CLEARING UP SOME CONFUSION IN CALLIAS’
ALPHABET TRAGEDY: HOW TO READ SOPHOCLES
OEDIPUS TYRANNUS 332-33 ET AL.

JOSEPH A. SMITH

Even “I's” never mean that you're sure to “C”
XTC, “Chalkhills and Children”

HEODORUS THE CYNIC (a.k.a. Cynulcus), a symposiast in Athenaeus’

Deipnosophistae, makes the following incidental statement to Ulpian

of Tyre, his fellow diner and connoisseur of word riddles and puzzles
(7.276a):!

1od1 elnev 6 Khéapyog. €1 8 amoteic, @ £taipe, kai 1o Pipriov kekTnpévog 0b @oviicw
oo &g’ ob moAAd ékpabiv edmopricslg mpoPAnudtav: kai yap Kadliov ictopei 1oV
Abnvaiov ypappatikiv covBeivar tpayeidiav, G’ fig toificat ta péAn kol thv didbeoty
Edpunidnv év Mndeioat kai ZogokAéa tov Oidinovv.

3 ypappatikiv K-A, Kaibel, Edmonds, Gulick: ov AC (Epitome: tdv Abnvaiov ypappatikov Kak-
Aiav marginal lemma in A: KaAXiov ypappatikod d6nvaiov ypappatikf tpayoidia)

Clearchus [of Soli] said these things. Friend, if you don’t believe me, I actually have his
book [nepi ypigwv (On Riddles)] and I’ll share it with you. You’ll learn many things from
it and get a full supply of problems; for instance, he reports that Callias the Athenian
composed his Alphabet Tragedy,* from which Euripides made his songs and delivery in
Medea and Sophocles made his Oedipus.

1. For the testimony and fragments of Callias’ Alphabet Tragedy, 1 largely follow the text of Kassel-
Austin 1983, 4:39-40 (but have consulted Edmonds 1957, 1:176-81 = 31A, B, C, D; Kaibel 1965-66; and
Ruijgh 2001; Gulick 1930, vol. 4, for quotations not found in Kassel-Austin). I mend the text of Athenaeus
back to the reading of A where noted. References to Oedipus are to Sophocles’ Oedipus Tyrannus. All
translations are mine.

2. The Greek title, here given by Cynulcus and by fellow symposiast Aemilianus at 10.448b (quoted
within), is ypappatiki) tpaywidia. The MSS at Ath. 10.453c (also quoted within) have Larensius refer to
the same play by the title ypappatik?) 6ewpia (Alphabet Show). Given that the line of argument pursued here
strongly supports authorship by some Callias later (and less well known) than the fifth-century comedian,
the marginal lemma in A at Ath. 7.276a, KaA)iov ypappatikod &@nvaiov ypappatikfy tpaymdia (“Gramma-
tike Tragedy of Callias the Athenian grammatikos™), if not an error of duplication, likely does no more than
associate this comedian with his play: not “Callias, the Athenian scholar/grammarian,” but “Callias, the
Athenian ‘alphabetician’ who authored Alphabet Tragedy.” Larensius (10.453c) gives some indication of
the need to distinguish this Callias from the Old Comedian (on which, see nn. 18 and 45 below). I am in-
clined to think that f} ypappatik? tpayeidia actually means “the lettered tragedy” (i.e., with letters written
upon it), analogous to an inscribed cup (LSJ, s.v. ypaupatikdg 1.2, and see n. 19 below). That Larensius
adds the modifier, kakovpévnyv, “so-called,” may suggest that he is deriving his title from Clearchus, whose
treatment of the comedy, as I intend to show here, involved quite a bit of interesting overwriting. The
phrase of Aemilianus, referring to the play at 10.448b, émypagopévnv ypappatikfyv tpayaidiav (“the play
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Two major articles on Callias’ Alphabet Tragedy, one of them appearing in
the pages of this journal, are recent additions in what has proven to be a
generation-long push toward the proper incorporation of the fragments of
this fascinating fifth- (or perhaps fourth-) century comedy into the frame-
work of Classical Greek drama and, just as significantly, into the social dy-
namics of literacy and the promulgation of written literature at Athens.3
While these two studies differ markedly in critical assumption and approach,
both wrestle earnestly with the seemingly intractable and confused testi-
mony preserved in the Deipnosophistae of Athenaeus, whose familiarity
with this work of Callias apparently derives entirely from a book about rid-
dles by the fourth-century Aristotelian philosopher Clearchus of Soli. What
can be known of Alphabet Tragedy, then, comes packaged as a bundle of
puzzles.* Scholarship on the comedy, up to and including these two studies
of the piece, has tended to despair of finding adequate solutions to many
of these puzzles.’ In offering a solution to one of the more tantalizing of
Alphabet Tragedy’s problems—the relationship of this comedy to Sopho-
cles’ Oedipus—I hope to demonstrate that other problematic issues regard-
ing the play (e.g., when the play might have been produced, whether the
Callias who composed this comedy is someone different from the known
playwright of Old Comedies, what the nature and purpose of its skits might
have been, and what literary expectations the comedian had of his audience)
tend nearer to resolution in consequence of this reading.

Furthermore, the explication advanced here offers insight into the nature
of the “reading” of dramatic texts not only in late-fifth-century Athens, but
in Athenaeus’ own day, six centuries later. Athenaeus has been maligned in
the scholarship of the past century on the grounds that he has only a poor
or partial understanding of the material for which he serves as conduit, and
that blame for our own poor understanding of Clearchus and the precious
gems buried in his book should be ascribed to corruption introduced by the

entitled Grammatike Tragedy”), certifies the obscurity of the work or its esoteric source of derivation, but
not necessarily the authenticity of the title.

However that may be, a regularized nomenclature in translation has not resulted from the last 125 years
of scholarship: the play has been treated under the titles ABC-Tragedy or Alphabet Tragedy (Hense 1876,
Arnott 1960, Pohlmann 1971, Slater 2002), Alphabetic Tragedy (Gulick 1929, 3:241), Grammarian’s
Tragedy (Gulick 1930, 4:531), Alphabet Revue (Gulick 1930, 4:555, Dover 1996), Grammatical Play or
Grammatical Tragedy (Edmonds 1957), ABC Show (Svenbro 1990; Wise 1998), Letter Tragedy (Korte 1919
and 1932, Rosen 1999), and Letter Show (Rosen 1999, Ruijgh 2001). Athenaeus’ quotations and testimony
make three things clear about the play that motivate my own choice in rendering the title: (1) the prologue
and parodos of the play incorporate and treat not simply letters, but all of the letters of the alphabet: see
10.453d-e, pp. 315-16 below; (2) the comedy’s skits—Larensius gives us quick glimpses into perhaps as
many as six—betray a playwright eager to parody scenes from tragedies a la Frogs or Thesmophoriazusae
(as opposed to the parody of a newfangled system of rhetorical education 2 la Clouds); and (3), as will be
demonstrated here, the comedy to be generated from these paratragic fragments has far more to do with
how the alphabet sounded and less to do with how it appeared than has sometimes been imagined.

