not an investigation of the ideas of Presocratic
philosophers, but merely an attempt to establish the meaning Aristotle ascribed to the term
‘boundless’ used by Milesian and Pythagorean philosophers. See Capizzi (1990: 51-53)
for arguments suggesting that Aristotie’s understanding of Anaximander’s doctrine may in
fact be quite different from the original concept.

12. Aristotle (Phys. 203a16) writes that “all philosophers of nature (ol 8¢ mepr dpvocwc
mavTec) propose some other kind of element for the ‘boundless’ (T damelpw).”
Simplicius (Jn_Phys. 24.13), reproducing Theophrastus’ account of Anaximander’s first
principle, refers to “those who say that this (i.e. the beginning of all things) is one, moving
and boundless.” Cf. Benitez (1989: 51) and his reference to Huffman’s claim (1981: 12-
13) that Philolaus’s understanding of dweipov does not differ from that ascribed to
Presocratic philosophers.

13. Other instances could be quoted that imply that the adjective is often used in descrip-
tions of elements, for example, the ‘limitless darkness’ in Pindar fr. 130.8, the ‘boundless
air’ of the Orphics (fr. 941), the Homeric ‘boundless sea’ and ‘boundless earth’ (24.342,
24.545 ). Looking at these two collocations of dmwewpos, water and air, cne is tempted to
assume that this adjective denotes not only ‘a thing that lacks limits’ in a purely spatial
sense, but also matter without any visible texture. Ameiwpoc could thus mean ‘limitless’ as
well as ‘easily moulded’ or ‘unstructured’. This physical property of the air (‘mollitia’) is,
in Cicero’s mind, automatically associated with effeminacy (De pat. 2.66): the Stoics,
Cicero tells us, deify the air under the name Iuno, and they choose to feminize it because
“there is nothing softer than the air.”

14. Kirk (1983: 111) remarks that according to Aristotle, this putative stuff would have been
either half-fire, half-air or half-air, half-water. See Kirk (op. cir. 113n1) for references to
other examples of substances ‘between elements’.

15. Simplicius (Jn Phys. 24, 17) differs only slightly in his wording when he writes about
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an apeiron essence (duowv dmwepov), from which all the heavens and the worlds in them
came into being.

16. It is probably this excerpt that Cornford had in mind when he argued (1965: 178) that in
Anaximander’s cosmogony, the world was formed by separating out the opposite powers,
and that the ‘unlimited’ must thus mean ‘indistinct’, ‘without intemal divisions’. Rivaud
(1960: 4243), Kahn (1974: 110) and Gurtie (1960: 78-79, 83-85) agree with Cornford’s
interpretation.  Kirk (1983: 110) points out that it may not be sufficient to define
Anaximander’s dmewpov as ‘indefinitely huge in extent’ since one would naturally have
assumed the original stuff to be without boundaries, and such a description would not have
been “sufficiently remarkable” as the sole characteristic of Anaximaner’s first principle.
He admits that the general point made by Cornford seems quite probable, but expresses a
certain reserve based on the absence of early examples of the adjective being used clearly in
a non-spatial sense.

17. Burnet (1930: 108-109) argues that Pythagorean cosmogony depends in fact on Ionian
concepts. He points out that the theory of ‘boundless breath’ ascribed to the Pythagoreans
by Aristotle (Phys. 213b 22) is reminiscent of Anaximenes, and that Petron, one of the early
Pythagoreans quoted by Plutarch (De _def, orac. 422b), seems to echo the Milesian doctrine
of the plurality of worlds.

18. Cf. also Van Raalte’s comments on Theophrastus’ Metaphysics Sb15-16 and 6a25-
6bl.

19. Unlike the very positive infinity of the Milesian philosophers, the Pythagorean term
clearly has a negative meaning: of the cosmic void and indeterminate principle (cf. Sinnige
1968: 62).

20. For a detailed analysis, see West (1967: 7-11).

21. The reconstruction of Alcman’s cosmology is based on a papyrus commentary on
Alcman edited by Lobel in Oxyrhynchus Papyri 24. 2390 fr 2 (=Page 1962: fr 5). For a
detailed description see Barret (1961 passim), West (1963: 154-156, 1967: 1-7).

22. Detienne and Vernant also refer to a mythological space which, as the sea, is described
as &mepavToc or dmewpov, the Tartarus (0.c.276). This mythical abyss, they point out, is
characterized as a space without marks or directions where even gods, be they as clever as
Hermes, cannot find their way (dpexavos Ad Herm. 157). If we can assume that the lack of
boundaries of Tartarus is identical with that of primeval elements, the accounts of a lack of
any mark or direction in Tartarus would suggest that the primitive matter would also be
devoid of any intemnal structure. Such a negative image would in fact coincide with the
meaning of “cosmic void and indeterminate principle” that Sinnige ascribes to the
Pythagorean dmerpov (1968: 62).

23. The possible Oriental origins of the concept of ‘boundless’ are referred to by Rivaud
(1960: 44), Sinnige (1968: 52-53) and West (1983: 101-104). Kirk (1983: 12n.1) suggests
that certain Homeric references could contain allusions to Babylonian and Egyptian
mythological ideas and points out (op. cit. 92) the links between Thales’ concepts and the
Babylonian myth of Tiamat and Apsu. Babylonian and Egyptian influences in Thales’
thought are also mentioned by Revel (1968: 21, 41). Vemant (1969: 286-297) compares
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Zeus’ struggle with Typhon with Marduk’s victory over Tiamat in Ennuma e¢lish. Guthrie
discusses both the importance of the Orient for early Greek philosophers in general and
points out the parallels between the teachings of Pythagoras and those of Zoroaster (1960:
29-30). Oriental motifs may also have been introduced to Greek thought via the Orphic
cosmogonies, which are likely to represent an adaptation of an ancient Near Eastern myth of
creation. For the Orphic origins of the Pythagorean cosmogony see Cornford (1912: 198),
Sinnige (1968: 55). Kirk (1983: 220-222) analyzes of the affinities between the Orphic and
the Pythagorean teachings.

24. See Clifford (1994: 35 n. 52 , 36) for a list of all translations of the entire text (278
lines) and his own rendering of the passage describing pre-creation.

25. A term introduced by Bottéro (1985) and adopted by Clifford 1994 to describe a corpus
of short texts written mainly in the first millennium B.C (cf. esp. 54-55). 1 consulted
Clifford’s (1994: 62-64) and Heidel’s (1967: 62-63) translations of the Chaldean
Cosmogony.

26. Cf. Clifford (1994: 64-65).

27. For a translation of all extant tablets, see Heidel (1963: 18-60). Brandon (1993: 96-109)
and Clifford (1994: 88-92) quote excerpts conceming creation. Speiser in his ANET,
translation (quoted by Clifford) renders ku-bu as ‘monster’ while Garelli and Leibovici
(1959) insist that the word means ‘fetus’. Heidel (op.cit. 42n.93), quoting Thureau-Dangin
(1922: 81), makes a curious decision to translate ku-bu as ‘abortion’, and offers an
explanation that seems to be based on his own religious views rather than on his knowledge
of ancient Near East: “The monstrous corpse of Tiamat is here compared to a thing as
repulsive as abortion.” Brandon (op.cit. 69, 77) and Clifford (op. cit. 90n. 63) suggest that
Tiamat may well be an Akkadian version of an even more ancient sea-goddess, the
primordial creatrix, Nammu.

28. See Brandon (1963: 99).

29. Vemant (1969: 288) in the margin of his discussion of parallels between Zeus’ struggle
with Typhon and Marduk’s victory over Tiamat, describes her as *a female monster, an
incarnation of the powers of disorder and of return to formlessness and chaos.” For Iranian

parallels to the concept of dmerpov, not concerning however an association of boundless
with female, see West (1971: 87-99).

