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CHAPTER NINE

Humor, Women, and Male Anxieties in
Ancient Greek Visual Culture*

ALEXANDRE G. MITCHELL

The paper’s general context is visual humor in ancient Greece but its
main focus is on the way in which women from different backgrounds
were portrayed and mocked by (mainly) male Athenian vase-painters
between the sixth and fourth centuries BC.! The driving idea is that
men tried to the best of their abilities to control women, and their
fears are revealed in comic depictions. The artists were really artisans:
they usually did not have patrons as they mass-produced their often
well-designed utilitarian objects for the marketplace. Their production
followed the rule of fashion and because these objects were ubiquitous
in Athens, and showed every aspect of daily life and mythology, they
offer us a popular vision of what troubled, fascinated, or amused most
Athenians. In many respects, the main problem in studying women in
classical Athens is that they have often been seen as an undifferentiated
mass. The paintings on Greek vases open a different path to studying
women in Athens. Their goal was to please their viewers in order to
sell their pots. Whether the vases were produced by men or women
is not as important as the identity of the final consumer or even the
purchaser. One’s productions do not always show what one believes
in personally, but what one wants to sell. This is why on the one hand
I am particularly interested in the revealing nature of humor, the fact
that humor brings out what is hidden in conventional discourse and on



CHAPTER NINE

Humor, Women, and Male Anxieties in
Ancient Greek Visual Culture*

ALEXANDRE G. MITCHELL

The paper’s general context is visual humor in ancient Greece but its
main focus is on the way in which women from different backgrounds
were portrayed and mocked by (mainly) male Athenian vase-painters
between the sixth and fourth centuries BC.! The driving idea is that
men tried to the best of their abilities to control women, and their
fears are revealed in comic depictions. The artists were really artisans:
they usually did not have patrons as they mass-produced their often
well-designed utilitarian objects for the marketplace. Their production
followed the rule of fashion and because these objects were ubiquitous
in Athens, and showed every aspect of daily life and mythology, they
offer us a popular vision of what troubled, fascinated, or amused most
Athenians. In many respects, the main problem in studying women in
classical Athens is that they have often been seen as an undifferentiated
mass. The paintings on Greek vases open a different path to studying
women in Athens. Their goal was to please their viewers in order to
sell their pots. Whether the vases were produced by men or women
is not as important as the identity of the final consumer or even the
purchaser. One’s productions do not always show what one believes
in personally, but what one wants to sell. This is why on the one hand
I am particularly interested in the revealing nature of humor, the fact
that humor brings out what is hidden in conventional discourse and on



164 Alexandre G. Mitchell

the other hand the vases both contradict and comfort interpretations
originating in the ancient textual evidence.

After a few preliminary notions (1) on the purpose of studying visual
humor and a discussion on conventional representations of women
in Athens, the paper will then focus (2) on four comic female types
involving wine, sex, laziness, and gossip. These striking images raise
many issues, among which are masculinity and the loss of control, con-
sumerism (buying patterns, gendered shopping, the intended and the
final use of these vases), and finally the fear of counter-culture critique
and female social networks.

1. Preliminary Notions

Visual Humor

A unanimous definition of the laughable does not exist among theorists
on laughter, nor can they even find a tacit agreement on what arouses
laughter. But for the sake of convenience and as we are only interested
in what humor reveals rather than its nature, let us define humor as the
intellectual stimuli that provoke laughter because they have been intentionally
prepared to this effect and perceived consciously to this effect.