3. Rosen 1999; and Ruijgh 2001. Contemporary discussion on Alphabet Tragedy begins from Pohlmann
1971. Other important discussions include Svenbro 1993, 183-86 = 1990, 381-84; Wise 1998, 15-18; and
now Slater 2002.

4. Rosen 1999, 150-51, on Athenaeus’ lack of direct access to Callias’ text.

5. Hense (1876, 582-83) catalogues perplexed nineteenth-century explicators; Rosen (1999, p. 147 n. 1)
quotes the despair of Wilamowitz 1971, 398 = 1906, 632.
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interfering medium.® That such aspersions have been unjustly cast in this
particular case I hope becomes clear in what follows.

A. THE GRIPHOS POSED

Athenaeus dangles the substance of Clearchus’ book before his reader as a
dinner enticement. Yet it is not until the tables have been cleared away and
the serious drinking has begun that Athenaeus has his symposiasts return to
the topic of problemata suitable for the symposium and to the prized mate-
rial contained within On Riddles (10.448b-459c). Implying that Clearchus
has achieved something of a circulating readership among his symposiasts,
Athenaeus has the character Aemilianus demonstrate his own familiarity
with that book by broaching the topic of riddles and Callias’ use of them
(10.448b), while Larensius, host of the symposium, assumes the task of
working through the material of Clearchus’ text.” With the exception of one
riddle (10.448e) that he purposefully poses to Ulpian without immediate
solution, Larensius quite scrupulously supplies the answers to all the riddles
he proffers.® This helpful inclination to reveal and explicate solutions may
provide some measure of Athenaeus’ expectation of his readers’ lack of
familiarity with the riddles posed from the rare text of Clearchus. Para-
doxically, once one sees that the relationship between Callias’ comedy and
Sophocles’ tragedy has not, after all, been left as a problem without solu-
tion, it is also possible to gauge Athenaeus’ equal expectation of his read-
ers’ ability to recreate from the bare text the lively performances scripted
into the mouths of his symposiasts.

Indeed, when Larensius describes or recites several passages from Callias’
comedy (10.453c-454a), the testimony baffles and frustrates insofar as it,
unlike what precedes and follows in Larensius’ discourse, appears to be a
set of problemata without explanatory solutions.’ Here is the opening pas-
sage in full:

[453c] 6 8¢ AOnvaiog KaAriag (§{ntoduev yap £t mpdtepov mept adtod) pikpov Eu-
npoodev YEVOUEVOG TOIG YXPOvolg LTpatTidog £moinoe THV KAAOLUEVY YPaUpATIKTV Bew-
piav obte dwotdéog. mpdhoyog pEv adtiic oty €k TV oToryeiov, dv xpT Aéyely &k @V
ototyeinv dranpodvtog KaTa TaG TAoag YPoQas Kol THV TEAELTHV KATACTPOPLKAS TOLOV-
uévoug &ig tdhga: [453d]

6. Rosen (1999, 151) is willing to countenance the possibility that Ath, is carelessly passing on cor-
ruption already introduced by Clearchus. Ruijgh (2001, 271-72) deflects the blame to Athenaeus’ succes-
sive epitomator and breviator.

7. Cynulcus, in posing a problem to Ulpian and then demonstrating its solution from Clearchus’ book
(which he has memorized), gains the admiration of the banqueters (7.275b-276a) for his display of famil-
iarity with the esoteric treatise. See section C below for evidence of general familiarity among the ban-
queters with Clearchus, at least as far as Callias is concerned. See Rosen 1999, 15966, for the hierarchical
arrangement of puzzle types in Clearchus that organizes Larensius’ presentation.

8. Larensius challenges Ulpian to name the sympotic drink traditionally administered as punishment to
those unable to solve a riddle. The solution (revealed at 10.458f, with Clearchus cited as authority, 457c),
briny halme, closes the night of drinking. For the particular Socratic resonance of posing such a riddle to
Ulpian (whose failure to acquit himself of the problem will result in his having to drink down the very po-
tion), see Davidson 2000, 293-95.

9. Rosen (1999, 160) notices the odd lack of explanation of how the fragments of the comedy relate to
the rest of “Athenaeus’ typically discursive presentation of the various riddle types. . . .”
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<16 dhga, Biita, yopupa, S&hta, Beod yap i,
(i, M, 87T, idta, kdnna, AdBda, po,

vi, Eei, 10 0¥, mel, pd, 10 oiypa, ad, <167 T,
napov 10> e, <10> el e T Wl €ig 10 @.

6 xopdg 8& yuvarkdv €k OV ohvdvo memoinpévog adTdL doTiv EppeTpog dpa Kol pepe-
Aomemotnuévog tévde TOV Tpémov: Bita dhea Pa, Piita 1 Be, Piita fra Bn, Piita idTa P,
Biita ob Po, Biita ¥ Bu, Biita & Bo, kKai mdAy &v &vTicTPSEWL TOD MEAOLS KA TOD péTpoy
ydupa dAea, yaupa 1, [453e] yaupa fra, ydupe idte, ydpupe ob, ydupa O, ydupa o,
Kai €7 1dv Aomdv cvAhafdv Spoing EkdoTav 16 € HETpov Kai to pérog év AvTioTpo-
o1 Exovot ndom tadtoév, dote TOv Edpinidny ufy povov drovoeicbar tiv Mrdewav &v-
1e00ev memoinkévar ndcav, A kal 1o pédog adTd peTevnvoySTa @avepdy elvar. Tov 8t
TopoxkAéa dekeiv paotv dnotoipficat 1O moinpe tdL péTpwt TodT dkovoavta Kol notfjcat
&v tdt Oidinodt obtag

£yd o0t épavtov ovte o dAyLvd. <Tid Tadt
{aMhog> ENéyyerg [OT 332-33]

[453f] 8omep ot hormot Tag GvTioTpdgovg &nd TodTov TapedéyovTo mdvies, Mg EolKev,
€ig 10 Tpaywidiag.

2-3 ypappatikiiv Beopiav AC: ypappatikiiv tpayodiov K-A 3 éx tdv otoryeiov A: omit K-A,
Edmonds, Gulick diapobvrag Schweighiuser: Siapodvra A 4 xatd t4g ndoag ypaedg A:
kota tag mapaypaedag K-A, Gulick
Callias the Athenian (we were making inquiry about him a bit earlier), who was a little
before the time of Strattis, composed his so-called Alphabet Show and arranged it in
this way: its prologue consists of letter names (stoicheia) which must be read dividing
out the letter names through the whole group of letters (graphae), making word divi-
sion (teleute)'® in broken-down fashion at alpha:

alpha, béta, gamma, delta, now god’s ei,

26t’, éta, thét’, idta, kappa, labda, mil,

nil, xei, oil, pei, rhd, sigma, taii, i,

phei being next, and chei, to psei, ending at é.