30. A link between the Pythagorean Table of Opposites and Aristotle’s concept of male and
female has been noted by Clark (1975: 207), who writes that Aristotle “shows signs of
agreeing” with the Pythagoreans “and adds various yin concepts —cold, passivity (De Gen.
Al. 765b1f), matter (Phys. 193a 22ff), back and bottom (De inc. 706a 24f). More recently,
Freudenthal (1995) has argued that the theory of vital heat in Aristotle’s biological treatises
gravitates around the same doctrine as theories transmitted by Diogenes’ of Apollonia On
Eleshes and the “Pythagorean Notebooks” (Diog. Laert. 8.25-33), and is in fact a de-
theologized version of the Presocratic ideas.

31. Carson (1990: 154) calls attention to the Pythagorean Table while discussing Aristotle’s
association of matter with female, and of form with male. See also Follinger (1996: 139-
159) for a detailed discussion of the role of the contrast €l8oc—U\n in the Aristotelian
theory of procreation.
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32. The ancient medical beliefs about women and the female body transmitted by the
Corpus Hippocraticum and their underlying social and moral concepts have recently
received much scholarly attention. Cf. for example Manuli (1980, 1983), Rousselle (1980),
Hanson (1990, 1992), Dean Jones (1989, 1991, 1992, 1993). See Follinger (1996: 23-55)
for a comprehensive commentary on the excerpts of the Corpus dealing specifically with
gender distinction. On the association of woman with matter in Arstotle’s writings see, for
example, Cantarella (1989: 59-60) and Sissa (1992: 67-73). The defects of the female are
analyzed in Sissa (1983 passim).

33. See Carson 1995 (passim) for a perceptive discussion of ancient and modem prejudices
combining the qualities of sound and gender.

34. For adiscussion of vital heat, see Freudenthal (1995: 56-59).

35. Itis generally assumed that Aristotle’s ethical ideas reflect his biological concepts. The
view that psychological differentiae of the two sexes can be related to their physiological
constitution has been expressed by Lloyd, who points out that “one of the key factors is the
quality of blood, though here too many of Aristotle’s formulations are imprecise and very
difficult to assess.” (1983: 100). Aristotle’s zeal in transposing prejudices surrounding the
concepts of the female role in procreation into ethics has been stressed by Horowitz (1965),
Campese (1986), and Sissa (1990).

36. ‘Deliberative faculty’ is the standard English translation proposed first by Jowett 1905
(cf: Ellis 1912: ‘power of determination’, Fortenbaugh 1977: ‘deliberative faculty’;
Follinger 1996: 197, ‘plannende Vermdgen'). The statement concerning women is part of a
longer exposé demonstrating how different classes of the ruled partake in the ‘planning
capacity’ of the soul (slaves are said to be totally deprived of it, children to have it in an
undeveloped form).

37. This influential (see Follinger 1996: 198n81) interpretation of Aristotle’s statement has
been proposed by Fortenbaugh (1977: 139) who, quoting Medea’s confession (1079) that
anger (Bupoc) is stronger than her deliberations (Bovheupata), argues that Aristotle intends
to say that a woman's reflections are easily overruled by her emotions. More recently, the
view that Aristotle contrasts male rationality with female irrationality has been advanced by
Allen (1985: 109), Campese (1986: 24) and Sherman (1989: 154n). Follinger criticises this
point of view, arguing that the passage in question implies in fact that the ‘analytic faculty’
of a woman is identical with that of a man, but that it lacks the capacity to transpose the
deliberation into action (op.cit. 198-199).

38. Cf. Guthrie (1981: 340-341, and 351), Clark (1975: 145-163) and Roberts (1989: 187-
190).

39. Their minds being deprived of an organizing principle, women would be unable to
distinguish right from wrong and true from false. Cicero implies that mulierculae indeed
tend to make the same choices as the other two groups of people who, in Aristotle’s view,
suffer from some deficiency of the deliberative faculty, that is, children and slaves: women
share the slaves’ and children’s taste for cheap entertainment (Cic. Qff. 1. 57), and, like
children, are prone to believe any nonsense (Disp. 1.36-37).

40. See Carson (1990: 138-142) for some striking examples implying a link between
female wantonness and wetness. Just’s indifferent enumeration of ‘the attributes of
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gender’ (1989: 153-159) and Thomton’s chapter on the ‘Charybdis of appetite’ (1997: 70-
74) offer a collection of Greek loci usually quoted to illustrate the ancient belief in female
incontinence. Cf. also Henry (1992: 259) on women’s immoderation in eating and drinking,
and Rabinowitz (1991: 51) on the association female/sexual in Greek tragedy.

41. North 1966 (21, 32, 59) and Carson (1995: 126).

42. For the dating of the women Pythagoreans, see Thesleff (1965: 99) and Waithe (1987b:
11-75).

43. All references to the Pythagorean writings of the Hellenistic period marked by ‘‘T.’
give the page and paragraph numbers in Thesleff 1965.

44. Waithe (1987: 29) argues that Phyntis was perhaps implying that women’s cultivation
of virtue is limited by the social structure, not by their nature. The Pythagorean philos-
ophers’ view on female virtues has been discussed in some detail by Lambropoulou (1995:
122-134). Lambropoulou’s presentation of the Pythagorean thought seems, however,
somewhat biased, since the author takes into consideration only those statements that admit
that women can be virtuous (e.g. Perictone T 142, 17, Phyntis T 152, 11), ignoring any ideas
that show the place of female excellence in the context of other human virtues. Such a
global vision is offered e.g. by Phyntis, who divides human virtues into three distinct
categories, saying that some of them are proper (i6w2) to men, such as being a good general,
citizen, or leader, while others are proper to women, such as excellence at staying inside and
serving her husband. Only a few, &vSpera, Sikarocuvy, GpovMoL, can be achieved by
both men and women (Phyntis T 152,9-11).

45. De Vogel (1966: 133) expresses her admiration for Pythagoras’ “remarkable
psychological insight,” which she sees reflected in the fact that, instead of reproaching
women, he praises them as ‘just’ for their ability to share, which is foreign to male nature.

46. For the notion of ‘cosmos’ in the Pythagorean doctrine, see Archytas (T. 42-43),
Ekphantos (T. 79, 84), Kallikratidas (T.105), Metopos (T. 118), Okkelos (T. 124).

47. Stobaeus’ Conijugalia Paecepta (Anth. 4. 23) furnish many further florilegia glorifying
female submission. Two examples: another Pythagorean philosopher, Theano (4. 23. 54),
when asked what is appropriate for a woman, is quoted as answering, “to please her
husband;” Socrates reportedly said that while a man must obey the laws of the polis, a

woman must obey the disposition, 110y, of the men of her house (4. 23. 58).

48. Gourevitch (1984: 169-170) asserts that both the Greeks and the Romans believed that
ten months to be the most likely period of human gestation, and quotes Aulus Gellius’
convenient summary of various ancient views on this subject (II, XVI, 1-5, 9-10, 12, 21). Cf.
also Ulp. Dig. 38.63.11, where 10 months is considered as the terminus post quem a child
could not inherit from his deceased father.

49. “udawovoa M, & kai WO Twv Padavev TO PV DTG VKTPEV
ovvamykaoBem Twv Exepvlopevov T. dvexolwpor, TO WY UTMpeTnoov ékmoduv
U7 QUG TepwekomTan.”

S0. This precept is reminiscent of the well-known passage of the Periclean speech (Thuc.

38



2.45.2) and reinforces the interpretation that Pericles’ advice—not to talk and not to become
a topic of others’ talk—is addressed to all women, not just to the ‘privileged’ class of War
Widows, as Thomton (1997: 254n. 70) implies on the authority of Nomodeiktes (1993).

51. Restrictions also had to be imposed, in Pythagoras’ view, on female sexuality: sexual

continence is a pervasive motif in the Pythagorean discussions of female sudpoocvvn (e.g
Phyntis: T. 152, 20; Perictone: T. 144, 10).

