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Lysistrata is pure fantasy. The original audience would never have imagined that the plot could come true, not least of all because they believed that women enjoyed sex more than men: in one particular legend, Zeus and Hera argue about this, and decide to ask Teiresias for his opinion (as he had been both male and female).  He said women enjoyed 9/10 of the pleasure of intercourse, and men only 1/10.  Note also that when their wives go on sex-strike, the men seem to have no other sexual outlet – there is no mention of prostitutes, hetairai, homosexual relationships or masturbation, all of which did, of course, exist.
Today, Lysistrata is one of the most popular of all classical Greek plays because it is relatively easy for a modern audience to follow and enjoy.  However, as with all of Aristophanes’ work, it has a serious side which is not often appreciated: Dover notes, for example, that for most modern spectators, the ending seems something of “a let-down after so many good jokes about erections”.  To appreciate the play more fully, we need to know something of its background.
Lysistrata was produced, probably at the Lenaia, in 411 BC.  The war against Sparta had been taking place, on and off, for 20 years.  Two years earlier, Athens had led a disastrous expedition to Sicily which had resulted in a crushing defeat.  Since then, the Spartans had occupied Dekeleia in northern Attica, from which they could easily raid the whole area, and many of Athens’ subject states had taken the opportunity to revolt.  The men of Athens were often away from home for long periods of time as they tried to regain the upper hand.
As so often, Aristophanes picks up on this topical situation and makes it the theme for his play.  However, we must not assume that Lysistrata was written as a plea for a peace whole-heartedly longed for by most Athenians: in fact, they had already rebuilt the fleet and dealt with the revolts of Mytilene, Clazomenai and Chios, and were by no means down-hearted.  “The mood of Lysistrata does not reflect a desperate despondency nor a panic to make peace at any cost, but a reliance upon Athenian resources and a confidence that Athens could secure favourable terms, if not win the war.” (Dover and Tremewan).
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As with all of Aristophanes’ comedies there are many topical or cultural allusions in the play which are explained in notes at the end of the text.  These notes will not be available in the exam, so make sure you read and digest them now.  Take particular note of any references that explain jokes we would not otherwise get – you may need knowledge of these in the context paper!
1. Prologos (lines 1-253)

1. Write a short summary of the scene.

2. “It’s not so easy for a wife to get out of the house, you know” (line 16).  How does Calonice explain this?  What other explanations might there be, 
    especially in the context of this play?

3. Explain the humour in lines 21-31.

4. Boeotia lay on the northern border of Attica (its principle city was Thebes), a matter of some strategic significance to Athens.  The text here suggests that they were not on good terms in 411 BC.  Why does this concern Calonice?
5. Comment on Lysistrata’s greeting to Lampito, and on the way in which Lampito is characterised in the ensuing lines.  What sort of humour is this?
6. How does Lysistrata make it hard for the women to reject her plan?  Why is it important that she does this?

7. “you’re the only real woman here” (line 146).  What does the context of this reference tell us about Lysistrata’s views on what a “real woman” is like?
8. Why has Lysistrata instructed the old women to occupy the Acropolis?

9. Comment on Myrrhine’s final words of the scene.

10. How does Aristophanes engage the interest of the audience in this scene?
11. Choose three adjectives for Lysistrata.  Referring to the text, explain each one.

12. List three different types of humour used in this scene.
2. The chorus enters in two sections (lines 254-387)

1. In the original Greek, the metre used by the old men is more halting than usual, but we cannot appreciate this. if you were directing a production of this play, how would you overcome this, and how would you extract further humour from the entry of the old men?
2. How are the old men characterised?
3. When did Cleomenes occupy the Acropolis?  If the old men really received his arms, how old must they be now?  What sort of humour is this?  Find another example of this in ll.274-280.

4. What are the women called in ll.283-284?  Explain these references.

5. Where is the irony in the old men’s indirect references to resisting the Persians?

6. To which goddess do the old men appeal for help?  Give at least two different reasons for this choice.

7. How do the men intend to regain the Acropolis?

8. The old women enter speaking in a lively metre.  Why is this?

9. Which goddess do the old women appeal to help for?  Why do you think they choose her?
10. Summarise the exchange between the old men and women (lines 350-386).
11. Why do you think Aristophanes has split his chorus into two parts?
12. What do you find the funniest aspect to this parados, and why?
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3. The magistrate arrives (lines 388-481)

The magistrate is a proboulos.  Ten probouloi (here called the “Advisory Board”) were appointed to oversee the restoration of Athens’ position following the Sicilian disaster. They were all old men themselves - Sophocles was one of them, despite being in his eighties!  

1. Why do you think the magistrate initially takes no notice of the old men and women?

2. Explain the references to Adonis.
3. What are the old men most concerned about?

4. How does the magistrate explain the behaviour of the women?

5. Summarise the scene in lines 431-467, highlighting Aristophanes’ use of humour.
6. Comment on Stratyllis’ words in ll.472-476.  What insight(s) do they give us to Athenian society?
4. The debate between the magistrate and Lysistrata (agon, lines 482-613)

[image: image4.wmf]1. What reason does Lysistrata give for the way 
    in which “office-seekers” have stirred up 
    trouble?  What reasons did Aristophanes give 
    for such behaviour in The Knights?  Are these 
    credible?
2. In the section of stichomythia (lines 493-507), 

    who has the upper hand?  Explain your 

    answer.

3. From Lysistrata’s words in the following lines, 
    how does it seem women were expected to 
    behave, and to what extent did do so?