And the chorus of women has been composed by Callias out of pairs [of stoicheia], in
meter and set to music in this way: béta alpha “ba,” béta ei “be,” béta éta “bé,” béta
iota “bi,” béta oi “bo,” béta it “bu,” béta 6 “bd,” and again in antistrophe of music and
thythm, gamma alpha [“ga”], gamma ei [“ge”], gamma éta [“gé”], gamma ibta
[“gi”], gamma oii [“go” ], gamma i [“gu’], gamma 6 [“gé”], and in the case of each
of the remaining syllables, all have the same meter and melody in antistrophic substitu-
tions in the same way. As a result, not only does one suspect that Euripides fashioned
all his Medea from this scheme, but it is obvious that he took over the melody itself.
And they say Sophocles, when he heard this, dared to split up his poem by meter and
composed in his Oedipus this way:

Ego out’ emauton oute s’alguné. Ti taiit’
allés elencheis? [OT 332-33]

And thus all poets thereafter admitted antistrophic substitutions from Callias, as it
seems, into their tragedies.

10. LSJ, s.v. tehevtn 11.2.
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While Callias’ alphabetical prologue has achieved anthology status, fre-
quently inserted into the appendices of introductory Greek textbooks to
welcome the uninitiated into the singsong world of basic Greek literacy, the
remainder of the passage has barred even the most experienced Hellenists
from a satisfactory reading experience.'! The passage has proven vexatious,
to say the least. Larensius’ allegation of the dependence of Euripides’
Medea and Sophocles’ Oedipus upon this comedy is, prima facie, prepos-
terous enough. The apparent lack of support provided by the lines quoted
from Oedipus to bolster the claim of dependence renders the proposition still
more dubious. And finally, that such dependence is at odds with the first
thing reported by Larensius about Callias’ play (453c)—that the author (and
presumably the comedy) came along a little before Strattis (the comedian of
Middle Comedy, active 409-c. 357 B.C.E.)—would give the editor ample
reason to assess the testimony cautiously.'?

B. MAKING PROBLEMS WHERE NONE EXIST

Two general approaches toward the interpretation of the passage have
emerged in the scholarship and are neatly typified in the work of Ralph
Rosen and Cornelis Ruijgh. The first, dominant from the time of Gottfried
Hermann and lately reasserted at considerable length by Ruijgh, accepts as
unassailable the ascription of the play to Callias, the comic playwright of
the generation before Aristophanes,'? as well as the assertion that Callias’
work influenced (and necessarily predates) Medea (produced 431 B.C.E.) and
Oedipus.'* By implication, the production date of Oedipus would fall near
to both Alphabet Tragedy and Medea (and fit its traditionally assigned stag-
ing date after the outbreak of the plague, c. 429).

The second approach, found in Rosen’s assessment of the problem, accepts
the detail of the dating of “Callias the Athenian” to the time just prior to
Strattis’ floruit (i.e., after 409 B.C.E.) as foundationally important to the in-
terpretation of the fragments. Rosen, following the trail cleared by Egert
P6hlmann some thirty years before, understands the assertion of this Cal-
lias’ influence over Sophocles, Euripides, and all tragic poets thereafter
(453e—f, above) as the outlandish and impossible boast of the poet within
Alphabet Tragedy and claims that Athenaeus (or perhaps Clearchus before
him) has misconstrued joke for fact.! In so accepting the “late” production
date for the comedy, one gains the ability to interpret the work in the

11. See n. S above. See P6himann 1971, p. 234, n. 20, and Rosen 1999, pp. 147-48, nn. 1-2, for bibli-
ography of significant frustrated explicators of the text.

12. Kaibel [1895] 1966, 3:595, indexes the fragments as decidedly not the work of the known Callias.
On the problem of dating the Old Comic poet by the career of Strattis, a Middle Comic: Korte 1932, 336;
Rosen 1999, 148; Ruijgh 2001, 275. Edmonds (1957, 1:176-81) publishes the comedy at the end of the
Callias material as doubtfully ascribed; Sidwell (2000, 144) appears to be dropping the testimony alto-
gether from his handlist of passages from fifth-century comedy cited in Athenaeus.

13. A rival of Cratinus (who was active roughly from the death of Cimon up to the Peace of Nicias),
Callias was an active competitor by 446 B.C.E. (based on an epigraphic restoration); Korte 1919, 1627. On
the problem of the terminus ante quem for the end of Callias’ career, see n. 18 below.

14. Hense 1876, 582. More recently: Arnott 1960, 179; Webster 1969, 180; Ruijgh 2001, 273.

15. Pohlmann 1971, 238-40; Rosen 1999, 153-55, and see n. 43 below.
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contextual light of the decree of Archinus, enacted by the Athenian assem-
bly in the eponymous year of Euclides (403/2 B.c.E.), which officially sanc-
tioned changes to the Attic alphabet (viz., the addition of eta, psi, xi, and
omega to the script of public writing),'® and of attendant assumptions not
only of greater rates of letter recognition and phonetic reading among the
demos but also of the general promulgation of literary texts through Attica
at the end of the fifth century.!” This postulation of a late production date
fits all the testimony in Deipnosophistae into a cogent scheme, but would
sacrifice the ascription of the work to the known Old Comedian Callias and
necessitate postulating some later comic playwright, “Callias the Athenian,
author of Alphabet Tragedy, who came a little before the time of Strattis.”!8

As far as letter recognition and phonetic reading are concerned, it is
Ruijgh who has proceeded from an understanding that the fragments of Cal-
lias’ play left to us in Athenaeus need some special editing: the enterprise
of reconstituting the autograph of Callias’ text (or, more correctly, the con-
dition of the written text in Clearchus’ puzzle book) involves recreating a
symbolic feature reported by Larensius (453c)—the stoicheia, or letter ini-
tials—that the graphae puzzlingly represent.!® Which is to say that Athe-
naeus is having Larensius describe a text that he has seen (presumably in its
state as an unsolved puzzle) and then perform the operation of “catastrophic”
stoichiastic division (453c) through the simple act of oral performance of
the text. The result, when the puzzle is solved, is a set of comic trimeters
and parodic lyrics that Larensius’ internal audience of symposiasts “hears”
and that the external audience, the reader, “sees” (with word divisions, eli-
sions, etc., already having been editorially inserted) as a rendition of Cal-
lias’ script in its shape as it was meant to be performed. What we find in
Athenaeus, then, should be thought of as a dictation or mimetic representa-
tion in letters of the sounds that have resulted from a “reader” (i.e., Laren-
sius) orally representing letter names that he has seen as graphae written in
a book. That indeed is puzzling.

The act of reading an ancient text was always, first and foremost, a pho-
netic enterprise of breaking strings of letters down into groupings of con-
sonants and vowels according to simple practices of syllabification.?’ Callias’
text, as it might have been printed in Clearchus’ book, if one takes the trouble

16. Pohlmann 1971, 233; Rosen 1999, 149; Ruijgh 2001, 273-74.

17. Thomas 1992, 91-93, on phonetic reading as a functional literacy.

18. Attempts have been made to run the career of the known Callias past (and in conjunction with the
events of ) the eponymous year of Euclides (403/2); see Korte 1919, 1627, and Gulick 1937, 117 (on Ath.
13.577b), for assessments. Rosen (1999, 148—49) understands the difficulties of assigning the play to the
known Callias when arguing for the lateness of the comedy itself, yet argues (154~55) that the outlandish-
ness of the claims made in the comedy makes ascription to a known, established comedian more likely.
Slater 2002, 117, assumes Rosen’s case to be proven.