52. Platonizing Pythagorean theory occurred within the Academy and was accepted by

Peripatus. Burkert (1962: 55) argues that Plato’s followers have passed off (ausgegeben)
his theory of numbers as Pythagorean, cf. Philip (1966:10-12).
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CHAPTER Il
Stranger Within, Stranger Without: Female Register in New Comedy

1. The Philosophizing of Thalia
Among Mitylene mosaics representing scenes from Menander’s plays the portraits of
Socrates, Cebes and Simmias have been discovered, alongside the playwright’s portrait.
The presence of images of three Athenian philosophers in Mitylene bears witness to
Menander’s reputation as a ‘philosophizing’ author,! a reputation he also enjoys in the
literary tradition that makes him a student of Theophrastus (Diog. Laert. 5. 36), a friend of
Theophrastus, Epicurus (Alkiphron 4.19.14), and Demetrios of Phaleron (Diog. Laert. 5.
79). Though the historical accuracy of these reports is doubtful, they nevertheless offer us
insight into Menander’s reception by erudite Greek readers, who found the plays they knew
to be so strongly influenced by philosophical ideas that they felt prompted to explain them
through Menander’s personal sympathies.

Parallels between reflections on human nature transmitted in the Greek fragments
and Roman adaptations of New Comedy and the ethical doctrines of fourth-century B.C.E.
philosophical schools have received much scholarly attention.2 Stoic, Epicurean, and
Pythagorean influences have been pointed out, but the most convincing argument has been
made for a Peripatetic background.3 The ideas expressed in Menander, Plautus, and
Terence have been demonstrated to parallel the ethical and social doctrine of Aristotie.4 It
has been pointed out that Menander’s art, especially his treatment of characters, reflects the
Peripatetic theory of aesthetics.5 Philemon’s Thesauros, adapted into the Plautine
JTrpummus, reveals an influence from Peripatetic ethics in the presentation of characters,
their actions, and their motivations (Fantham 1977).

The reflections on woman'’s nature and speech, and the representation of female



characters, are naturally contingent upon New Comedy’s intellectual background, which is
rooted, as has been established, in Greek ethical doctrines. Below I discuss the evidence
drawn from the fragments of New Comedy and from Peripatetic writings that, because of
their emphasis on gender issues, prove to be the most fruitful source of reflections on
female mind and speech. It is not, however, my intention to evince the playwrights’
Peripatetic proselytism. Comic references to philosophical arguments cannot always be
taken at face value: often exploited by the playwrights for various dramatic purposes, they
have often been presented with a certain irony.6 Moreover, labelling ideas about female
nature as the intellectual property of one school or another would be difficult, since some of
the similarities noted may in fact result from the shared ‘cultural background’ of the
philosophical texts.? I merely hope to point out some correlations between the beliefs about
women’s behaviour and speech expressed in New Comedy and the notion of ‘boundless
nature’, and to demonstrate that this basic definition of the feminine should prove an
efficient and informing model for the interpretation of female speech patterns.

1.1. Limiting the Unlimited

1.1. 1. The Outside and the Inside

References to the etiquette of everyday life, which required a woman to be enclosed within
the physical boundaries of her oikos, are the most rudimentary form of the idea that limits
must be imposed on female behaviour.8 The walls of the oikos divided the Greek space into
two worlds, the inside and the outside, and the social roles of the male and the female were
defined through their position in respect to these boundaries.9 Arstotle (Qec. 1344 1-5)
explains that it is the man’s duty to defend the inside and provide it with goods from the
outside; the woman must tend to the oikos and watch over the goods brought there by the
male. Consequently, the man must cross the boundaries; the woman, however, must never

do so. Her actions should always be directed inward, never outward. Aristotle (ibid.) wams
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that contact with the outside can in fact jeopardize a woman’s health. Theophrastus appears
to reinforce the concept of the ideal fernale figure as being tumed towards the interior of the
house, literally facing the inside, since he writes that even eye-contact with the outside world
may prove destructive for a woman (Theophr. fragm. 157).10

Fragments of New Comedy evoke this division of space. The street door, the
passage between the two worlds, is described as the boundary (wepac), established by law,
outside of which a married woman should not trespass (Men. 815 K-A).!! Neither should

an unmarried woman: Kore fears wAnyac if she is discovered outside (Dysk. 205).
Tellingly, it is the man’s responsibility to control the traffic between the inside and ouside.
Davus, discovering that Kore has left her house, is scandalised, but he does not blame the
girl for her behaviour: it is her father’s duty to safeguard her (Dysk. 223-225).12 In
contrast, the ideal young man, Gorgias, is given a line where he declares that under no
circumstances would he leave his mother alone at home (Dysk. 617-619). A fragment of
Philemon (120) formulates a precept which transposes to a moral dimension the physical
confinement of the woman inside her husband’s house: a woman should obey the man of
the house, and should never best him. A woman who overcomes her husband is an
immense atrocity (cf. Men. 794, Jambl. Y.P. 4. 54):

ayabic yuvarkds &omiv, @ NAKOOTPETY,

U kpelTToV var TévSpds, AN Umikoov-

yuvn 8¢ vikdo' dvlpa kakov &omwv péya.
In suggesting that a woman’s virtue is a man’s responsibility, the fragments express ideas
that coincide with Aristotle’s concept of the female virtue of subordination and with the
Pythagorean emphasis on female submission: a woman’s duty is to follow instructions; the
rest is beyond her control.
1.1.2. Marriage: the Sea of Trouble

Complaints about marriage in general, and about marrying wealthy women in particular, are
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commonplace in Middle and New Comedy.!13 The criticism of wealthy wives, as Amott
pointed out (1996: 442), can be paralleled with Aristotle’s observation (E.N. 1161al) that
“women with dowries sometimes rule.” But there exists another, allegedly Peripatetic,
source that reveals precise correlations with the portrayal of marriage by the comic
fragments: Saint Jerome in Adversus lovianinum (1.47-8) quotes a passage from a liber
aureus de nuptiis, written, as he asserts, by Theophrastus.!4 The narrator of Jerome’s
essay and one speaker in Menander’s fragments are like-minded enough to formulate the
same ostensibly witty concept about choosing a wife: marrying is a type of shopping, and
men should be aliowed to choose their wives the way they browse among other goods (Ady.
Jov. 47. 24-27 and Men. 804). This matrimonial market would, moreover, be expected to
have a liberal policy on returns, and both sources produce lists of features that should entitle
the husband to ‘return’ a wife.!5 It is worth noting that most ‘defects’ ennumerated reflect
the topos of female incontinence: a woman who is prone to anger (dpLyi\v, iracunda),
arrogant (xa\emn, superba), or empty-minded (4¢yvopoc, fatua) would not pass the test; a
blabbermouth, Ad@\oc, would also face rejection (cf. Men. 65).

A good woman, as one can read in Diphilos’ Syrnx (114) is hard to find. If,
however, against all odds, a man finds the rara avis, and marries her, he still has to pay with
his peace of mind.!6 Neither the fragments nor Jerome specify the reason underlying the
wives’ disquieting properties, but a metaphorical rationale may be derived from one
fragment of Menander, featuring a married man advising another man not to take a wife.
The speaker chooses a parable suggesting that assumptions about woman’s unpredictable
nature may lie behind the Greek man’s matrimonial anxiety: whoever marries embarks upon
a sea of trouble (Men. 64. 6: mehayoc mpaypatwy) from which there is no escape. This
association is turned into a joke in Anaxilas (34), where someone explains that the woman is

like the sea, because she is nauseating.!7
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Female antagonism towards remaining within prescribed limits translates into the
dowered wife’s insatiable passion for power: once allowed to rule within the oikos, she is
ready to defend her domain by means of insults and poison. On top of that, she cannot
control her sexual appetite and must find an outlet for it either inside or outside the oikos.
Jerome quotes Theophrastus’ register of a wealthy matron’s retainers, whose names “serve
as a disguise for paramours:” a handsome slave, an administrator with ringletted head, and a
eunuch, “castrated for (her) long and safe pleasure;”’(Adv.loy. 47.31-34). Likewise, a
comedy character fearing the evil passions of a wife (¢émBupwat kakai) imagines a lover
(nowxoc) ‘wanton’ in the marriage-bed (Men. S08 7-8).

