http://dx.doi.org/10.7592/EJHR2013.1.1.manteli

European Journal of
Humour Research 1(1) 67- 83
www.europeanjournalofhumour.org

Translating Aristophanes’ humour
for the Modern Greek stage:
The Acharnians at the
National Theatre
of Greece (1961–2005) and
the State Theatre of
Northern Greece (1991–2010)

Vicky Manteli
Hellenic Open University, Greece

Abstract
The paper explores the reception of Aristophanes’ first extant comedy 'The Acharnians' (425
BC) in post-war Greek modern theatre by the two government-sponsored theatre institutions
of Greece, namely the National Theatre of Greece (NTG) and the National Theatre of
Northern Greece (NTNG). It discusses translation trends of Aristophanes’ text and focuses on
the transference of source text humour in five playscripts, which were all performed from
1961 to 2010. Consequently, it will hopefully address issues of humour translation from a
theatrical perspective. The paper applies linguistic tools and humour translation methodology
in order to examine source text humour transference in a self-compiled corpus of target texts.
I will focus on the paratragedy scene of the comic hero’s (Dikaiopolis’) visit to the house of
Euripides (lines 394–488) in order to show that translators systematically mix verbal and
referential humour in their texts, even when source text humour is clearly referential. I will
also argue that translators extensively employ play with register, colloquialisms and
anachronisms. When viewed historically, recent target texts tend to be ‘free adaptations’ of
Aristophanes’ text rather than ‘translations’. Following this major conclusion the paper
argues that Aristophanes’ comedy is culturally relocated by the two government-sponsored
Greek stages. This strategy is probably necessitated by the function and the aims of the source
text translation and its intended audiences, that is, theatrical performances in open theatres
at popular summer festivals viewed by varied audiences of an equally varied assumed level of
theatrical and classical sophistication.
Keywords 'The Acharnians, humour translation, theatrical performance
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1. Theoretical tools and preliminary hypotheses: Humour, translation, and classical
drama reception
The paper explores the reception of humour of Aristophanes’ first extant comedy The
Acharnians (425 BC) on the Modern Greek stage and particularly by the two major
government-sponsored theatre institutions of the country, namely the National Theatre of
Greece (NTG) and the National Theatre of Northern Greece (NTNG). It studies the
playscripts of The Acharnians (five in total) which were used for the NTG and NTNG
productions of Aristophanes’ comedy (six in total) since its revival in 1961 and discusses
trends in the translation of Aristophanes’ comedy. The study addresses the issue of humour
translation from a theatrical perspective.
The paper applies linguistic tools and humour translation methodology in order to
examine source text humour transference in a self-compiled corpus of target texts. It aims to
show that translators systematically mix verbal and referential humour (Attardo 1994; Attardo
et al. 1994) in their texts, even when source text humour is clearly referential. Consequently,
the present paper provides some tentative answers to the questions raised by Robson (2008:
181) with regard to the usefulness of looking into translators’ strategies and ‘exploring the
precise nature of the divide between verbal and referential humour’. Another point to be
explored is that translators extensively play with register, colloquialisms, and anachronisms to
compensate for humour loss and add verbal humour in their target texts. When viewed
historically, recent translations tend to fit more easily in the category of ‘free adaptations’ of
Aristophanes’ comedy than that of ‘translations’. Under ‘free adaptations’ we should consider
translation versions which often abandon the literal meaning of source text words and are
heavily based on modernising and updating the context of the ancient drama, while
‘translations’ should be regarded as texts which highly appreciate issues of equivalence
(Baker 1992: 5–6) and the relation norm between source text and target text (Chestermann
1997). The latter follow the expectation that ‘translations of ancient drama can and should be
judged according to the “faithfulness” of their relationship to a linguistically, culturally and
sometimes ideologically dominant source text’ (Hardwick 2010: 193).
Translation theoreticians have pointed out that cultural relocation or ‘acculturation’
(Heylen 1993; Aaltonen 1996; Bassnett 1998) is a major issue in the translation of theatre
texts and is seen in parallel with ‘the expectations of the target audience and the constraints
imposed by the theatrical system’ (Bassnett 1998: 93). Acculturation, or ‘domestication’ as
Venuti (2000) prefers to name it, should be seen as a negotiation process in theatre translation
which runs from preserving the ‘exoticism’, awkwardness, ambiguity and nuance of the
source text, ‘through a middle stage of negotiation and compromise’ (Heylen in Bassnett
1998: 93) in which such source text features are reduced, and finally comes to a stage where
the source text’s linguistic, cultural, and historical distinctiveness is eliminated. In the present
paper I will argue that cultural relocation (or acculturation) is probably necessitated by the
function and the aims of the source text translation and its intended audiences, that is,
theatrical performances in open theatres at popular summer festivals viewed by varied
audiences of an equally varied assumed level of theatrical and classical sophistication.
Recent studies in the translation of classical Greek theatre challenge classical and
historicist interpretative views of the classics and give centre-stage to the mediating role of
translation for the survival of the classics and the theatre [1]. Discussion on the translation of
classical comedy, in particular, focuses on the relationship between the classical Greek past
and the dramatic text’s humour [2], on the one hand, and staging the present on the other
(Walton 2006). Theatrical discourse on the reception of classical Greek drama seems to pay
heed to the kind of the connections between ancient and modern which translations invent and
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renew. It also focuses on the relationship between translation and performance (Hardwick
2003 and 2010). Imbued by such theatrical discourse my work will finally attempt to look into
the identity of the assumed ‘constructed’ audiences and the performance contexts for/in which
the Acharnians’ playscripts of the NTG and the NTNG were produced.