4. Stratyllis interrupts the debate in line 517.  
    Why do you think Aristophanes has her do 
    this?

5. This scene contains many references to 
    Homer, first with the reference to spinning, 
    then with the quote “Let war be the care of 
    the menfolk.”  Explain how these originally 
    featured in Homer.
6. How do the actions of Lysistrata in this scene 
    show that she is in control here?  What has 
   she effectively brought about?

7. In line 554, Lysistrata suggests all women will become known as “Liquidators of War”.  Sommerstein sees this as very important.  Read his comments on pages 136-7, and explain why.

8. The magistrate asks Lysistrata how she proposes to “unravel” the international situation.  Summarise and explain her response (lines 567-587).

9. In what ways does Lysistrata say women have contributed to the war effort?

10. What do Lysistrata and the women do to the magistrate at the end of this scene?  Why do you think this is?
5. The men and women of the chorus continue to argue (lines 614-705)
1. What do the men claim is the real motive of the women?  Support your answer with three different reference to the text.
2. How do they propose to deal with the women now?

3. How do the women rebuff the men’s claims?  Again, make three references to the text.

4. What do the men make of their arguments, and why?  What are they worried that all of this will lead to?
5. What do the women threaten to do to anyone who attacks them?

6. How does the scene end?

7. Comment on the structure of this section.

8. In what ways is this section humorous, if any?
6. Lysistrata has to strengthen the resolve of the women (lines 706-781)

[image: image5.wmf]1. During the choral section, several days have passed.  What 

    problems have Lysistrata and the other women been facing?
2. List the sort of ruses the woman have used to escape and the 

    excuses they have come up with for going home.  Explain the 

    humour here.
3. Explain the innuendo in Lysistrata’s oracle.  How convincing is the 

    oracle?
7. The men and women of the chorus exchange insults (lines 782-829)

1. Why do the old men tell the story of Melanion?
2. Why do you think the Men’s Leader says he wants to kiss Stratyllis?
3. How is the leader able to deflect Stratyllis’ insult about his hairy bottom?
4. What was Timon famous for (line 809)?

5. By depicting both the men and the women as relating allegedly relevant (but actually inappropriate) myths, what sort of humour is Aristophanes using?

8. Myrrhine teases her husband, then a Spartan arrives (lines 830-1013)

[image: image6.wmf]1. Again, imagine you were directing a performance of this play: to achieve the maximum comic effect, how would you want Cinesias to make his entry?
2. Explain Lysistrata’s words in lines 854-857.  Why should they cause Cinesias to be suspicious at this point?  Why isn’t he?
3. Cinesias has to pay Lysistrata to fetch his wife.  What is the significance of this?
4. Summarise the tactics Myrrhine uses to tease Cinesias.  

    How effective is this scene?

5. The Herald’s Doric dialect and his obvious state of 
    arousal are both jokes Aristophanes has already used 
    in this play (Lampito’s dialect, Cinesias’ phallus).  Does 
    this make them less successful now, or more so?

6. What prompts Cinesias to call a meeting of Spartan 
    and Athenian delegates?  What do you think he hopes 
    to achieve?
7. How might we imagine Lysistrata would have reacted 

    to the news that the men were holding a meeting?
9. The chorus unites and sings an ode to generosity (lines 1014-1070)

1. How is a mood for reconciliation created at the start of this section?
2. What does Stratyllis remove from the eyes of the Men’s Leader?  What does this symbolise?

3. What do the women do next, and how do the men respond?

4. What does the reunited chorus offer to the audience?  How does Aristophanes derive humour from these offers?
10. The Peace Conference (lines 1071-1189)

1. Briefly summarise lines 1071-1107, highlighting various humorous aspects.

2. How is Reconciliation personified?  Suggest at least two reasons for this.
3. What arguments in favour of reconciliation does Lysistrata put forward?

4. What effect do these arguments have on the men?

5. Both the Athenian and the Spartan talk about a return to the farm.  In what two ways is this significant?  Explain the differences in the “work” they hope to do.
11. The chorus sings an ode to worthless promises (lines 1190-1215)
1. What two further offers does the chorus now make?  How is the value of each undermined?
2. Why have the chorus made all these worthless promises?
12. Comic Interlude (lines 1216-1246)

The precise nature of this scene is the subject of some debate.  Some feel the “slaves” are layabouts trying to gatecrash the party.  Others suggest that it is in fact a comic inversion of this idea, and that they are in fact trying to get out of the party.  Others suggest that they are homosexuals who have come along hoping for some Spartan “action”.
1. Comment on the humour in this scene.
13. A celebration of Peace (lines 1247-1321)
1. What does the Spartan sing about?  How is this relevant?
2. What vow do all the husbands and wives make under Lysistrata’s guidance?

3. The Spartan then sings of Castor and Pollux, the River Eurotas, and of Helen.  What do all these have in common?  How does the chorus respond to this?

4. What do you make of this final scene?  Is it a satisfactory conclusion to the play?
14. Important Themes
A. Separation and reunion – young/old, men/women, Athens/Sparta.
B. Role-reversal.

C. The correlation/differences between domestic life and politics.

D. The position and role of women.
E. The symbolism of the Acropolis.

F. Lysistrata’s identification with Athena.
15. Essays!

1. How important is the issue of gender in Lysistrata?
2. Is it fair to say that Aristophanes relies too heavily on sexual jokes as his source of humour in Lysistrata?
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