Though one must treat conclusions based on fragmentary evidence with some
reserve, the fact that most fragments discussing marriage sound strikingly similar may well
be significant. Unless, by some strange coincidence, the bulk of New Comedy lines
celebrating conjugal life and female nature have been lost, it would appear that most
characters were given lines bitterly denouncing wives on the grounds of their arrogance,
ambition, irascibility, lust, mindlessness, and loquacity, features also consistently ascribed to
them (if one can trust St. Jerome) by Theophrastus. 18
1.2. ‘Ethical Diction’ and Female Speech
1.2.1. Aahia
Among Theophrastus’ definitions of personalities, many begin with a description of the
character’s verbal behaviour.!9 Such definitions are offered not only for the features of
character intrinsically connected with speech, such as a8oAeoxia (3.1) or kaxohoyia (28.1),
but also for other types of personality that are not associated automatically with verbal
behaviour, such as wepiepyia (13.1) or dvarobnoiwe (14.1). This practice, implying that
people’s speech spontaneously discloses their personality, shows the reverse side of the

rhetorical manuals’ assumption that one must give fictitious speakers words that are
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congruent with their personalities. The remarks on ‘ethical diction’ found in Menander’s
fragments are formulated, like Theophrastus’ vignettes, by observers of hurman speech and
nature, who stress that words are the key to the speaker’s mind. If in general a man’s
character can be read from his words (Men. 66: &v8pdc xapaxTip &k Aoyov yvopuleTar),
those who speak a lot run the greatest risk of disclosing their personality (Men. 693).

We can thus assume that references to women’s garrulity point to presuppositions
about female nature. Myrtile (Men. 65) incamates the talkativeness that Timycha was so
anxious to keep in check. Once accosted, Myrtile sets the record for chattering: mepac
TotéL Aalwac: she can out-talk even the famous mechanical cymbal of Dodona, for unlike
that engine, she rings at night. The power driving this human perpetuum mobile is so
strong that it would be easier to restrain (kavamavoar) the wind-driven mechanism than
Myrtile’s babbling.20 Significantly, this astounding loquacity is not merely recorded: the
speaker feels that it is necessary to limit it (kaTamavoar TavT™v Aadoveav).2! The
assumption that the chatter will not end by itself, and that one must put a stop to it,
reproduces the basic, almost ‘cosmic’ dimension of the association of ‘female’ with
dnepov, implying lack of outward limits.

Another fragment touches upon a different facet of the task of circumscribing
female nature and speech: it stipulates that the woman should speak second, because the
man must lead in everything, implying that words must be limited so as to fit within the
system of social boundaries. Suggesting that in verbal exchange, as in everything, the man
must lead and the woman must follow, Menander’s character formulates a synthesis of two
Aristotelian concepts: the postulate of congruence between the speaker and his words (Rhet.
1408a 25) and the distinction between male and female nature as that of ruler and ruled
(Pol. 1254 b 15).22

Because of the woman’s interior chaos, male speakers must beware of information
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that ‘passes through’ her mind and mouth. Antiphanes (245) jokes that women are such
notorious liars, that the only statement the veracity of which cannot be doubted, even if it
comes out of a female mouth, is that the speaker will not be alive after her death:

Eyw yuvawi § € TL MoTevw povoy,

&nav anobdvy pn Pricecbar mawy,

1@ § AN\ dmoTd wdvd €us Gv amobdwy.

Anonymous speakers in Menander affirm that telling the truth is not a female custom (808),
and that woman’s nature is simply bereft of truth (814). A fragment of Philemon (177
Kock) implies that female ears, as well as female lips, cannot be trusted. It is necessary to
be very careful in committing one’s own thoughts to the light-weight race (&\adpov
Yévos), especially when it comes to morally doubtful secrets, which can fall on too fertile a
ground if they are entrusted to a woman.

This evidence from the fragments, tantalizingly incomplete as it is, nevertheless does
allow us to observe that female speech as it is portrayed appears to be adverse to limits and
moral discipline. If termination of Myrtile’s logorrhea requires input from outside, and if
vigilance must be applied to anything women say and hear, it is because, like the female
mind, female words must have male supervision.23
1.2.2. The Enigma of Kind Words
A fragment of Anaxilas (22) sheds more light on the intimate link between the mistrust
inspired by female words and the assumption that woman’s nature is boundless and
subversive. The speaker of the fragment (15-24) compares three courtesans to three
mythological monsters, Skylla, Charybdis and Siren, who through their stories and
iconography symbolize the fragility of the boundaries between woman and beast.2¢ The
first two, mocked for their appetite, are compaged to Charybdis, the daughter of Earth
transformed into a monster for having devoured Geryon’s oxen, and to Skylla, whose lower

body was agape with six voracious maws; the third is ridiculed for the discrepancy between



her human voice and her bird-like body.25 All hetaerae, we are told, speak like another
incongruous mythological creature, the Theban Sphinx, concealing their ogreish habits
behind words of love and friendship:

Shiyya Onfaiav 8¢ ndoas €oTi Tas TOpvas kah€iv,

dl \ah\odo' dmh\ids pev ovbév, N &v alnypois Tuow,

wc Epiol kol ;oo kal cvvaowv fibéws. (22. 22-24)

Women must thus, paradoxically, be feared (Men. 809: Sedievar) when they fashion
utterances with kind words (Men. 809: xpn070c Adyoi<); a woman who speaks kindly is
a terror beyond measure (Men. 806: dofoc UnepBd\Awv). Sostratos, in his troubled
soliloquy (Dis Exapaton, 18-30), goes even further: he fears that his girlfriend can enslave
Moschos (19) and even persuade Sostratos himself with her oaths (24), suggesting that a
woman'’s words can put even a well-informed listener in jeopardy. No comment is offered,
however, to elucidate the question of whence the woman’s words derive their power to
influence the listener despite the mistrust they inspire. We will later attempt to disentangle
this enigma in Roman adaptations of New Comedy.

2. Maccus vortit barbare

The ideas discovered in the few crumbs of Greek plays left to us will now be compared with
the reflections on female speech and nature inherent in the comedies of Plautus. The shape
in which the texts of Plautus have survived (incontestably superior to the shattered condition
of Greek New Comedy should enable us to establish how the speculations about female
nature relate to the dramatic action of the plays, and should shed some light on the question
of whether the association of female to boundless is indeed likely to have informed the
linguistic characterization of women in New Comedy.26

2.1. Modice et Modeste Vivere

The characters in the Latin plays and the speakers of the New Comedy fragments prove

like-minded in their respect for ‘proper limits’. Modus ‘due measure’, modestus, and
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modestia seem to offer a Roman parallel to the Greek notion of moral boundaries.2”
Modus derives its connotations from the idea of measure of surface.28 It is a model to be
reproduced: a unit of measurement (Varr. R.R. 1.10.1.), the desirable size of a human body
(Cels. 7. 18. 10), the customary length of a spear (Nep. Iph. 1.4.), the prescribed amount of
medication (Cat. De Agrl, 156.6.7). From this basic notion of a paradigm for the right
physical size, the metaphorical meaning of the limit to be imposed on human actions was
developed.29

Modlus, the testimonies suggest, needs most urgently to be applied to the enjoyment
of life. In what seems to be its primary ‘ethical’ significance, modus refers to the due
portion of food and drink; one not too generous, as attested to in the rebuke against a
character who convivar sine modo in Ennius Satire 1, but not too scarce either, as Pliny’s
allusion to excessive fasting suggests (Plin. Nat. 26.10). Plutarch testifies that alimentary
abstinence was considered an important manifestation of virtue by Cato, who apparently ate
simple and often uncooked meals (Plut. Cat, Maior 4.2, 4.4), and criticised obesity and the
taste for luxury in others as a symptom of moral disorder (ibid. 9.6). This aspect of
modesty is not unknown to Plautine personae: a servus modestus, one who requires little
food and drink, represents no doubt a thrifty farmer’s ideal of a domestic (Men. 971, Stich.
693).