The study of visual humor in ancient Greece offers insightful views
on ancient Greek society, its values and customs, just like the proverbial
mirror of Old Comedy that offers a distorted yet truthful reflection of
ancient Athenian social customs and beliefs. Is it possible to identify
comic scenes in an ancient culture after such a long span of time? Our
knowledge of Ancient Greek society is profound, thanks to tremendous
amount of scholarship in philology, epigraphy, history, and archaeology
over the last two centuries. Yet, to identify visual humor among hun-
dreds of thousands of vases, one must reconstruct what was conventional
from what was not, then establish which unusual images were intended
to be humorous. The principles of parody, caricature, and situation
comedy are the same today, cross-culturally, as they were in antiquity.
What changes from one village to the next still today are the comical
references and local taboos. Images intentionally produced to ridicule
are a way of dealing with subjects that are difficult to broach in a “seri-
ous” way. It is as if humor enabled us to distance ourselves from the sub-
Jject and thus squint at our innermost fears. Visual humor will give us a
distorted vision of men’s fears that in turn will help us understand more
about women, certain forms of masculinity, and other related issues.
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Gender Studies and Classical Archaeology

Gender studies have pushed the boundaries of scholarship far and wide
and archaeologies of sex and gender, studying past societies through their
material culture by closely examining the social construct of genderiden-
tities and relations, emerged as a specific (mine) field of research in the
1980s. Indeed, “much of the way we learn how to be men and women
in any society comes not through explicit discussion but through the
inexplicit experience of living in a world of things.”? It is an extremely
complex interpretative process, especially when one’s main evidence is
archaeological remains.> Gender scholars first wondered where ancient
women were located, focusing on their public and domestic roles. They
then turned to the status of women and issues of patriarchy. Yet, we still
do not agree on the exact location of the men’s or women’s quarters
in Greek houses: the visual evidence points to women’s typical actions
rather than loci.* The current studies of women in antiquity have moved
away from the history of women to the history of gender with complex
intersections between gender, class, race, and ethnicity in classical cul-
tures. In this chapter, we will focus on the interplay between male fears
and how women could be controlled in ancient Athens.

Conventional Images of Women

On vases depicting scenes from daily life, we find three main types of
women: “respectable” wives (and daughters),? servants, and prostitutes.
The wives are often shown indoors, wearing lengthy and heavy clothing,
sometimes jewels. Their long hair is either worn loose or in a bun (sak-
kos). They might sit on indoor chairs, performing various domestic activi-
ties such as wool work, raising babies, cooking, and kneading dough.
Outdoors they tend tombs, get married, shop, and sell goods at the mar-
ket, and, as we shall discuss further, fetch water at the fountain house.
The debate regarding women’s status, whether they left their homes or
not, and related issues has generated a huge amount of scholarship.® The
image of the submissive wife described by Xenophon in his Oeconomicus
has permeated our categories of thought, but luckily we have many other
sources to paint a different picture than an elitist Athenian’s fantasy of
a submissive wife. By taking a middle view between Xenophon and,
for instance, Aristophanes, one may recreate what the Athenian view of
women might really have been. Indeed, Aristophanes won many dra-
matic competitions, and the decision of the jury, which was composed of
democratically appointed men, probably reflected popular sentiment.
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Many of the problems regarding the assessment of women and sta-
tus are due to the fact that women are often portrayed as an “undiffer-
entiated mass.”” Wealthy wives could send servants on various errands,
while women of more modest means or from poor households left their
house to work without being slaves or prostitutes.® Women were not
strictly isolated from the outside world but had so much to do, maintain-
ing their household that they had little spare time for anything else. In
Aristophanes’s Lysistrata, Kalonike says: “It’s difficult to get out of the
house this early. We've got to do our husbands little favours, we've got
to get the servants out of bed, we’ve got to put the children to bed, wash
them and feed them.”

Still, the enduring constructed image of a discrete and demure
Athenian wife described by Xenophon!? is also to be found on some
vases. A small red-figure wine jug (chous) in New York (Figure 9.1)!!