2. Mapping The Acharnians at the National Theatre of Greece (NTG) and the National
Theatre of Northern Greece (NTNG)
In this theatrically-oriented section I will give some necessary contextual information
concerning the reception of Aristophanes’ The Acharnians. It is of particular interest that
despite the comedy’s revival in the context of the Epidaurus Festival [3] and its permanent
presence in major or minor summer festivals of classical drama, commercial productions in
major city theatres and/or on tour are practically unknown in Greece. The revival of the
comedy in the 20th and 21st centuries has been related both to Modern Greek ‘canonised’
translations and free adaptations as well as ‘landmark’ performances while the profile of the
stage translators has been quite versatile. Specifically, the comedy has been translated for the
stage by renowned philologists, established translators of modern European comedy,
translators of classical drama and teachers of drama, prolific translators of Aristophanes and
acclaimed writers, directors, journalists, even famous musicians [4]. Since its revival in 1961
until the most updated production in 2010, the number of Modern Greek productions of The
Acharnians equals twenty three while the number of translations equals thirteen respectively
[5]. Of these twenty three productions one should note that seven were reproductions of the
Art Theatre’s 1976 production of The Acharnians while another was a musical adaptation.
This means that all fifteen new theatre productions of The Acharnians are based on twelve
translated texts i.e. for almost every production of Aristophanes a new translation has been
commissioned. I would suggest that this almost one-to-one ratio between translated text and
performance is necessitated by the conditions of production of the former, the assumption
being that the success of Aristophanes’ comedy lies on its updating. New target texts have
been called for to adjust to the norms of their time and echo the conditions of the theatrical
culture and artistic/ideological concepts of the corresponding performances.
In selecting my corpus I was primarily interested in attempting to map the reception of
Aristophanes’ comedy in post-war Greek modern theatre by the two government-sponsored
theatre institutions of Greece. The former institution has produced Aristophanes’ comedy four
times (1961, 1980, 1995 and 2005). As for the NTNG it has staged Aristophanes’ play twice
(1991 and 2010). The translated texts I will look into are the texts by Stavrou, Koumanoudis,
Spyropoulos, Boukalas, and Myris [6]. It is worth noticing that first, all except one of the
translated texts (Koumanoudis’s) were commissioned for a specific production. Secondly,
Stavrou’s close translation has been used twice at the NTG, thus proving, on the one hand its
literal value, and, on the other, the performance style of Aristophanes’ comedy adopted by the
NTG. Third, all translators, but one, have had a long standing career in translating and/or
studying Aristophanes. Fourth, all translated texts except one (which is characterised as a
‘free adaptation’ by the translator himself) have been registered as ‘translations’. Finally, all
productions were directed by established figures within the tradition of each institution or
directors of a broad appeal and theatrical success within the context of the ‘free sponsored’
theatre. All the above suggests that Aristophanes is a cultural product and a source of interest
as well as of box office revenue for the Modern Greek theatre.
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3. Data analysis
3.1. Verbal and referential humour in Aristophanes
Classical literature research on Aristophanic comic poetry (Dover 1972, Thiercy 2001)
discusses Aristophanes’ variety of humourous mechanisms, such as wordplay, puns, doubleentendres and innuendo, obscene and taboo language, in-jokes and comic stage business,
absurd and utopian dramatic situations and contexts, satire and parody. In his De Oratore
(1942) Cicero draws a useful distinction between humour which is on the one hand in verbis
and one on the other hand in re. From the viewpoint of humour theories (Attardo 1994) the
former can be equated to ‘verbal humour’ while the latter to ‘referential humour’. In the first
case, incongruity is produced on the level of language that is, through specific language
structures used by the speaker. In other words, verbal humour presupposes a lexicalized
connector and resists translation. In the second case incongruity is attached to the content. In
other words, referential humour does not presuppose a punning connector or any other formal
similarity between words. It is said that referential humour can withstand intra- and
interlingual translation. In this section, following Robson’s (2008) discussion of the problems
of translating Aristophanic humour (see Section 1), I show that Aristophanes is primarily
adapted for the Greek stage. By looking into translators’ strategies I will explore through the
lens of both translation and humour theory the limits of the divide between verbal and
referential humour in Aristophanes’ source text and the target texts discussed here.
3.2. The humour of the paratragedy scene (Ach. 394–488). Corpus material.
In selecting the material (extract from Aristophanes’ Acharnians) on which my preliminary
hypotheses could be tested, I considered the following three parameters:
1. Aristophanes’ remarkably versatile humourous repertoire;
2. the potentially inherent quality of a scene for a sine qua non comic dramatisation on stage;
3. the translators’ approach.
I will thus focus on the paratragedy scene of the comic hero Dikaiopolis’ visit to the house of
tragedian Euripides (Ach., lines 394–488) which, as I will discuss, can be also perceived as a
particularly humorous scene in terms of language and of theatrical representation too. In
Aristophanic comedy paratragedy refers to any extended or limited intertextual correlation
between Aristophanes’ text and classical tragedy. It often takes the form of a parodic allusion
notably to Euripides’ tragedies. The scene is typical of Aristophanes’ humour, pregnant with
humorous discourse, parodic allusions to Euripides’ dramatic technique (Dikaiopolis’ target
in this scene) and ironic remarks against his family background (specifically against his
mother’s low class origin and humble profession), metatheatrical references (i.e. Dikaiopolis’
self-address rather as an actor than as a character), humorous proper names, neologisms,
metaphors, clash between high and low registers (see Section 4.1 in detail). Secondly, in
terms of stage representation the scene is humorous and designed to produce laughter since it
is built around an extended metaphor according to which the comic hero Dicaeopolis,
disguised in rags, is a visual parallel to Euripides’ pathetic tragic hero Telephus, a character
whom the original audience would probably have recalled upon viewing Aristophanes’ comic
hero. Like him Aristophanes’ hero should face the chorus in the agon and must succeed in his
defence. In addition, during the scene the actor speaks out of character and refers to the
Acharnians as the comic chorus, pleading Euripides for his help in disguising himself so that,
Open-access journal | EJHR: www.europeanjournalofhumour.org