Roman morality also knows the measure of passion proper for a man. The famous
anecdote about Cato praising a young man who has visited a brothel once, but, as Pseudo-
Acron adds, reproaching the youth after his second visit, is a perfect illustration of this
concept of proportion (cf. Hor. Sat. 1.2.31, ff).30 If, as we read in the Bacchides, a moderate
intake of love is a young man’s legitimate need,3! he is nevertheless expected to observe
due limits, temperare, and to beware of transgressing social conventions (Epid. 111).

These conventions, mockingly summarized by Palinurus (Curc. 37f), required that the



object of legitimate passion be either a slave or a meretrix: Dum ted abstineas nupta, vidua,
virgine, iuventute et pueris liberis, ama quidlibet. The narrow space accorded for love in an
ideal citizen’s industrious life shrinks further with age (Asin. 934, Cas. 239, Merc. 305): the
senex is expected to demonstrate exemplary restraint in ‘this business’, temperare istis
artibus (Merc. 982).

Men who refuse to limit their pleasures foresake their dignity.32 Gluttons (Stich.
193-195) and misers alike (Aul. 720-726) despise themselves. The virulently contagious
incontinence of womanizers disarranges all aspects of their existence, affecting their moral
and intellectual capacities. Charinus confesses that his passion has rendered him unre-
strained, irrepressible and unjust (intemperans, non modestus, iniurius, Merc. 54).
Pistoclerus, with his mental abilities impaired by his love for Bacchis, realizes too late that
he is incapable of reflection (Bacch. 614: sine modo et modestia sum). Such are the inner
symptoms of immoderation. A lustful man can, however, be recognized even before one has
time to observe his actions. He smells of perfume and saunters slowly down the street
(Cas. 240).33 His pace would probably be too slow by the civic standards of the advocati,
who insist that citizens must take moderate steps, so as to avoid emulating the haste of a
bustling slave: “Liberos homines per urbem modico magi’ par est gradu ire, servoli esse
duco festinantem currere.” (Poen. 522-523).34 More interestingly, there is also something
wrong with the immodest man’s speech. A protagonist of a love-story includes
multiloquium and parumloquium (Merc. 31) in his flamboyant description of the symp-
toms of a lover’s decadence (24-36).35 Among the numerous matrices for righteously
Roman behaviour, we can therefore also count particular limits to speech.

2.2. Modus Muliebris Nullus Est
While certain male personae may have a hard time measuring up to the moral standards of

modesty, female characters are described as being congenitally incapable of observing
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limits. Cleareta’s desire for money is unquenchable (Asin. 167). Leaena’s amorous
passion for wine (Curc. 110) has no limits.36 Women’s incapacity to keep track of time is
so hopeless, jokes the pale lover in the Miles (624: umbra), that the time spent waiting for a
woman is longer than the same amount of time wasted for a different reason (ibid.1293-
1295). One would-be hetaera, commenting on the time and effort women spend on
grooming, formulates the underlying reason very clearly: “Postremo modus muliebris
nullus est (Poen. 230).” After all, woman knows no limit.

Plautus, however, would not be himself if he were not to ridicule this principle by
giving to some female personae lines revealing, ironically, the speakers’ great sense of
modus. To enhance the burlesque of such a concept, female advocates of moderation are
always contrasted with male personae who are sine modo. Virgo (in vain) lectures her
gluttonous father on the charms of a well-measured life (Persa 346); Cleustrata, married to
the lecherous Lysidamus, makes the manly decision to forgive him in order not to prolong
play (Cas.1000); the patient wives of the Stichus. teased by their ostensibly perjurious
father, give him a lecture on the importance of fides between a man and his son-in-law
(Stich- 129-131).37 When men behave like women, women behave like men.

2.3. The Immodest Tongue

Just as a man’s immoderation is allegedly betrayed by his speech and demeanour, so is
woman'’s boundless nature manifest in certain unmistakable symptoms.

2.3. 1. Clamor Clarus sine Modo

In theatre, the ‘othemess’ of female words would have been emphasized most evidently by
the actor’s voice. One can conjecture that female impersonators of the Roman theatre
would have been trained to imitate the female voice, and that the allusions to clamor or vox
muliebris (Poen. 1146; Rud. 233, 234) imply that some imitation was attempted on stage.
This supposition is supported by external evidence. A fragment of a speech by Cato
(115.2) including a description of a ‘Greek style’ comedian refers to the trained per-
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former’s ability to imitate various voices: Cantat, Graecos versus agit, iocos dicit, voces
demutat. Quintilian’s comment on a New Comedy delivery mannerism further specifies
that a female register may have been part of the professional’s repertory. Quintilian
complains that some actors change their voices when their lines require them to repeat
another character’s words: when imitating a woman, they deliver their lines in a vox
effeminata (Jpst. 11. 3. 91).38

One character in Plautus apparently hears a vox effeminata on stage, and feels
obliged to cut it short: Hanno (Poen.!146) orders the old nurse Giddenis to refrain from
expressing joy at the sight of her son. “Shut up and use your female equipment sparing-
ly!” (tace atque parce muliebri supellectili), he orders. Asked what kind of equipment he
is talking about, Hanno names: clamor clarus sine modo, the boundless scream.39 Supellex
evokes the costume worn by the actor playing the old woman, which, in all likelihood,
included a padding to imitate a female bosom.40 Hanno’s answer, identifying this item in
the woman’s costume with shrill scream, parallels the incontinence of the female voice with
the overabundance of female flesh. The expression sine modo is used to denote excess of
flesh: Celsus’ description of a pregnant woman’s belly as sine modo fusa (De Med.
2.7.16) provides a matching context for Giddenis’ bosom. With an evocative gesture on the
part of Hanno, the line, clamor clarus sine modo, could yield material for a double entendre
based on the supposed correlation between the actor’s (generously?) padded breast, and the
screams beyond measure coming out of Giddenis’ chest.4!

The shrill and loud clamor clarus is not only physically immoderate, it is also
symbolically linked to disorder and chaos. In Roman Comedy, female clamour is
associated with extreme situations involving inarticulate, and therefore primitive and
uncivilized, sound. Clamor represents the screams of a woman giving birth (Hec. 410), the

cacophony produced by Casina apparently gone insane (Cas. 620), and the furious stridor
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of an uxor dotata having a tantrum (Aul. 168). Terence, describing the tumult of the
audience in the prologue of the Hecyra, also refers to clamor mulierum (35) as a symptom
of disorder.42 Women’s propensity to clamor links female voice, and its theatrical

imitation, with uncivilized and unrestrained expression of emotion.43

2.3. 2. Largiloquium

A woman’s mouth is best . . . shut, jokes Trachalio as he defends the silence of the two
mulierculae in the Rudens.44 But it is rarely so, according to the good matron Eunomia of
the Aulularia: a mute woman is as much of an oxymoron as a good woman, and men are
justified in hating women for their loquacity (Aul. 123-126). Eunomia speaks de domo.
Her canticum is framed as a lengthy introduction to a talk with her brother. The object of
her intervention is remarkable: she comes to see Megadorus to convince him to get married,
and thus to impose her judgement on a very intimate aspect of his life (Aul. 147-150). The
matron is very assertive (149: volo te uxorem ducere), and does not take ‘no’ for an answer
(153: heia, hoc face quod te iubet soror). After a brief discussion of the potential wife’s
age (Aul. 155-169), she guesses that her brother has already decided to marry someone
(170 -171), and so leaves without having succeeded in imposing her candidate, but having
gained knowledge of her brother’s latest secret: the identity of his future bride. Eunomia
has used the torrent of her speech to acquire a piece of intimate information.