Figure 9.1 Drunk man banging on a door with his stick at night. Tentative woman on the
other side holding an oil lamp. Chous, Attic RF, New York, The Metropolitan Museum of Art,
37.11.19; 440420 BC. Drawing © A. G. Mitchell.
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shows a drunk naked man wearing the typical reveler’s headband,
knocking roughly with his staff at a front door (the roof is indicated by
the tiles above the door). A woman moves forward from the other side
with great hesitation, her right finger brought to her mouth in a gesture
of fear. She holds an oil lamp which indicates that the scene is occur-
ring at night. She might be thinking what Philokleon tells Bdelykleon
in Aristophanes’s Wasps: “No, it is a bad thing to drink; from wine
come broken doors (thurokopesai), beatings, thrown stones; and then
the money to be paid after a drunken bout.”? She is fully dressed and
her long hair is attached in a bun. Even though Theophrastes com-
mented on lurid women stating that “They [women] answer the front
door themselves,”' this woman has all the attributes and demeanor of
a frightened “respectable” wife woken up in the middle of the night
by a drunk.

Servants on vases are often smaller, wear plainer clothes, and have
shorter hair, as on a red-figure hydria in Paris (Figure 9.9),' where
three Thracian servants fetch water from the fountain place.'®

Prostitutes, just like “respectable women,” could be wealthy or
poor. Pornai were anonymous streetwalkers or brothel prostitutes
who catered to a large number of absolute strangers. The hetaira,
however, was a mistress of one or two lovers who supported her
financially. She offered her company for discussions, play, and sex.'®
According to Kurke,"” the binary relationship between the porne and
the hetaira is a discursive and ideological construct; both words should
be considered as concepts used in different modes and contexts. The
ordinary pornai are usually shown naked with cropped hair, used and
abused sexually, sometimes even beaten: these women are utterly
objectified. In contrast, hetairai were often dressed as “respect-
able wives” but with commercial erotic overtones (e.g., inclusion
of money satchels in the scene to indicate payment).!® As in life,
they were the expensive companions of revelers at drinking parties,
often found half-naked, reclining on cushions, talking, and drinking
wine. Some are even shown wearing the sakkos, while others wear
reveler headbands: they are the visual cross between a “respectable
wife” and a prostitute.

To sum up, as in textual evidence, the limits between different
statuses in vase painting are slightly blurred; the painters used iden-
tifying details from each category to embellish or degrade another
category of women. But, in most circumstances, clues are present to
aid in the identification of hetairai, pornai, and “respectable” wives.
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2. Four Examples of Male Anxiety

Women were the target of male jokes and criticism in literature since
very early times (seventh century BC with Semonides of Amorgos and
sixth century with Hesiod Works)!” but it is Athenian comedy that offers
the most useful data: “we should not expect to find realistic portrayals
of people, but rather stereotypes, embodying the fears and anxieties,
the mild, underlying paranoia about what might happen.”?® Athenian
comics wrote about women as adulterers, drinking on the sly, lazy,
and spending their time gossiping. Under the guise of comedy, they
revealed men’s darkest fears.

Sex-Crazed Women: The Fear of Adultery

In contrast to Xenophon, the Attic Orators, and even Pericles’s funer-
ary oration,” who all portrayed women as modest beings, Aristophanes
and other comics described them as shameless lustful creatures.?? It is
doubtful that husbands complained about having sexual wives, but they
might have feared being inadequate or cuckolds. Their fear was not
only rooted in the loss of honor and self-worth,? but in issues of inheri-
tance and property. If the “legitimate” wife were to have a child from
another man, the immediate family inheritance line might be broken.
Until women had children, they were inherently distrusted because
they came from a different oikos and had no particular allegiance to
the new husband and his oikos. But, once they had produced legitimate
heirs, they were entrusted to care for the household and defend their
husband’s property against the outside world.

Actually, with regard to property, a very fine balance between sur-
veillance and trust bound husbands and wives. “Just as the owner of
invisible property had to cultivate a relationship of trust with the holder
of his property, so too an Athenian woman needed to maintain a good
relationship with her kyrios. The law limiting a woman’s transactions
did not prohibit her from engaging in transactions above this limit (i.e.,
it set no penalty if she did so); rather, it gave a legal basis to her kyrios
to invalidate the transaction if he wanted to.”?* But if the wife had
an affair, the adulterer, a foreigner to the oikos, could gain access to a
man’s possessions. “How? Not through any possible baby, but directly
through the wife.”? This fear explains the sexual innuendoes found on
some vases that clearly portray respectable wives.