70

European Journal of Humour Research 1(1)

unlike the audience, the chorus will not recognise him. With visual humour inherent in this
scene one would expect that translators would not need to apply adaptation strategies.
In the paratragedy scene [7] (Ach. 394–488) the comic hero Dicaeopolis visits Euripides
to ask for tragic props in order to prepare himself for his defence speech. He persistently begs
Euripides for rags and stage props which the tragic poet has already used in his tragedies. By
analogy to Euripides’ ragged heroes, the comic hero will borrow rags and props that will
make him look like a beggar when defending himself in front of the chorus of Aristophanes’
comedy and the audience. The scene is full of metaphors parodically staged, the most
extensive one being “Dikaiopolis’ transformation from suppliant before the Acharnians into
suppliant before the Athenians, and at the same time, into suppliant before Euripides” (Russo
[1962] 1994: 50). The scene is pregnant with metatheatrical elements attested in the
following: Dikaipolis’ concern with his performance before the Athenian audience and his
defence speech before the Acharnians’ chorus is lexicalised in allusions to the hero’s
representation as a performer rather than as a dramatis persona; these take the form of either
explicit or implicit references to the tragic poet’s dramaturgy and his family background
presented in a derogatory tone. It can be assumed then that humour in this Aristophanic scene
is rich and tied up with stage business and props and, thus, easily appreciated by
Aristophanes’ audience.
The lengthy visit to the poet of Telephus in 394‒488 is a typical example of
Aristophanes’ ‘clustered’ or ‘dense’ poetry. [8] It is largely a metatheatrical scene [9] with
lots of parodic and paratragic allusions to Euripides as well as both verbal and referential
humour. In the next section, I will look into five source text humourous instances (i.e.
referential humour), two instances of verbal parody (religious parody) and the dialogic
exchange between Euripides’ servant and Dikaiopolis at the door-knocking scene vis-à-vis
their transference in the target texts, which were used as performative texts (i.e. playscripts) in
the productions of the NTG and the STNG. The working hypothesis is that since comic
business and referential humour prevail in Ach. 394–488, translators will not need to add
verbal humour in their target texts. However, as already stated in Section 1, translators
systematically mix verbal and referential humour, thus indicating the divide between the two
is far from rigid.