19. Ruijgh (2001, 266-67 and 290-95) demonstrates the compression of the scripta plena of the MSS,
but seems to be taking graphe and stoicheion synonymously (291-92). That Athenaeus used the word stoi-
cheion in different sense from gramma or graphe is seen when he has Plutarch (11.466e~f) quote from
Achaeus’ satyr play Omphale, where a satyr reads out, letter by letter, the inscription upon a wine cup,
AIONYZO, “Dionysus’ [cup].” In glossing the morphology, Plutarch observes that the ancients wrote —o
for the sound of —ov. So while the cup itself lacks the final gramma or graphe (“letter”), Y, Plutarch says
that Achaeus’ verses lack the final stoicheion (“letter name”), 1o 0.

20. See Svenbro 1993, 109-16, on the engagement of the reader in script solution.
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to reconstitute it with letter names represented as graphae written “en écri-
ture continue” (as Ruijgh has done), would have looked something like
this:?!

(1) TOABI'AGEOYT'APE
ZHOIKAM
NETOOIPTOLTTOY
ITAPONTO®TOXTETQIYEIZTOQ

Three syllables into the first line (to- af- y36e-) and the perplexed reader must
understand there is something problematic—and unreadable—about these
lines. Yet if guided by the special instructions not to syllabify, but rather to
divide “all letters” as letter initials, suddenly the game becomes clear. To
get these letters to fill out the meter of comic trimeter, one has to read in the
following manner:

(2) TOABL AGEOYTAPE
ZHOIKAM

NETOOMPTOXTTOY

ITAPON TO® TO X TETQI ¥ EIZ TO Q

The addition of the simple aid of underlining certain letters demonstrates
where the reader is to treat the graphae as stoicheia:** some graphae need
to be read aloud in one symbolic system (letters representing phonemes)
while the other graphae need to be read according to another system (letters
representing letters’ names). Larensius’ instructions to divide the text at “all
graphae” does not hold completely true;?3 stranger still, to get the poetry to
work in meter, some of these stoicheia need to be elided (e.g., (AT, 677’),
while others apparently allow hiatus (10 dAga, 10 00, etc.). So the “puzzle”
that Larensius is doing his audience the favor of solving—simply by per-
forming with select graphae correctly broken into stoicheia and pronounced
as demanded by meter—is the process by which a line of ostensible alpha-
betic nonsense becomes the performable script of a comic prologue. Callias
certainly never intended his performance text to be a puzzle for a reader.
Regardless of whether Callias composed his play by writing it down or by
other means, his intention for the delivery of his poetry to his audience was
through theatrical performance. Likely it was Clearchus (or a sophist pre-
ceding him), working from the textual relic of Callias’ composition, who
saw a sophisticated way to problematize that text so as to make it unread-
able (and unperformable).?*

21. Ido not follow the text of Ruijgh (2001, 293-96), whose chief interest is the emendation of Athenaeus’
text back to Callias’ autograph. I make no claim that the text as printed here represents anything like the
script of Alphabet Tragedy;, it is rather a hypothetical construct approximating Clearchus’ puzzle.

22. The MSS in fact show some remnants of the marking of the stoicheia with bars over the tops of let-
ters: Ruijgh 2001, 264.

23. Athenaeus’ use of the attributive adjective in the phrase, katd tdg ndoag ypagdc (453c and again at
453f [cited p. 320 below and emended from the unsatisfactory xatd tag mapaypaedg of the MSS to accord
with the reading of 453c]) seems to have a mitigating force shy of the absolute, predicate meaning “all the
letters (individually)”; cf. Smyth §1174b.

24. That such puzzles were a worthy sophistic enterprise going back before Clearchus’ own day can be
deduced from the epigrammatic mnema of Thrasymachus (fl. c. 430-400) quoted by Larensius from the
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When one hears Callias’ script performed aloud, of course, none of this
puzzling complexity is apparent. What is apparent is that Callias has hu-
morously incorporated letter names into dramatic meter. He does not intend
his audience to see the letters; he intends his audience to hear them. And it
simply has not been sufficiently apparent to those puzzling over the frag-
ments of Alphabet Tragedy that Larensius is not posing reading problems to
his audience as he has found them in Clearchus’ book. On the contrary, he
is solving Clearchus’ puzzles by reading them (i.e., performing the texts
aloud) for his guests who are hearing everything as Callias’ script in its
“solved,” performance-ready state. From our vantage (as Athenaeus’ readers
who see only the “transcript” of what Larensius said to his audience), the
real problem is one of reconstructing the original riddle before Larensius
provides the oral/aural solution. As problems go, this is a relatively easy
thing to do.

Immediately after his quotation from Sophocles’ Oedipus, Larensius re-
peats his warning about the nature of the puzzle he is about to solve (453f):

Kol petd tOV Yopdv gicdyer mdhtv £k @V povnéviav Piioy ovteg (fiv 8 katd tag
nacag Ypagag Spoing toig npdodev Aéyovta Stonpeiv, TV’ 1j tob moujoaviog HékpLog
ocwifnta katd v ddvapuv):

1-2 xaté 1 nopaypaeag MSS?

And after the chorus, [Callias] again introduces a speech from the vowels (which the
performer has to divide at the whole body of graphae in the same way as the previous
text so that the intention of the one who composed it is restored to its meaning)2° like
this: . ..

Larensius then performs a passage of comic trimeters, the first six lines of
which run as follows (453f):

arpa pévov, @ yovaikeg, e1 e Sedtepov
AEyewv povov ypt) Kai tpitov pévov vy’ Epeig
T &pa e00. 10 T& TETApTOV Ob pévoy

book of Neoptolemos of Parium (Ath. 10.454f = 85 A8 DK; Gulick 1930, 4:562-63). When seen as a
printed text in Athenaeus, the epigram poses no puzzle at all (and no apparent display of sophistic acu-
men): Tobvopa Bfita pd GAga cdv b pd dAga Yl ol odv. / matpig Xarkndov: 1) 8¢ téyvn copin. (“My name
is théta rhé alpha san 4 mit alpha chei od san. /| My fatherland is Chalcedon; and my craft is wisdom.”)
When heard, however, the (solved) puzzle challenges the auditor to picture what might have been inscribed
on Thrasymachus’ hypothetical mnema (which Neoptolemos, Larensius testifies, saw with his own eyes). That
text would have looked like this: TOONOMAGPALYMAXOZIMATPIZXAAKHAQNHAETEXNHZO®IH.

As with Clearchus’ treatment of Callias’ script, the puzzle is only apparent when the reader recognizes
the challenge to form a proper elegiac couplet by the conversion of graphae to stoicheia, thus: ToGvopa ©
PAZYMAXO Z/natpic Xarkndodv: 1 8 tévn cogin. While this stoichiastic division involves no eli-
sions of letter names, the reader/puzzle solver must perform crasis in one place, allow for hiatus in three
other places, and know that T has the (non-Attic) letter name san. The mnema, as Thrasymachus intends it,
can only be “read” by not reading what one sees: that is sophistic craft.