It is perhaps not a coincidence that another confession of a chatterer serves as an
opening for a monologue in which a secret is blabbed (Asin. 145).45 In the Cistellaga, the
task of informing the audience about the origins of Selenium falls to the old bawd, Lena
(Cist.120-149). Unlike any male persona reciting an exposition monologue,36 Lena
begins her speech with words of self-criticism drawing the spectators’ attention to her
indiscretion:47

Idem mihist quod magnae parti vitium mulierum

quae hunc quaestum facimus: quae ubi saburratae sumus,
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largiloquae extemplo sumu’, plus loquimur quam sat est. (Cist. 120-122).
Admitting that members of her “corporation” become largiloquae, as soon as they are full
of wine, Lena offers moreover a rationale for the practice: talkativeness, she implies, is just
another outcome of female incontinence. Largiloquium seems thus to mean more than
verbosity. Self-proclaimed chatter-boxes are portrayed as particularly prone to absorbing
and exudeing information. Their claims are substantiated by the fact that women on the
Plautine stage do tend to reveal intimate detail about others. Cleustrata announces to
everybody that her husband smells of perfume (Cas. 235f), and makes fun of his baldness
(Cas. 239); Erotium betrays Menaechmus’ penchant for wearing female clothes (Men.
690f); Artemona informs the audience about her husband’s poor performance in bed (Asin.
873f).48

Plutarch’s anecdote about Cato, which has this paragon of Roman virtue confess
that among the few things he regretted in his life was the moment of weakness in which he
entrusted his wife with a secret (9.9: A\oyov &moppnTov), confirms that the theme of female
‘leakiness’ catches Roman as well as Greek resonances.

2.5. Monsters of Loquacity

2.5.1. Canis Femina Rabiosa

As several complaints about dowered wives in the fragments of comic Poets attest, the
outspoken kupia owiac (Men. 296) was a stock motif in New Comedy, but one of the
most detailed descriptions of the speech patterns of this domestic monster (cf. Men. 297.1:
Aapia) is to be found in Jerome’s translation of Theoprastus’ On Marriage 49

dein per totas noctes garulae conquestiones: ‘illa ornatior procedit in publicum’;

‘haec honoratur ab omnibus, ego in conventu feminarum misella despicior’; ‘cur

aspiciebas vicinam?’ ‘quid cum ancillula loquebaris?’ ‘de foro veniens quid

artulisti?” (Ady, Jov. 1. 47. 15-18)

This short sample of a wife’s speech appears to be staged to convey her incapacity to hold

her tongue. Like Myrtile (Men. 65), she will not shut up even at night; her questions betray
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an ‘indecent’ inclination toward self-pity and jealousy, an ‘unhealthy’ curiosity about her
husband’s dealings with other women, and on top of that, an outrageous desire to know
what he might have brought home from the market.

The Plautine Menaechmi features an overbearing wife who seems to be an
embodiment of Theophrastus’ worst fears. “Wicked, stupid, unbridled, with no control
over her soul” (mala, stulta, indomita, imposque animi), this woman heedlessly displeases
her husband (Men. 110-111). She launches a fierce assault on Menaechmus’ liberty, trying
to hold him back at the door and questioning him each time he goes out:

... me retines, revocas, rogitas,

quo ego eam, quam rem agam, quid negoti geram,

quid petam, quid feram, quid foris egerim.

portitorem domum duxi. (Men.114-116)

It is not only her habit of staying in proximity of the gate, at the boundary of her world
(Men. 815), that earns Matrona the epithet portitor, ‘customs inspector’. Like a portitor
Matrona guards the limits of ‘the inside’ and usurps control over her husband’s actions
outside the domus. While her very presence in the doorway may well be disgraceful,50 the
emphasis here is placed on the fact that her voice travels outside the house, to ask after her
husband’s whereabouts all over town. But Matrona’s most objectionable offense has to do
with invading Menaechmus’ private space. Striving to know her husband’s secrets, she
attempts to transgress his personal boundaries, like a policeman frisking someone for
contraband goods hidden on his body.

This report of a wife’s aggressive curiosity is strongly reminiscent of Semonides’
description of the dog-woman’s desire to hear and know everything, and of her constant
chatter (Aa\€wv), which her husband cannot stop (Tavdgere) even by knocking out her teeth
with a stone (12-20). It might be more than a coincidence that Matrona’s fierce attack on
her husband’s twin brother makes him compare her to Hecuba, the dog:

MEN. Non tu scis, mulier, Hecubam quapropter canem
Graii esse praedicabant? MA: non equidem scio.
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MEN. quia idem faciebat Hecuba quod tu nunc facis:
omnia mala ingerebat quemquem aspexerat. (Men. 715-718).51

As Aristotle (Qg¢. 1344.1-5) and Xenophon (Qec. 7.30) assert, the wife’s duty is to guard
the house. So is the dog’s. Both have to stay within the oikos, and be mistrustful of
strangers who try to enter. A Latin proverb serving as a metaphor for the most unexpected
hostility (Poen. 1234: “Etiam me meae latrant canes?”) stipulates that a dog’s duty is to
bark at strangers and fawn over its master. Matrona’s performance is a violation of these
canine standards of excellence: she mistrusts and assaults her husband (114-116), and
leaves the house that she is expected to protect (707). These transgressions earn her the
epithet of rabiosa femina canis (Mexn. 838).52

Plautus predilection for the motif of canis rabiosa is striking.53 In the Casina,
Lysidamus’ pet-slave paints a grotesque portrait of Cleustrata: “you are like a hunter,” he
commiserates with his master, “you spend your days and nights with a dog” (Cas. 319-
320).54 Other husbands of the uxores dotatae confess in their monologues that they are
terrorized by their spouse’s verbal aggression. Demipho complains that his wife is a
murder: “wxor me ... iam iurgio enicabit” and fears for his manhood (Merc. 274-275):
“quasi hircum metuo ne uxor me castret mea.” Daemones, more lucky, is merely
annoyed at the prospect of listening to his wife’s vaniloquentia (Rud. 904-905).55 These
are no empty declarations, but telling remarks that may inform the audience’s perception of
the scenes where the uxor is given the opportunity to play a raging fury who uses her sharp
tongue to cross-examine and criticise her husband. Plays featuring the dowered wife almost
inevitably include such a scene. In the Casina, there is Cleustrata, who, in a truly dog-like
gesture, examines her husband’s bodily odours, and than scolds the bald little tick (239:
cana culex) for spending too much money on perfume (Cas. 235-250); in the Asinara,
there is Artemona, who spies and eavesdrops on Demaenetus, and then takes home her

cuculus (Asin. 896ff, 934), to punish him with her dreadful kisses (893, 903, 918); Dorippa
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in the Mercator, the worst of all, uses sarcasm (Merc. 732ff).56 Significantly, the wives’
wicked curiosity coincides with a desire to leave the house. All ‘bad’ wives in Plautus are
very mobile: the shameless ‘matron’ of the Miles, played by Acroteleutium, leaves her
husband’s house to meet her lover (1137ff). Artemona (Asin. 851ff) and Matrona (Men.
704-708) go out to look for their husbands. Dorippa travels from country to city house to
spy on her husband (Merc. 667-669). The least offensive of them, Cleustrata, abandons her
household duties to chat with her neighbour (Cas. 144-146).

In contrast, the ‘good’ ones, Alcumena and the sisters in the Stichys, are always
portrayed in the interior of their houses. The matrons in the Stichus offer an example of the
recommended wifely attitude: lack of interest in the husband’s affairs combined with
intransigent devotion. When one of the sisters, Panegyris, in a moment of weakness,
expresses a discreet interest in what their absent husbands might have been doing for the
last three years (31-33),57 the morally superior Pamphile silences her (36-37: tace sis, cave
sis audiam ego istuc / posthac ex te). The wife’s officium, she preaches, is not contingent
upon the husband’s moral integrity (Stich. 43-46):

etsi improbi sint atque aliter

nos faciant quam aequomst, tam pol,

ne quid mag’ sit, omnibus cbnixe opibus

nostrum officium memnisse decet.

Officium confines the wife to the penetralia of her husband’s house, which, in the absence
of the man, remains the token of her union. In the opening dialogue of the Stichus,
reiterated references to the non-presence of the husbands in the house contribute to the
construction of the link between marriage and house. The husbands left three years ago
(29: domo abierunt), and are now absent from the house (4: hinc apsunt), yet the house is
the place where the wives remain to worry about them (5), and the place whence they can be
taken away (15-17), as could Penelope, whose sufferings are evoked in Panegyris’ opening
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Woman is associated with the Interior, and both her virtue and her transgressions
are defined in respect to this function. The barking dog, a stranger within, represents the
wife’s dangerous ambition to ‘infiltrate’ her husband’s soul as well as his house.