4. Translating the humour of the paratragedy scene (Ach. 394–488). Source text
referential humour
4.1. Source text referential humour
In this section, I will discuss translators’ strategies in transferring Aristophanes’ humour
targeting Euripides’ dramatic techniques as well as his family background. Since there is
neither verbal play with register clashes, nor punning in these cases, I will consider them as
instances of referential humour and examine how it is transferred. In Figure 1, I will first
present the source text humorous instances with their English translation by Sommerstein
(1980 [1992]). In the figures which will follow, I will give the target texts followed by a
gloss. In the discussion parts, normally following each figure with target texts, I will focus on
translators’ strategies and report conclusions drawn from the analysis of figures. I will also
provide some pragmatic information to facilitate comprehension of Aristophanic background.
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Figure 1. Source text metatheatrical in-jokes and referential humour against Euripides with English translation.
ἀναβάδην ποεῖς,
Lines 410–11
ἐξόν καταβάδην; οὐκ ἐτὸς [10] χωλοὺς ποεῖς.

Line 413

Do you compose with your feet up, when they could be down? No wonder you
create cripples!
οὐκ ἐτὸς πτωχοὺς ποεῖς.

Line 416

No wonder you create beggars!
δεῖ γάρ με λέξαι [11] τῷ χορῷ ῥῆσιν μακράν·

Line 457b

I’ve got to make a long speech to the chorus
εὐδαιμονοίης ὥσπερ ἡ μήτηρ ποτέ.

Line 478

Blessings on you - like your mother used to have!
σκάνδικά μοι δὸς μητρόθεν δεδεγμένος
give me some wild chervil, “that as thy mother’s heir thou didst acquire”.

Figure 2. Target texts: Metatheatrical in-jokes in lines 410–11 and 413
Γράφεις
Stavrou (ST)
Lines 410–11
με τα ποδάρια απάνω κι όχι κάτω;
Ώστε γι’αυτό κουτσούς τους ήρωες πλάθεις.
You write
with the legs up and not down?
That’s why you model the heroes lame.
Line 413
Koumanoudis
(KOU)
Lines 410–11

Line 413
Spyropoulos
(SPY)
Lines 410–11

Line 413
Boukalas
(BOU)
Lines 410–11

Line 413
Myris
(MY)
Lines 410–11

Νιώθω γιατί πλάθεις ζητιάνους.
I feel why you model beggars.
Το κάνεις με τα πόδια σου ψηλά, ενώ μπορείς
και με τα πόδια χαμηλά; Γι’ αυτό κουτσούς τους κάνεις.
You do it with your legs high up, while you can [do it]
with your legs down? That’s why you fashion them lame.
Γι’ αυτό φτωχούς τους κάνεις.
That’s why you fashion them poor.
Γράφεις με τα πόδια ανάερα,
ενώ η θέση τους είναι κάτω.
Έτσι εξηγείται που σ’εμπνέουν οι κουτσοί.
You write with the legs in aerial position,
While their position is downwards.
This explains how the lame ones inspire you.
Έτσι εξηγείται που σ’εμπνέουν οι ζητιάνοι.
This explains how the beggars inspire you.
Ώστε λοιπόν γράφεις με τα πόδια πάνω κι όχι κάτω.
Αμ’ τώρα καταλαβαίνω γιατί οι ήρωές σου είναι κούτσαυλοι.
Well then you write with the legs up and not down.
Tell me about it why your heroes are gimps.
Αμ’ γι’αυτό μας γράφεις όλο για ζητιάνους.
That’s why you always write about beggars.
Γράφεις με τα πόδια, άνθρωπε μου;
Γι’αυτό μας έχεις πνίξει στις τραγωδίες σου
με σακάτες και τρελούς;
Mανιακούς και πουτάνες;
Do you write using your feet, my man?
That’s why you’ve flooded us in your tragedies
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with crippled and lunatics?
Maniacs and whores?
Line 413