25. In light of the reading solution offered here, xata tag nopaypagag (traditionally used to emend the
text at 453c [pp. 315-16 above] from what now appears to be the correct text) can no longer be seen as
providing a satisfactory meaning, and I have used the reading at 453c to emend 453f. See n. 23 above on
my rendering of the phrase as “the whole body of graphae.”

26. For 8Vvapig as “word meaning” or even as “phonetic sound,” see LSJ, s.v. 8Svapig I11.1.a-b.
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i@ta, néuntov ov, 10 0 Extov § puoévov
Aéye. hoioBlov <Aéyelvd 8t Qv cot o @

1@V ENTA V@V, Entd 8 v pétpoig povov.?’

Such, presumably, represents the performance script as performed by Cal-
lias’ players in the theater at the time of their original production. Yet what
Larensius claims to be “reading” for his symposiasts from Clearchus’ riddle
book would have looked liked this (for which I supply place markers under
the graphae to be read as stoicheia):

(3) AMONONQI'YNAIKEZETEAEYTEPON
AETEINMONONXPHKAITPITONMONONTIEPEIZ
HAPAOHEIQTOTETETAPTONAYMONON
IMMEMITTONOTO®EKTONYMONON
AETEAOIZOIONAETEINAEOQNQEOITOQ
TONEINTAGQNONEIITAAENMETPOIZMONON

Again, this problem is not completely solved and ready to be read out simply
because one knows where the stoicheia are lurking. To make the iambics
scan, the reader must elide the eta (ﬁr’ apa, line 3) yet allow for hiatus be-
fore the omega (line 5). Which is to say that Clearchus’ version of the text
is a hypothetical construct that can exist only in written form: the puzzle
is solved (and the proof of solution is demonstrated) only when it can be
spoken (and heard) as Callias’ trimeters.

Larensius again warns that the process of getting from (3) to the solution
involves the breaking down of all graphae to see which of them need to be
converted to stoicheia. What is actually involved is dividing the letters syl-
labically until one reaches a complex of consonants and vowels that do
not render a sensible Greek word, or fail to scan into the meter. Then, the
game is to determine which letters are causing the problem. A curious by-
product of this reading method is that various forms of indeterminacy arise
as the letters are syllabically paired. The omega of the first line of (3), for
instance, looks at first to be a stoicheion until one has read to the next word
(or perhaps has the complete grammatical sense after the enjambment) and
understands that the stoicheion is actually a vocative interjection, @.

C. SOUNDING OUT THE SOLUTION

So then, when Larensius recites the following lines from Oedipus this way
(as printed in modern editions of Athenaeus), we must understand that our
job is to reconstruct the riddle as Clearchus’ book would pose it:

8y® oVt épautdv obte 6° dAyuvad: ti Tadt
GALmg EAEYYELs; <ob yap dv miBotd pov.>?8

27. Kassel-Austin (1983, 40) and Gulick (1930, 558-59) follow Meineke in distributing the lines into a
choral dialogue.

28. The text is Lloyd-Jones 1994. Athenaeus’ chief MS (A) has Larensius (mis)quoting the line: éyd
007" épavtov ofite o dAyvvd. tabta AeyyOeic. Though metrically implausible and contrary to the desired
meaning in Sophocles, the misquotation reveals enough of the comic business to make its point and could
represent what Athenaeus intended for Larensius’ performance.
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To restore the text to its “pre-read” condition, we must remove the divisions
that the process of “reading” supplies to the text:

(4) ETQOYTEMAYTONOYTEZAATYNQTITAYT
AAAQIEAEIXEIZOYT'APANITY®OIOMOY

Now, dividing the letters according to basic rules of syllabification, and
reading out again, the lines break down like this:

(5) ETQ-OY? TE MAY | TO NOY TE ZAA ITY NQ TI TAY |l
TAA AQ XE AET | XEI SOY T'A PAN | ITY ©01 O MOY

Listening to the syllables read out like this, one can plainly hear the same
effect as in the preceding passages from Callias: there are “letters” lurking
within the lines of Sophocles. One clearly hears omicron, tau, and chi. If we
apply the same double system of graphae and stoicheia that Larensius
warns are to be found in the book whence he derives his Callias, we can re-
construct the riddle this way:

(6) EIrQOTEMAYTONOYTEZAATI'YNQTITT
AAAQIEAETXZOYI'APANITY®OIOMOY

Here, at last, we approach the problem (likely without the helpful under-
scores) as it might have been recorded in Clearchus’ book of riddles.

All this establishes how these two lines of text from Oedipus form part of
a set of problems worthy of a riddle book. It must be remembered that the
solution of Clearchus’ puzzle merely restores the text to Callias’ script as he
intended his actors to perform it. Yet it is not until a reader sees (6) that Cal-
lias’ comic intentions for the tragic lines become clear. The comedian is ob-
viously interested in showing how letters of the alphabet are part of the
serious works of Athenian theater and have, in fact, long been indwelling
and participating in tragedy. As with Callias’ own alphabet prologue, Soph-
ocles’ Oedipus is a veritable minefield of stoicheia waiting to be exposed.*®

Exposure happens in performance. Callias’ audience never saw these stoi-
cheia as a spectacle; rather they heard the actors giving special emphasis to
the letter names as they “appear” in the text. The proper dramatic “reading”
of these lines (whether by Callias’ actors or by Larensius recreating the
jokes from the flat text) would have ignored the original sense of Sopho-
cles’ verses for the sake of sounding out letter names. The more intrusive
the stoicheia upon the lines, the funnier the skit. Given a comic license for
mayhem to justify such liberties, I would argue that, with slightly more ex-
aggeration on the part of the performer rendering these lines from Oedipus,
there are several more letters to be brought out from hiding. Mispronunci-
ation could easily tease out an €1 (E-), a ud (-MAU-), a vi (-NOU-), a nei

29. However the synizesis of éyd obt” would have actually been pronounced in tragic performance, I
represent the elements as a double diphthong for comic purposes. See West 1982, 13.

30. It is difficult to gain a sense of whether Callias is exposing the letters hidden in the tragic scripts to
reflect positively or negatively upon the tragic poets. Callias could easily have it both ways: the skits might
involve his self-promotion in demonstrating that the likes of Sophocles and Euripides were daring to follow
his model, but equally mock the tragedians in portraying them as poetic buffoons. See n. 46 below for the
potential conservative ambivalence Old Comedy may have adopted toward a newfangled alphabetic system.
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(-PU-), a second ov (-O-), and a second pd (-MOU). Thus, it may be that
Callias’ intended rendition for these lines could be printed:

(7) EyoOtwMtmoNtwoehywvon T
oA Aw o€ Aey X cov yap av IT 6ot O M3

Again, the text of (7) is not to be thought of as a Clearchan riddle that could
have been solved on paper (though this is exactly the game Clearchus would
have us play with Sophocles or Callias). Rather, it is a symbolic method of
hypothesizing how to mispronounce lines from a tragedy to derive maxi-
mum comic effect in the theater. The proof of this hypothesis is in the per-
formance: can a reading of these lines simultaneously convey to an auditor
the intrusive stoicheia as well as the underlying original sense from Sopho-
cles? This is what the skit in Callias would have demanded.

