Eurpidaristophanizein: Euripides, Aristophanes, and the Predecessors to New Comedy

There are two contradictory traditions about the main literary forerunner of New Comedy: on the one hand, Satyrus claims that Euripides perfected the plot points that would later become the staples of New Comedy (fr. 39,7); on the other hand, a vita of Aristophanes (XXVIII Koster) says that Aristophanes devised these. Along the similar lines, some of the anonymous treatises on comedy imply that Aristophanes pointed the way to or participated in the subsequent phases of comedy (e.g., V Koster). Nesselrath 1993 has suggested that these traditions could be reconciled if Aristophanes was considered a kind of mediator through whom these Euripidean elements entered into comedy by way of parody. I will argue primarily on the basis of another anonymous treatise (III Koster) that this was indeed the case and Aristophanes was regarded in one line of ancient comic theory to be, quite unlike his predecessors, an imitator of Euripides and under this influence to have inaugurated a new phase of comedy.

Whereas many of the other ancient historians of comedy track the history of comedy through the interactions among comedy, its spectators, and contemporary politics, the author of III Koster is uniquely concerned about the artistic qualities of the comic poets and their lines of influence on each other; this treatise is perhaps Alexandrian in origin (Nesselrath 1990; Konstantakos 2000). The organization of the author's analysis is above all chronological, but he also divides the Old Comic poets into two schools based on their association with the tragedians. He describes Cratinus as an imitator of Aeschylus, quite probably for good reason (Bakola 2008), and lists a series of Cratinean successors who follow. However, Aristophanes in this account initiates a new "Euripidean" phase that seems to point the way to the subsequent eras of comedy. I suggest that this theory must underlie the claim in some of the other treatises that Aristophanes was the main predecessor to New Comedy as well as the claim of Satyrus, whose view is, like much of his account about Euripides, an exaggeration or oversimplification.
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