Γι’αυτό μας έπηξες σε ζητιάνους
και παρλιακά;
That’s why you’ve flooded us with beggars
and daffy ones?

Lines 410–11 and line 413 can be considered as metatheatrical in-jokes understood and
shared by 5th century Athenian audiences who were familiar with Euripides’ tragedies. Both
contain latent visual parody alluding to Euripides’ dramatic technique and motifs. Figure 2
shows that the metatheatrical in-jokes are not domesticated. All translators add explanatory
linking words and/or phrases to clarify the causal relationship between Euripides’ writing
methods and the heroes of his tragedies. Stavrou translates ώστε (that’s why), Koumanoudis
and Myris repeatedly translate γι’αυτό (that’s why), Spyropoulos repeatedly translates έτσι
εξηγείται (this explains). Boukalas either translates ώστε λοιπόν (well then) or γι’αυτό (that’s
why). This strategy of adding information can be compared to ‘explic(it)ation’ (Katan 1999:
131) and probably serves the purpose of mediating cultural gaps, since modern audiences are
not expected to be as familiar with the humour literature targeting Euripides, as 5th century
audiences probably were. It seems then, that foregrounding the causal link between Euripides’
writing habits and his tragic heroes is a strategy on which Greek translators rely to
compensate for humour loss. In this case
explic(it)ation is not a costly but rather the most appropriate option for preserving the
humourous effect in the target text.
Another point which can be drawn from Figure 2 is that most translators play with
register by mixing standard with poetic (SPY ανάερα [in aerial position]), oral (ST ποδάρια
[legs]; BOU αμ’ τώρα [tell me about it]; MY παρλιακά [daffy]), or low register (BOU
κούτσαυλοι [gimps]) lexis. They also use metaphors (ST πλάθεις ζητιάνους [you model
beggars]; ΜΥ μας έπηξες σε ζητιάνους [you’ve flooded us with beggars]). The most recent
target text, that one by Myris, is clearly an adaptation exploiting taboo language (πουτάνες
[whores]), a reference to other ‘special’ categories of heroes in Euripides’ drama and a
humorous address to the poet, which enhances the theatricality of the text. Therefore, it can be
concluded that translators transfer source text referential humour exploiting verbal features,
thus mixing referential and verbal humour. Consequently, it can be argued that Greek
translators employ verbal play as a means of compensating for the loss of source text
referential humour.
Figure 3. Target texts: Dikaiopolis’s metatheatrical address as performer
Line 416
(translation by I’ve got to make a long speech to the chorus
Sommerstein)
Λόγο είν΄ανάγκη στο Χορό να βγάλω
ST
There is need that I deliver a speech to the Chorus
Line 416
Ώρα πολλή χρειάζεται στους Μενιδιάτες να μιλώ
KOU
For a long time I need to speak to the citizens of Menidi
Line 416
Γιατί ανάγκη πάσα ν’ απαγγείλω μακρόσυρτη αγόρευση
SPY
στο χορό των Αχαρνέων·
Line 416
For it is of high importance to deliver a lengthy oration
to the chorus of the Acharnians
Έχω να λογοδοτήσω στο Χορό δια μακρόν.
BOU
I have to give an account to the Chorus for long.
Line 416
Να πάω στο χορό
MY
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Line 416

Να ρητορεύω τραγικά
για να τον πείσω.
[I have] to go to the chorus
Orate tragically
To persuade them.