That such tricks of mispronunciations are the very essence of Callian
humor in Alphabet Tragedy can be deduced from Aemilianus’ first remarks
in Deipnosophistae (10.448b) that introduce both the topic of riddles and
Callias’ Alphabet Tragedy: “It’s time for us to seek something (Gpa fpiv
{nreiv ©) about riddles so that we may take a rest, just for a bit, from our
cups (motnpinv), not in the fashion of Callias the Athenian’s play entitled
Alphabet Tragedy. But let us seek first (flugic {ntrjomuev npdtepov) what is
the definition (tig 6 0poc) of the riddle.” Athenaeus is having Aemilianus
pun, Callias-style, on a complex of syllable sounds:

(8) dpa Auiv...L{nTEIv 1L, . . mOTNpiwV
fHETS {NTRcLpEY TPoTEPOV TIG . . . 6 GpOg

The express denial that he wishes to employ Callian humor is of course the
sure sign that he is using it.3? Leaving aside the heavy-handed use of the
verb, “to seek,” which causes zetas (i.e., the stoichiastic letter name) to
spring from Aemilianus’ mouth, it is just as striking that Aemilianus wants
to pain the ears of his audience with the emphatically chiastic play upon
/o (Gpo / 6pog) and, even worse, with the cluster of n/i/ei/e sounds (e.g.,
notnp-/ mpotep-).33 The jingle of fiuiv . . . {nreiv / fiueic {nriio- . . . is akin to
the strange choral permutation of consonants and vowels later demonstrated
in Callias’ parodos by Larensius (10.453d, p. 316 above, p. 325 below). Re-
gardless of whether these puns and the play upon zeta derive directly from
Alphabet Tragedy or whether Aemilianus is ad-libbing new material in the
vein of Callias, these jokes reveal a contract between Athenaeus and his

31. If the misquotation of OT 332-33 in A (see n. 28 above ) actually represents Larensius’ intended
performance, a studied mispronunciation along the lines of (7) would still include the following letter
jokes: E yo O te M to N 12 oak yu vo T ta E Aey xbeis.

32. Aemilianus is humorously manipulating a formula for searching out textual support from ancient
authorities used by Athenaeus’ symposiasts, e.g., Plutarch’s expression (3.83b): ote dpa cot, gpike Mup-
tike, GALov {nreiv pdptupa (“So it’s time for you to seek out another authority, dear Myrtilus™); 8.447c,
@pa oot {nrelv, kart OdAmave, kot Sddokewv fpdg (“Dear Ulpian, it’s time for you to seek and inform
us . .."); 14.653d, Gpa odv buiv {nreiv (“So it is time for you to seek . . .”), etc. Ath. 1.2b establishes La-
rensius’ banqueting hall as a locus where appetite for philosophical zetesis takes precedent over culinary
appetite (as is Ulpian’s rule of conduct at table, 1.1e).

33. Puns drawing upon ambiguities between omega and omicron, eta and epsilon, would have been par-
ticularly apt for a comedy staged at the time of the decree of Archinus; see n. 16 above.
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external (reading) audience of a tacit, mutual understanding of what that
humor was. It is this external audience, after all, that will supply a voice to
Aemilianus or Larensius when the text is performed in reading.

It seems a natural choice for Callias to have subjected Oedipus to this
silly process of misreading. The story, after all, involves a family that
traces its troubles back to one Labda-cus, and among its dominant themes,
in Sophocles’ treatment at least, is the zet(a)esis to find a murderer.3* But,
given that Larensius claims that Sophocles was motivated to redivide his
Oedipus once exposed to Callias’ method of alphabetization—that is, to
have subjected something more than the line and a half that Larensius has
tossed off as a meager sample of the process—it remains to be shown that
other passages in the play might have sustained the skit. One need look no
farther than the play’s famous first line:

(9) Qe va kad M tov ma Aat ve a tpo @

I offer one more particularly rich passage and simply claim that suitable
material can be gleaned everywhere from the play:
KP. Ei ptv Aéyer 148" adtog olol’ éyd S ood
poBeiv Sikaud tavd’ dnep KGuod ob viv.
OI. "Expavlav’™ ob yap 31 govedg dhdoopar.
KP. Ti &fjt’; 4dehofv tijv 2utfyv yiuag Exerg; (OT 575-78)

When subjected to re-syllabification, the lines could be performed thus (read-
ing underscores as stoicheia):

(10) E pev Ae YH 3av 10 oot o6e Yo 3¢ cov
pa Betv St xa I'Y o mep ka M ov N(v)
ek pav Ba N yap n @o vev oo Ao Go pot
Tt 8H 3A(v) ™ ve unv T oe X(c)

Oedipus Tyrannus 576 = (10) line 2 could also be divided pa 8ewv &t ko1 Q
T nep ko M ov N(v). Either way the point remains: this is a game of teasing
the sounds of stoicheia out of a script that ostensibly has nothing to do with
the alphabet.

This game does not spring from a peculiar or particular quality of Sopho-
cles’ compositional method either in Oedipus or generally.3® Euripides’ Me-
dea could supply abundant samples of stoichiastic play as well.>® And as
with Sophocles and Euripides, so with all other tragedians, just as Larensius
boasts on Callias’ behalf (10.453e-f, above). The antistrophic substitution

34. Labdacus is named at OT 224, 267, 489, 495, 1226;; for the zetesis theme: OT 110-11, 265-66, 278~
79, 349-52, 362, 658-59, 1111-12.

35. It has sometimes been suspected (Ruijgh 2001, 320) that Larensius, Clearchus, Callias, or some com-
pound of the three was attracted to OT 332-33 by its hypermetrical elision—the eidos Sophocleion, as an-
cient critics called it. While this peculiarity of composition may have made the lines familiar to Callias, his
repartitioning of the sounds in the lines gives indication of his thinking of Sophocles’ script in oral and not
written terms.

36. 1 offer a single example, again asserting that every page of Euripides’ text (Diggle 1984) provides
some amusing possibilities of stoichiastic sound play: ¢86vov npdg dotdv dAedvovot Suopeviy (Med. 297)
could be rendered ¢80 vov npo ca 6t VA N ot duo pe vn.
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that “all remaining tragedians” received into their tragedies is the humorous
incorporation of the alphabet into all drama.