On a number of vases women handle dildos, engage with giant
phalli or fantastical beings called phallus-birds (whose neck and head
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consist of an erect penis, sometimes with a scrotum at the base).26 Some
were probably intended to be hetairai, but many could be “respectable
wives.”

On our first comic vase, a red-figure cup in Berlin (Figure 9.2),%
two “respectable” wives, dressed in heavy garments and their hair in
a sakkos, stand back to back while working at raised trays, probably
kneading dough. Above them is a fantastical being, a phallus bird. It has
no agency in the scene, in contrast to other scenes where it ejaculates or
copulates with satyrs or women. The phallus bird has been interpreted
as a funerary apotropaic symbol,?® but why should the intended func-
tion or meaning of all cups found in tombs be funerary simply because
tombs happened to be their final resting place? The clue to understand-
ing the picture lies in the animal’s frozen, almost heraldic air. It most
probably symbolizes the women’s sexual thoughts while they are at
work, in a similar fashion to speech balloons in comic strips. It is a pic-
ture of escapism while carrying out dull domestic duties. It is comical

Figure 9.2 “Heraldic” phallus-bird symbolizing the women’s sexual thoughts while they are
at work. Cup, Attic RF, Berlin, Antikensammlung, 1966.21;500-490 BC. Drawing © A. G.
Mitchell.
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Figure 9.3 Visual pun. Side A: woman washing clothes. Side B: woman stepping into a basket
full of dildos. Pelike, Attic RF, Syracuse, Museo Archeologico Regionale Paolo Orsi, 20065;
510-470 BC. Drawing © A. G. Mitchell.

in that they are not looking at each other, work back to back, and still,
“both think of sex.”

Another unusually comic scene is shown on a red-figure pelike
in Syracuse (Figure 9.3).% The humor arises from the extreme con-
trast and similitude between the two sides of the same vase. On one
side, a young “respectable” wife wearing a sakkos has just undressed
(her shoes and clothes are wrapped in a bundle on a stool) and is
about to wash. A cleaning sponge and a strigil are hanging in the
background.

On the other side of the pelike, 2 woman steps into a container as if
to bathe. But the clay vase has turned into a wicker basket, the water
having given way to dildos. They have eyes like phallus birds, which
brings the dildos to life. The humor lies in the conjunction of the
woman’s exaggerated sexual appetite (she prefers a phallic immersion
rather than a bath) and the surprise effect, an important asset in humor,
between the two sides of the vases, which graphically are almost identi-
cal, with a comic twist.?°

Finally, a red-figure pelike in London (Figure 9.4)>' shows a “respect-
able” wife outdoors in a farm yard, distributing seeds to erect phalli
instead of chicken. It is a parody of a dull, repetitive farming activity,
turned into an escapist erotic fantasy. Another fully clad woman on a
red-figure pelike fragment in Athens (Figure 9.5)*? stoops down to pet
affectionately a phallus bird that cranes its neck to look up at the woman.
This gesture of female empowerment is surprising because of its stark
contrast with the many images of rape. Rape scenes on vases are visual-
ized reenactments, but these erotic fantasies of “respectable” wives are the



Figure 9.4 Woman throwing grain to upright phalluses as if they were chicken. Pelike, Attic,
REF, British Museum, E819; 440-420 BC. Drawing © A. G. Mitchell.