In Line 416 the actor speaks out of character and refers to the Acharnians as the comic chorus.
Figure 3 shows that translators often employ high register (the old form of katharevousa) and
introduce a formal tone in their texts which potentially creates humour through the ensuing
clash between the wrecked appearance of the hero and his use of high register (see SPY and
BOU for line 416). Katharevousa is an older form of Modern Greek appropriating formal and
learned lexis and structures. It was officially abolished in 1976. Greek humour often rests on
register exploitation (Antonopoulou 2002, 2004b; Canakis 1994; Tsakona 2004: 189–200)
and particularly the use of katharevousa in ordinary, and, consequently, in inappropriate
situations. Such a use results in incongruity realized as incompatibility between language and
context. Other texts in Figure 3 (i.e. KOU, SPY) sound more poetic or formal rather than
conversational and informal because of the inversion of the standard adjective-noun order. A
similar technique is attested in Stavrou’s text, in which the standard verb-complement
structure is extended so that the complement (λόγo [speech]) is placed in front position.
Figure 4. Target texts: Referential humour targeting at Euripides
Blessing on you-like your mother used to have!
Line 457 b
Line 478
(translation by
Sommerstein)
ST
Line 457b

Line 478

KOU
Line 457b
Line 478
SPY
Line 457b
Line 478

BOU
Line 457b

Line 478

give me some wild chervil, “that as thy mother’s heir thou didst acquire”
Ευτυχισμένος να είσαι, ως ήταν
κάποτε κι η μητέρα σου.
May you be happy, as your mother
once was.
λιγάκι καυκαλήθρα, που την έχεις
κληρονομιά απ’ τη μάνα σου.
a bit of sorrel, which you have
inherited from your mother.
Καλά πολλά να δεις, σαν τη μανούλα σου.
May you be fortunate, like your little mother.
μια λαχανίδα φέρε μου, που σούδωσε η μαμά σου.
bring me a turnip-top, [of those] your mummy gave you.
Ο Ζεύς να σ’ έχει καλά, όπως τη μάνα σου στον καιρό της!
May Zeus bless you, as [he blessed] your mother in her time!
δος μου, απ’ τις δωρεές που σου ’κανε η μάνα σου,
ένα αγριολάχανο.
give me, from the donations which your mother gave you,
a horseweed.
Μακάρι να χαρείς και να ευτυχήσεις
όσο κι η μάνα σου μια φορά κι έναν καιρό
May you be joyful and happy
as your mother was once upon a time
ένα μπροκολάκι, κληρονομιά απ’ τη μανούλα σου,
που πούλαγε χορταρικά στην αγορά.
a little broccoli, inherited from your little mother,
who used to sell vegetables in the market.
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MY
Line 457b

Εσύ ευτυχισμένος γιος λαχανοπώλισσας
μητέρας.
You happy son of a cabbage-seller mother.

Line 478

ένα μονάχα: ένα λάχανο
Και μια πικραγγουριά
Από τον πάγκο της μητέρας σου
Στη λαϊκή.
That only: a cabbage
and a squirting cucumber
From your mother’s stall
In the market.

In lines 457b and 478 Euripides’ mother is the target of Aristophanes’ humour. In the first
line, Dikaiopolis suggests that Euripides’ mother was of low class, a vegetable vendor at the
market and probably easy to be sexually harassed. His phrase might be restated ‘as your
mother was happy when she walked the streets hawking vegetables’ (Olson 2002: 193).
Similarly, line 478 Dikaiopolis suggests that Euripides’ mother was very poor or lived in utter
despair to be fed on σκάνδικα (chervil). The line is also a parodic allusion (i.e. verbal humour)
to Aeschylus Ch. 750 ὅν ἐξέθρεψα μητρόθεν δεδεγμένη (‘whom I brought up, having got him
from his mother’, a reference to Orestes) (Olson 2002: 196).
The satire against Euripides’ mother in lines 457b and 478 is primarily transferred
through explic(it)ation, attested as explanatory details about the profession of Euripides’
mother or as added information concerning the mode according to which Euripides finds
himself to possess different sorts of vegetables. Stavrou, Spyropoulos and Boukalas specify
that Euripides inherited his mother's ‘property’ (i.e. different sorts of vegetables). Boukalas
and Myris explain Euripides’ mother’s profession. In addition, all translators play with
register either in the form of humourous addresses (η μαμά σου [your mummy]), diminutives
(μανούλα σου [your little mother], μπροκολάκι [a little broccoli]), allusions from the field of
children’s tales (μια φορά κι έναν καιρό [once upon a time]), fixed expressions (καλά πολλά
να δεις [may you be fortunate). Target text verbal humour is also enhanced by reconstructing
hilarious names of vegetables (καυκαλήθρα [sorrel], λαχανίδα [turnip-top], μπροκολάκι [little
broccoli], πικραγγουριά [squirting cucumber]) and incongruous collocations (happy son of a
cabbage-seller mother). As shown in other cases, Stavrou’s target text (i.e. the oldest) is the
one closest to the original, while Myris’s (i.e. the most recent) is clearly an adaptation.
4.2. Two cases of religious parody: Ach. 404–6 and Ach. 435
Here I am analyzing two more Aristophanic examples:
Εὐριπίδη, Εὐριπίδιον· ὑπάκουσον, εἴπερ πώποτ’ ἀνθρώπων τινί (Ach. 404–6)
Euripides, beloved Euripides, answer my call, if ever thou didst answer any mortal.
(Translated by Sommerstein)
ὦ Ζεῦ διόπτα καὶ κατόπτα πανταχῇ (Ach. 435)
“ O Zeus who seest through and under all”
(Translated by Sommerstein)