One could object on the grounds that the difference between this process
of resyllabification of Sophocles’ text and those samples of Callias’ own
play excised by Clearchus into his riddle book is that Clearchus’ rendering
of Callias’ text simply transposes symbolic graphae (the stoicheia) for the
more usual, syllabic method of writing out letter names, while, on the other
hand, such a treatment in Sophocles’ text generates letter names at the cost
of destroying the meaning of the lines. That Callias had a keen interest in
just such nonsense is best demonstrated in Larensius’ performance of some
lyrics of Alphabet Tragedy, the famous permutation of the consonants with
the seven vowels (453d, quoted above). Here is a single line of the anti-
strophic song in its state as a riddle from Clearchus’ book:

(11) BABABEBEBHBHBIBIBOBOBYBYBQBQ2

which Larensius unpacks for his readers as the following solution:
(12) BAPaBEfe BHPnBIftBOBoBY fu BQPo

Larensius’ prefatory comments upon these lines are explicit (453d): these
are choral lyrics—o6 yopdg 8¢ yuvaik®v £k Tdv cOVvo TETONUEVOG aHTdL
gotwy Eupetpog duo Kol pepelonenotnuévog tovde tov tpdmov (“the chorus
of women has been composed by him out of pairs [of stoicheia], simulta-
neously set to meter and music in this fashion . . . *).3” This curiously super-
fluous statement about choral lyric, worthy of comment only if Callias’
lines were not set to meter and music, gives reason to suspect two things
about Larensius’ intentions in making the observation. First, it seems likely
that, even as he is describing the doublets of stoicheia and resulting syllables,
Larensius’ alliterative doublings of sounds in his commentary, menown-

uévog . . . peperonenotnuévog and TETONUEVOS . . . EPUETPOG Gua Kol pepe-
Aomemoinpévog, represent further exploitation of Callian humor.3® Second, it

37. Taking the phrase ¢x t@v obvdvo (“from the(se) pairs™) as referring to pairs of stoicheia (as most
translators seem to have taken it, e.g., Gulick 1930, 4:557, “with the collocation of letters in pairs”), and
given that Larensius’ interest in these stoicheia, “letter names,” is rooted in his solution to a reading prob-
lem, it now seems clear that Larensius’ reading instructions shed no light on the physical character or com-
position of the choral women for whom Callias scripted his lyrics. Insofar as Larensius’ recreation of the
play offers no visual component, Athenaeus’ testimony gives no compelling reason to assume that the cho-
rus of Alphabet Tragedy was the twenty-four-letter Ionic alphabet (i.e., male actors dressed as female let-
ters), though this reading has become a commonplace assumption: Svenbro 1990, 382 = 1993, 184; Wise
1998, 15; Ruijgh 2001, 262; Slater 2002, 126. Larensius’ bold claim for the playwright of Letter Tragedy is
that he was first to offer a rude description of a letter (i.e., its physical appearance) through spoken verse
(454a = Edmonds 31D). This is an odd claim if Callias has taken the much bolder step of making his chorus
the very embodiment of the alphabet. The passage in question, a paratragic revelation of a shamed preg-
nant woman to her girlfriends (presumably the chorus in a Euripidean-style role of sympathetic confidantes),
would lose its dramatic purpose and humor if we are to imagine that it is a periphrastic description of letter
shapes spoken to the very letters it is describing.

38. Larensius offers two variants of the phrase immediately after his demonstration of the lyrics, saying
that all the combinations of consonant and vowel sounds are the same with respect to song and meter, tob
pérovg Kai tob pétpov (453d), meter and song, 16 te pétpov kai 10 uéhog (453e). The only other place in
Deipnosophistae where an analogous phrasing appears is in association with the definition of an amystis, a
sympotic drink taken as punishment for failure at a riddle or equal challenge, drunk “with a melody set to
meter for quickness of tempo” (uetd pérovg pepeTpnuévov mpdg dxvTNTa Ypdvov, 11.783e).
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makes it quite likely that Larensius sings the lyrics for his fellow symposi-
asts and, as with the rest of the material from Clearchus, Athenaeus expects
his external reading audience to be able to follow Larensius’ lead and sup-
ply the missing melody to the partially reconstructed lyrics.

Unlike their counterparts in trimeters, these lyric stoicheia are not
given definite articles, show no elisions, and are rife with hiatus; despite La-
rensius’ claim for them, these lines reveal no discernible metric mode that
could accommodate, in successive antistrophes, the diverse combinations of
stoicheia and syllables of different prosodic weights.3® As with the very
melody to which the lyrics are to be sung, the meter may be irrecoverable.
But what can be assumed with more certainty is that these lyrics parody and
overwrite Euripides’ lyrics in Medea.*? Just as Sophocles had dared to re-
divide lines from his Oedipus, so claims Larensius, Euripides may be sus-
pected of having imported the very song of Callias into his own tragedy.
Sophocles’ form of “borrowing” from Callias reflects directly on that of
Euripides.

This finally renders sensible what Larensius means when he describes
Euripides and Sophocles as having heard the type of poetry found in Cal-
lias’ comedy and responding to it by changing their own poetry: “they say
Sophocles dared to divide his poem by meter” (453e, above). Given the ob-
session we discover there with the careful enunciation of vowel sounds “in
meters,” the speaker(s) of the vowel speech (453f above = Edmonds 31C v.
6) may well be the “they” in question who make the assertion of Sophocles
and his work upon his verses “in meter.” Whether Sophocles and Euripides
make personal appearances, Frogs-style, in Alphabet Tragedy to do this
daring craftwork, or whether Callias’ actors offer demonstrative proofs on
behalf of the tragedians, the skits of the comedy depend upon a humorous
redrafting (i.e., redivision) of preexisting tragic poetry.

D. REWARDS FOR THE SOLUTION

Plainly, Alphabet Tragedy postdates Oedipus and Medea. It need not per-
plex us too deeply to discover that, despite the claims made for Callias’ pro-
found and comprehensive influence on the composition of tragedy, it turns
out that this influence is nothing more than a witty trick upon the ear con-
ceived for the purpose of some rather silly comic business. If Callias’ letter
jokes disappoint for their lack of critical insight into the true method of com-
position employed by Sophocles or Euripides, then they should also satisfy
and reassure us for the commensurate insight they offer into the simple
manner of the reintroduction of tragic “texts” in the Theater of Dionysus

39. Ruijgh (2001, 264-66) attempts a fanciful reconstruction of the complete permutation of 119 differ-
ent vowel and consonant combinations, from beta-alpha to psi-omega. The emendation produces lyrics in
iambic dimeter and, where necessary, choliambics.

40. No block of lyrics in Medea stands out as prime candidate for Callian treatment. It is, rather, a non-
lyric line, the infamous sigmatic hissing of Medea—E ZQ TA £Q I A XI NEA AH NQ NO 2OI (Med.
476)—which seems to provide the sort of raw material that could play into Callias’ choral nonsense. Yet
Larensius does assert (453e) that all of Medea, not simply the choral sections, was influenced by Callias’
music and compositional method. See Mastronarde 2002, ad v. 476, on the notoriety achieved by this verse
in the lampoons of the comedians.



CALLIAS’ ALPHABET TRAGEDY 327

perhaps more than a generation removed from the original production date
of those plays.