2. 5. 2. The Enchantress

We may now tum to Menander's enigmatic comments on the frightening kindness of
female words, and compare Sostratos’ soliloquy with the Plautine Bacchides. 58 Sostratos,
who suspects that his girifriend has betrayed him with his best friend, declares that there is
only one way he can face her without giving in: transfer the money, which he was originally
going to offer her, to his father and then let her unleash her art full-force against him
(D.E.1846):

ltdum ydp—&c péoov Te MavTec ot Beoi

oo, ...

KaKT) KQKWE TOLVUV EMdvaye, ZwoTpate L0wc o€ meise... (21-24)

.. mbavevopévn yap mavoeTar

0Tav_moT algbmrar, TO TNC Tapopas

vexpw Aeyovoa pvlov. (27-29)

Plautus borrows the motif of the courtesan’s powerful persuasion, and offers a rather close
translation of the image of the young man tantalized by female words:59

igitur mi inani atque inopi subblandibitur

tum quom mihi nihilo pluris [blandiri] referet,

quam si ad sepulchrum mortuo narret logos. (Bacch. 517-519)

Both the veavioxoc and the adulescens picture themselves safely watching their girlfriends
use all their charms to convince them, as Ulysses, chained to the mast, listened to the Sirens’
song, an image which should appear all the more compelling, if one keeps in mind the
important role of music in the palliata.60

However, while Menander’s youth pictures his girlfriend calling upon all the gods
to persuade him of her innocence (21-24), Plautus has his character imagine Bacchis trying

to fawn on him, subblandiri (517), and uses a verb insinuating the behaviour of a friendly



dog.6! Sostratos’ emphasis on ‘all the gods’ defines meifw as persuasion relying on
endless oaths; Mnesilochus’ ‘fawning’ suggests a less articulate reaction focused on
pleasing.62 In other words, the Greek girl will feign honesty, the Roman, kindness. Blanda
verba, whose power inspires in the young man enough awe to make him distrust himself,
are likely to be an equivalent of the Menandrean xpnoTot Adyor (Men. 806, 809).

The etymology of the stem bland- is doubtful. Waide (1938: 108) presents, not
without reservations, the view that its root can be reconstructed as *mel-d, and that the stem
belongs to the familly of mollis, ‘soft’. Ernout (1932 ad loc.) has suggested that blandus
may have been a borrowed word that primarily described the tone of voice:

On peut se demander si le premier sens n’est pas ‘a la voix caressante’ et s'il n’est

pas emprunté..... ll s’agirait d'un mot familier et expressif désignant une parole

caressante, peu articulée.

The soft voice, as some early references attest, was the tone associated with the most
intimate human interactions. It could be heard in the nursery in the voices of children (Lucr.
5.1018; Amm.18.4.4), their mothers and nurses (Afran. Com. 60; Lucr. 5, 230); at the
deathbed in the last cries for help (Lucr. 6,1244), and in the bedroom, in lovers’ oaths (Ovid,
Am. 3.1.46; 3.7.58, Ars 1.455, 1.468). Vox blanda seems to derive its force from being
used in situations of vulnerability, where one human being has to depend on another, and
permits the other to learn intimate facts that others do not know. This connotation bestows
upon vox blanda the subversive power of disarming listeners and compelling them to trust
the words it carries. Let out of the penetralia, the innermost part of the house, blanda verba
may therefore be used as a formidable weapon of deception.

In Plautus, blanditia is the domain of the courtesan and the procuress. Female
characters who have first-hand knowledge of the courtesan’s modus operandi are the

perfect mouthpiece for cynical comments on the nature of feminine ‘softness’.63 The lena

Cleareta, rejecting her daughter’s lover, nostalgic for the good old days (Asin. 206: cum



illiciebas me blande ac benedice), teaches the youth the rudiments of her profession (221-
223): the pleasant hellos, the flattering how do-you-do, the kisses, and the inebriating,
charming talk are only used to put the prey off its guard.64+ A courtesan’s maid (Truc. 224-
226) maintains that a proper procuress talks softly (blande) to her client while she silently
plans how to bring him to ruin.65 Male personae have no illusions about the sincerity of
‘soft speech’. A disenchanted parasite declares that a courtesan speaks gently (blanditur)
only so long as she can see something to snatch away (Men. 193); a well-educated youth
knows that blanditia is nothing but a snare (Bacch. 50). A slave (Men. 262) warns his
master against the sycophants, flatterers and courtesans who reside in Epidamnum,
explaining that the latter are especially threatening, for they are more enticing (blandiores)
there than anywhere else in the world. Yet, in spite of that knowledge, almost no man in
Plautus is able to resist a courtesan’s blanda verka.

Plautus’ predilection for lively representations of triumphant hetaerae was already
being commented on by his ancient readers (Gel. Noct, Att. 3.3.6).66 The victory of the
meretrix and her mesmerizing talk is celebrated most extravagantly in irreverent epilogues
demonstrating the power of female persuasion, which have long offended scholars.67 In the
Bacchides, severe fathers join their sons in feasting and flirting;68 in the Truculentus. nival
lovers are persuaded to share Phronesium’s favours (960ff).65 Dramatic situations
illustrating the irresistible charm of the meretrix’ speech abound in the Plautine drama.
Philaenium charms old Demaenetus with her fresh breath and words of sympathy (Asin.
894, 899, 905); Gymnasium wins over Senex not only with her beauty, but also with her
words (Cist. 315); Pasicompsa’s oratio makes a smashing impression on Lysimachus
(Merg. 514); the words of Acroteleutium disguised as a matron seduce Pyrgopolinices (Mil.
1222); Ampelisca bewitches the clumsy Scephamio (Rud. 436ff), the ruffian of the
Truculentys leamns to eat from Astaphium’s hand (669ff). There is, however, one persona



who defies a courtesan’s magnetism: Menaechmus II, the pious wanderer. Mistaken by
Erotium for his lecherous brother, he follows her only to take advantage of the free dinner
(Men. 419), then spoils the spoiler, stealing her mantle and jewellery (530ff).

Greek folklore knew a mythological paradigm for irresistible feminine beguilement:
the Sirens’ words were a synonym for bewitchment and deception (Hesych. Lgx. 714).
Their connection with Aphrodite and Peitho may be emphasized by the etymological
explanation of their name connecting Zipnv with Zeipijim, apparently the Thracian epithet of
Aphrodite.70 The two Sirens of the Qdyssey use their clear-sounding, piercing song
(A\iywpd dvwo8n) to enchant (0éhyerv) Odysseus as he sails by (44, 183). The Homeric
enchantresses use Odysseus’ name, prove that they know his story, and flatter him, all to
inspire in him an irresistible desire to get close to them. While the strong, piercing voice
may have the property of penetrating into the human soul, the spell of the Sirens, as
sympathetic magic often does, relies on the victim’s essence, obo\a, to take control over his
actions.’! Instead of nails, hair or bodily secretions, the bird-women use Odysseus’
metaphysical odgia, his name and story, to construct his image in their song. The ogresses
create an illusion of intimacy that incapacitates their victim and compels him to seek their
closeness. A man at his most vulnerable, Odysseus could not have resisted the attraction of
the penetrating voices of the sea-demons professing to know his future, as well as his past
and present, if he had not been bound to the mast of his ship.

The parallel between a courtesan and a Siren drawn by Anaxilas (22. 20ff), and the
image of a lover exposing himself to temptations implicit in Dis Exapaton and in the
Bacchides, show that the fascination inspired by the song of the Sirens is an archetype not
foreign to the comedy’s representation of the meretrix. The Menaechmi offers another
nonchalant comic travesty of the Homeric figure of the other-worldly seductress. Messenio

accuses the meretrices of Epidamnum of a curious practice, that of sending their servants



into the harbour in order to learn the travellers’ names (Men. 337-348). This illicit piece of
knowledge apparently gives them the power to “stick and cling” to the newcomers (ibid.
337-348).72 Aware of this, Messenio and his master feel awe, but not disbelief, when a
strange woman later identifies Menaechmus’ name, including the patronymic, and claims to
know his past and his present (ibid. 408412). Yet the Syracusan Menaechmus proves
immune to the charm, not only because the name (ibid. 43, 1123, 1125) and the childhood
memories belong to his debauched twin brother, but also because, not being a great lover of
women (267ff), he knows how to enjoy the pleasures of life with moderation. The only
remedy against blanditia are the bonds of self-restraint.