Figure 9.5 Woman petting affectionately a phallus bird. Pelike, Attic, RF fragm., Athens,
Agora Museum, P27396; ¢.480 BC. Drawing © A. G. Mitchell.
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Figure 9.6 Farming girl fighting off the advances of phallus-geese. Drawing, after Martin van
Maele, La Grande Danse Macabre des Vifs, 1905.

expression of male sexual fantasies and paranoia. The last drawing in this
series by the erotic artist Martin van Maele (1863-1926) (Figure 9.6)%
dates back to 1905. It shows almost 2,400 years after our Greek vases a
farm girl attacked by phallus geese. The meaning of this image is quite
different: it emphasizes virginal temptation and fear; a male vision of a
young woman’s fantasies of geese turned into phalluses.

Drinking Women—Loss of Control

The second male fear concerned women drinking wine on the sly.
Husbands were not afraid of wasted or “siphoned wine” (“You are
at hand when furtive wives unlock the storeroom door, or siphon off
the wine”) but rather of its influence on women.>* In losing control,
women could not be good mothers nor take proper care of the house-
hold, and thus we return to the inevitable fear of economical loss.>®

A red-figure skyphos in Malibu (Figure 9.7)% shows a well-kept cellar
(A). On the otherside (B), a young slave gitl, with cropped hair, follows her
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Figure 9.7 Woman gulping wine on the way from the storage room to the men’s symposium.
Skyphos, Attic RF, Malibu, The J.-Paul Getty Museum, S80.AE.304; 460—440 BC. Drawing
© A. G. Mitchell.

mistress while carrying a full wineskin on her head, a bag on her shoulder,
and a hydria in her hand. The overweight mistress hurriedly drinks wine
out of a large skyphos, “her large lips glued to its lip to increase the flow
of the liquid.”®” The woman’s long and heavy dress and hairstyle are that
of a “respectable” wife. They must be bringing wine to a symposium. As
female citizens could not attend such an event,*® she can only drink on the

sly, on the short way between the cellar and the symposium.

The Sleeping Guardian or Lazy HouseKeeper

The third masculine fear concerned lazy housekeepers. Indeed, even
wealthy wives would have had their hands full managing the oikos, and
the lack of activity of “lazy” wives could potentially lead to a complete
breakdown of the household and its dependents, leading ultimately to
serious economic loss. A key to visual as well as verbal humor lies in
the use of comic archetypes. Comic artists knew as they do today that
certain archetypes always produced the same comical effects by playing
opposing concepts or images. The sleeping guardian is one such comic
archetype. The guardian, whose sole purpose is to protect something of
value, falls asleep on his watch. Add this archetype to another of the lazy
woman found in literature since the time of Semonides, and the cocktail
is twice as potent.

A Boeotian red-figure pelike in Munich (Figure 9.8)* shows on one
side a butcher chopping meat on a tripod with his typical broad blade
knife. On the other side, a woman is reclining on a chair next to a tall
pole or lamp stand. At its very top hang a few slices and chunks of meat.
A cat perches on the foot of the stand. The two sides of this pelike must
be observed as one complete narrative.
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Figure 9.8 Woman fallen asleep while guarding meat chopped by her butcher husband. A cat
is looking up at the food. Pelike, Boeotian RF, Munich, NI 6159; Drawing © A. G. Mitchell.

Vases often show greedy animals, usually cats and dogs.*’ It is likely
that our cat intends to climb up the long pole because it has sensed
the presence of meat. These poles are frequently found in butchery
scenes,”! as food had to be kept out of reach of greedy animals. The
woman is asleep: she is leaning her head on her right hand and her
eyes are shut.** She was keeping an eye on her husband’s produce but
fell asleep “on duty.” She is a comic archetype: the sleeping guardian.
She also conforms to a Greek male stereotype of lazy women, loitering
instead of doing their housework.