The nature of the abuse to which Callias subjects Athens’ most revered
tragedies does not require us to imagine an acquaintance on the part of Cal-
lias’ original audience with any of the details of the plots of either Medea
or Oedipus, or to suppose that this audience needed familiarity with any spe-
cific passages chosen for parody by Callias in order to find what he was
doing funny.*! The comedian simply expected an audience with both an ap-
petite for the disrespectful send-up of tragedy’s unassailable masterpieces
and an ear to hear the funny vocal distortions that can be pronounced upon
their “scripts.” There is certainly no need to hypothesize that Alphabet
Tragedy had to be staged in close chronological proximity to Medea or
Oedipus (or these to each other);*? to the contrary, the parody would have
been funnier when performed on works that had achieved canonical status
over time.*> And thus the hypothesis of a late production date for Alphabet
Tragedy linked to the decree of Archinus and the political sanctioning of a
twenty-four-letter alphabet seems all the more likely. If Sophocles and
Euripides were dead at the time of the production of Alphabet Tragedy, so
much the funnier; Aristophanes’ Frogs, produced three years before Archi-
nus’ decree, demonstrates that even dead poets can reproduce the scripts of
their tragedies.** But this late production date moves the play to the limits
of a reasonable career span for Callias, the son of Lysimachus, the known
playwright of Old Comedies, and necessitates the attribution of Alphabet
Tragedy to some later Callias. Athenaeus’ unique distinguishing epithets for
the Callias who authored Alphabet Tragedy make this identification almost
a certainty.®

Yet, while there may be certain interpretive advantages to associating Al-
phabet Tragedy with the official promulgation of a new alphabet in Athens,
the reading solution offered here does not cast interpretive light upon a new
literacy in the city. Callias’ treatment of Sophocles’ text is hardly textual
and we have no better grounds for assuming that written versions of Oedi-
pus or Medea were in circulation among the general populace whenever his

41. Cf. our own general ignorance, beyond what help the comedian himself gives us, of the substance
of Aristophanes’ parody of Agathon’s metrics and music at Thesm. 41-62 and 101-29: our lack of inter-
texts from Agathon’s work does not stop these parodies—even the earnest choral ode—from being devas-
tatingly funny when performed by a comic actor playing Agathon.

42. So Webster (1969, 180-81) countered by P6hlmann (1971, 237-38).

43. Rosen 1999, 155: “It is not, therefore, difficult to imagine that Callias might have made patently
false and humorously arrogant claims of his influence on tragedy in the Letter Tragedy, even if the chrono-
logical impossibility of such claims would have seemed obvious to the audience.”

44. Among the play titles collected under Callias’ name is a (dubiously ascribed) Frogs (Korte 1919, 1627;
Kassel-Austin 1983, 38 test. 1 = Suda x 213 KaAhiog).

45. For the problem of Callias’ career reaching to 403 B.C.E., see n. 13 above. Athenaeus’ casual meth-
ods of signifying the known Callias include naming him in conjunction with other well-known poets of
Old Comedy (with Cratinus, 1.22c; with [but of greater antiquity than] Aristophanes, 2.57a), or with famil-
iar play titles of Old Comedy (Cyclopes 4.140e, 11.487a, 12.524f, and 15.667d; Pedetai 4.177a and
8.344e). Only in conjunction with Alphabet Tragedy does Athenaeus move to explicit modifiers, “the Athe-
nian” (276a, 10.448b, 10.453c), “the grammatikos™ (276a), “who was a little before the times of Strattis”
(10.453c). Suda does not catalogue Alphabet Tragedy with the known titles of Callias, son of Lysimachus
(Kassel-Austin 1983, s.v. Callias, test. 1).
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comedy was performed. Alphabet Tragedy anticipates an audience with
no functional literacy beyond knowing the names of the letters of the alpha-
bet (which Callias helpfully reviews with his audience anyway). Callias’
fragments as we have them place no demand on an audience for visual rec-
ognition of letters. As the modern-day struggle to unpack Clearchus’ textu-
alization of Callias’ script itself testifies, thinking of dramatic texts only in
their visual, printed form actually impedes getting the jokes. This might
give those who look to Alphabet Tragedy as demonstrative proof of a new,
changing relationship between ancient readers and their texts, now start-
lingly reified and visual, some reason to pause and reevaluate.*6

So also does this explication of Callias’ humorous treatment of some
tragic plays make clear that Alphabet Tragedy was not composed as a set of
riddles to baffle a theater audience. Whatever uses Clearchus had for Cal-
lias’ script to confound his own “audience” of readers, we must be sure to
distinguish between how Callias’ comedy played in the theater and how it
later played in a riddle book. To imagine Alphabet Tragedy as some sort of
efficient catalogue of riddle types is to condemn it as a dramatic failure.*’
And for that matter, this comedy seems to have offered Clearchus the ma-
terial of only one riddle type, a type that could only be generated by the
special problematization of the performance script as a reading text. This
particular riddle type was, paradoxically, ill suited to the sort of griphoi nor-
mally posed as challenges for oral response at symposia. Exception needs to
be made, of course, for Athenaeus’ bookish banqueters whose pleasure in
hearing the solution to this class of riddle would have depended on their
visualizing the reading problem (which they take pride in having seen/
read for themselves). For ourselves, there is cautionary need to make triple
distinction among Callias’ (nontextual/parodic) treatment of his tragic
sources, Clearchus’ (textualizing/encoding) treatment of Callias, and Athe-
naeus’ (detextualizing/decoding) treatment of Clearchus.

If one accepts the interpretation put forward here of Athenaeus’ reading
of Clearchus’ reading of Callias’ reading of Sophocles and Euripides, it is
no longer a tenable position to suppose ignorance on the part of Athenaeus,
purportedly transmitting the parodic stuff of comedy only dimly understood
by the transmitter. However indirectly Athenaeus obtained the material
from Alphabet Tragedy, it now seems clear that he is passing on riddles—
and perhaps generating new jokes—that he is capable of putting into the
mouths of Larensius and his guests as solved problems. The traditions of
reading performance that were necessarily extratextual (such as the delivery
of comic and tragic odes in melic meter if not with full melody) were shared
between Athenaeus and his audience of readers just as they were shared

46. E.g., the readings of the play to be found in Wise 1998 and Slater 2002. Slater (1996, 105-12)
tracks the perceptible shift among the practitioners of Old Comedy at the end of the fifth century from their
traditional conceptualization of their poetry as oral material toward composition created and preserved
through writing. If Alphabet Tragedy plays into or comments upon this very shift, it challenges us to think
of a comedy about the core component of the technology of writing that resists being successfully captured
by that technology.

47. Rosen 1999, 164: “It is easy to see, therefore, that Callias’ Letter Tragedy was cited by Clearchus,
and later by Athenaeus’ Larensius, precisely because it helped them catalogue riddles so efficiently.”
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between Larensius and his audience of symposiasts (among whom Athe-
naeus situates himself).*® And this is to say that our own experience with
Callias’ joke upon Sophocles and Euripides in Alphabet Tragedy, though we
encounter it deeply embedded in Athenaeus’ bookish symposium, depends
upon our restoring it to its essential oral/aural (i.e., unreadable) nature.*’

San Diego State University

48. On Athenaeus as performer of (extratextual) cultural memory, see Too 2000.
49. W. G. Thalmann guided me to think of Greek dramatic texts in terms of performance; E. N. Geno-
vese insisted that I learn his methodic system of scansion. I am substantially indebted to both.
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