Blanda verba draw their strength from male weakness. They rely on displaced
pieces of knowledge to create an illusory intimacy. By means of a soothing voice and
familiar words a treacherous woman can render her victim vulnerable, and then gain control
over his inner self. Fear of such an inward transgression may underlie the mistrust of
women’s kind words in New Comedy.

2.5. 3. Sermo Lepidus

While the courtesan’s discourse is criticized for being dangerously attractive, one wife is
rebuffed for not being attractive enough. Lysidamus, the heavily perfumed old man of the
Casina. tells his much-despised wife (Cas. 228, 234), Cleustrata, that her greatest sin is the
lack of ‘softness’ in her manners (Cas. 584): “vitium tibi istuc maximum est, blanda es
parum.” Lysidamus’ criticism is prompted by his wife’s presumed inability to ask a
favour from a neighbour, and Cleustrata can retort that ingratiating herself with other
women’s husbands (viris alienis subblandirier) does not belong to a matron’s duties (Cas.
585-586).

This squabble reflects two aspects of what might have been the concept of the ideal
matron’s behaviour in the second-century B.C.E. While the senex implies that being

blanda belongs to his wife’s duties, Cleustrata insists that she is not required to charm
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other women’s husbands. A ‘respectable’ woman would then be required to be a ‘soft’
speaker, but to reserve her blanda verba for the men of her household. Such constraints
would correspond to the restrictions implied in the speech against women lobbying for the
abolition of the Oppian law, which Livy (34.2.9-10) puts in the mouth of Cato.”3 Interesting-
ly, not only the ideas but the very wording of Cleustrata’s reply and Livy’s speech are
similar: both censure any form of blanditia with other women’s husbands (viri alieni):

Qui hic mos est in publicum procurrendi et obsidendi vias et viros alienos

appellandi? Istud ipsum suos quaeque domi rogare non potuistis? An blandiores

in publico quam in privato et alienis quam vestris estis?
Livy’s Cato, shocked by women’s intervention in the matters of the Republic, chooses to
expose the monstrosity of this situation by painting a picture of a world ‘inside out’:
instead of staying in their houses where they can be heard only by their family, the matrons
are present in the public space, and practice their ‘soft speech’ on strangers. The emphasis
appears to be placed not so much on the sight of the matrons, but on the sound of female
voices in the forum, which Cato seems to consider inherently indecent, almost adulterous.7+

While Cleustrata’s argument is corroborated by Livy, Lysidamus’ claim finds
support in one fureral inscription also dated to the second-century B.C.E.

suom mareitum deilexit suo...

sermone lepido, tum autem incessu commodo,

domum servavit: lanam fecit: dixi: abi.” (CIL 1. 1211)
As its presence in this laconic catalogue attests, verbal compliance must have been
considered one of the essential attributes of the perfect wife. And the context in which
sweet chatter and pretty gait are mentioned—enclosed as they are between affection for the
spouse and housekeeping—appears to indicate that this ideal matron would have been
expected to demonstrate the charms of her appearance and speech within the boundaries of
her house. Plautus’ practice conforms to this ideal: he makes the perfect wives of the
Stichus demonstrate their quality of morigerae at home, while talking to their father (88ff).

Objectionable outside and recommended within the domus, blanditia is gauged
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according to the woman’s position within a system of social and moral boundaries; most
evidently, by her situation in respect to the enclosure of a man’s house, which divides
women into tame and wild, good and bad. The physical limits of the domus are thus an
emblem for the precinct of moral patronage with which the men of the house surround
‘their’ womenfolk. Only within these limits can a woman live a civilized life; only within
them does her soft voices not represent a threat to the social order.”5

The courtesan, whose savagery is underscored by the Latin lupa (cf. Truc. 657),
remains uncivilized, even though she introduces herself into a man’s intimacy, because she
does not surrender her free will, and never forgets to serve her own interest (a task for
which, in Aristotelian terms, no woman is qualified).’6 She represents a threat, because she
can use her lover’s vulnerability to gain control over him, and impose on him her own moral
disorder. Such inward transgression is symbolized by the figure of the enchantress who
uses displaced pieces of information to cast a binding spell on a traveller.
Conclusion
This survey of the topoi related to the verbal behaviour of women characters in New
Comedy in Greek and Latin has shown that speech may be expected to reveal female nature,
with its ‘innate’ antagonism towards boundaries and measurements. The consequences of
the association of the feminine with lack of boundaries now seem far more complex than the
general idea of loquacity, a speech without end or purpose. At the basis of the correlations
surrounding female verbal subversion lies the division of space into inside and outside, at
the most rudimentary level, inside and outside the house. In order to remain civilized the
woman also has to accept the moral standards established by the men of the house. Staying
indoors behind the threshold of the house is the semiotic equivalent of a woman’s
acceptance of the male limit restraining her nature, and a measure of her ‘goodness’.

Submission is then the remedy for the female propensity for savagery of which we

get a glimpse in the connotations of clamor clarus (madness, lack of control). When a
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woman steps outside the threshold, even if it is only her talk that travels all over the city, she
challenges her husband’s authority, and ultimately the social order itself, by transgressing
outside the sacred precinct.?”? The microcosm of human relations reveals a mirror image of
this struggle to restrain the female desire to transgress boundaries. Congenitally opposed
as she is to any kind of limitations, the woman seeks to step inside the man’s personal
boundaries. There are two paradigms for inward transgression: the dog and the witch, both
trying to discover a man’s personal secrets in order to gain control over his interior space.
We have now acquired a more precise idea of the ways in which speech in New
Comedy may reflect the notion of woman’s boundless nature. Women are said to be
unable to measure their speech or to withhold information; they use words to invade a
man’s life outside the house and to besiege his inner self. Female speech is thus con-
sidered prone to trespass against the norms of interaction. It remains now to translate these
abstract assumptions about the transgressive nature of female words into concrete features

of language and speech. The time has come to consult Aelius Donatus.



ENDNOTES

1. Charitonidis and Kahil 1970. Cf. Kahil’s opinion voiced in the discussion following
Wehrli’s presentation in Entretiens Hardt (1969 16: 154). The moralising tendency might
have been even more evident in the plays written by other New Comedy playwrights. See
Fantham’s convincing demonstration of the influence of Perpatetic ethics on the
characterization of Lesbonicus and Lysiteles in the Trinummus, adapted from Philemon’s

Thesauros.

2. Petersen (1854: 116-118) had already called attention to the correlations between New
Comedy and Peripatos. Wilamowitz’s point of view evolved from the straightforward
“Menander is ein Peripatetiker” (1881: 179) to the far more cautious opinion that any
educated Athenian would to some extent be under the influence of Peripatos (1908: 54).
See also Leo (1912: 126-31) and Fraenkel (1922: 377; 1960: 440). For more recent studies
see, for example, Barigazzi 1955 (267-326), Webster (1950: 195-219), Steinmetz (1960:
73ff), Gaiser (1967: 8-38), Wehrli (1969: 147-152) and Fortenbaugh 1984 (207-212).
Gaiser (1967: 39-40) presents a bibliography of 55 books and articles tracing the philo-
sophical motives in Menander, published between 1859 and 1965.

3. For Stoic influences, see Pohlenz (1943: 270), for Epicurean, de Witt (1952: 116-126)
and for Pythagorean influences, Arcellaschi (1982). The similarities between Menander and
Peripatos have been described both as evident (Webster 1950: 217-219) and as merely
probable (Gaiser 1967: 36). Ithas also been argued that cross-references do not necessar-
ily bear witness to a direct Peripatetic influence. For example, Webster (1950: 216) points
out that certain complaints about women found in the frag