Gossips at the Fountain Place

The fourth male fear and comic stereotype is that of gossiping women.
Men jeer at female interaction calling it gossip, because they fear what is
potentially discussed (men’s foibles) and female social networks of friends
and neighbors running in parallel to men’s.* As discussed above, there has
been a huge amount of scholarship on whether women left their homes or
not.** “One often-repeated generalization about men’s space and women’s
space in the classical Greek polis is that women were confined as much as
possible to the domestic interior, while men dominated outside spaces.”™
But we came to the conclusion that they did go outdoors. So, what did
they do outdoors besides work? One repeated visual example of female
interaction on vases is women fetching water from public fountains. This
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was a female space par excellence in most cultures, where women from vari-
ous households met to exchange news, pester about their husbands, and
cover a million other topics of conversation.*® This reflects the gendered
division of labor in traditional communities, in which domestic water col-
lection is typically associated with women’s roles. Cohen points out that
many women would not have had a well in their home nor slaves to fetch
water for them or might have simply wanted to go themselves.*” The pub-
lic fountain is still a focal point for women throughout the Mediterranean
world (Spain, Italy, Greece, Lebanon, Turkey, Iraq, and North Africa),*®
but also many other parts of the world, such as India,* Nepal,*’ Thailand,
and Vietnam,? and various sub-Saharan African countries.’? L. Nevett
breaks the mold of the usual debates on female spaces, using topography
to show how women left their homes, locating them in immediate or
extended urban neighborhoods.>

The first vase (Figure 9.9), alluded to above, displays three Thracian
servants fetching water from a fountain that might or not be inside the
city space. Even though the fountain resembles more a natural spring

Figure 9.9 Three Thracian servants fetch water from the fountain place. Hydria, Attic RF,
Paris. Musée du Louvre, CA2587. Drawing © A. G. Mitchell.
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from a rock with twigs sprouting above, one of the servants steps onto
a man-built step and another servant is about to pick up a hydria from a
square base or altar to the left. The three women show us how to gather
water: (1) they place the hydria under the water flow, (2) they steady
the filled and heavy vase on a flat surface before (3) placing it, upright,
on their head.

The second vase, a black-figure hydria in Oxford (Figure 9.10),>*
shows much more clearly the engaged discussions between at least six
well-dressed women (embroidered peploi) at the fountain place. On
the very far left, a woman stands on the krepis of the fountain place fill-
ing up her hydria. To the right, two women holding their filled hydriai
upright on their heads are turned to the right, away from the fountain,
whereas the other two women they are gesturing to in conversation
are turned toward the fountain place waiting to fill up their hydriai
(placed sideways on their heads). There are numerous representations
of women at fountains in the black- and red-figure techniques. Some
show clearly fountain houses, others simpler fountains, some women
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Figure 9.10 Six women discussing at the fountain place. Hydria, Attic BE, Oxford, Ashmolean
Museum, 1910.775; 550-515 BC. Drawing © A. G. Mitchell.
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are named, for example, “Anthyla (Flora, or Florie) Rhodon (Rosy) is
pretty.”>® None of these vases are comical. They simply show women
conversing at fountain places.

But, one hydria shows a comic version of this daily life scene: on
a red-figure hydria in Madrid (Figure 9.11),% two women are stand-
ing at a fountain house, which consists of a Doric column erected on
a one-stepped krepis with a lion’s head spout shown in profile. From
their gestures and poses, they are conversing. The woman on the left
is carrying a hydria upright on her head and her feet are turned to the
left which indicates that she is leaving. The “taller” woman has left
hers beneath the fountain’s spout. Both women wear a tiara, which
indicates that they are most probably citizens. The woman on the
right’s hydria is overflowing with water pouring out from the lion’s-
head spout. The woman on the left turns toward the other woman.
With these simple elements,’” the overflowing hydria, the gestures of
discussion, the indications of departure of the woman on the left, and
her lingering (head turned right), the painter has shown two gossips
so engrossed in their conversation that one of them has forgotten her
hydria, the very purpose of her presence at the fountain place. A similar

Figure 9.11 Male humor: two gossiping women at the fountain place. One has forgotten her
overflowing hydria. Hydria, Attic RF, Madrid, Museo Arqueologico Nacional, 11117; 500-480
BC. Photograph © A. G. Mitchell.







