Both are cases of religious humour encompassing verbal and referential humour (see Manteli
2011: 92–94). The former should be viewed as a paradoxical invocation. The typical structure
of prayer is used by the comic hero to address a mortal rather than a divinity. “Dikaiopolis
begs Euripides to open the door and grant him the favour of his presence, something which
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the tragic poet notoriously avoids doing. ST [source text] humour is enhanced through the
diminutive Εὐριπίδιον (my little Euripides)” (Manteli 2011: 93). The latter is a parodic prayer
to Zeus, in which a paradoxical invocation is followed by an unexpected use of adjectives.
From the analysis of the target texts it becomes clear that Aristophanes’ use of the
diminutive Εὐριπίδιον and his “unexpected use of adjectives (διόπτα καὶ κατόπτα)
incongruously qualifying the divinity” (Manteli 2011: 94) are reconstructed by Modern Greek
translators as a means of transferring the religious parody of the source text. This assumption
highlights the preference of Greek for wordplay (e.g. κατόπτη used by Koumanoudis,
παντεπόπτη used by Myris) exploiting compounds and derivational suffixation (Antonopoulou
2004b: 64). In addition, translators transfer the source text diminutive Εὐριπίδιον through
similar inflection of a proper name (Ευριπιδάκι used by Stavrou and Koumanoudis,
Ευριπιδάκο used by Boukalas, Ευρούλη by Spyropoulos). My argument thus is that despite
cultural relocation necessitated by theatre adaptation, translators employ equivalent punning
mechanisms to transfer the source text’s verbal humour. This finding about ancient Greek and
Modern Greek, considered two versions of the same language, can be taken as an extension to
Delabastita’s (1996: 135–139) hypothesis that similar punning mechanisms can be found
among morphologically similar languages. This finding may be of interest for intralingual
humour translation and the morphological characteristics shared by Classical and Modern
Greek. Furthermore, in line 435 the religious invocation and reference to Zeus is either
transferred as such (i.e. reference to Zeus) or relocated (Θεέ μου [Oh my God] by Myris).
Nevertheless, Greek translators opt for an anachronistic transference of source text religious
parody through anachronistic religious qualifications (παντοκράτορα [Almighty], παντοδύναμε
[Omnipotent], παντεπόπτη [All-seeing]) attributed to God in the Greek Orthodox Church and
puns based on polysemy (κατόπτη [surveyor and literally the one who sees under all]). All the
above suggests that Modern Greek translators use domesticating strategies when translating
Aristophanes’ Acharnians for the stage. It implies that the performance texts are culturally
relocated so that they contain linguistic and cultural referents which are fluent and transparent
enough to be appreciated by large Modern Greek audiences.
4.3. The door-knocking scene (Ach. 395–409)
Here I will look into how translators transfer Dikaiopolis’ humourous appreciation of the
abilities of Euripides’ servant in 400–1 (ὦ τρισμακάρι’ Εὐριπίδη, ὃθ’ ὁ δοῦλος οὑτωσὶ σοφῶς
ἀπεκρίνατο [How happy is Euripides, when his very slave produces such clever
interpretations!], transl. by Sommerstein), the allusive proper name in 406 (Χολλῄδης [of
Cholleidae], transl. by Sommerstein), as well as the reference to the theatrical stage
machinery (ekkuklema) in 407 (Δι. ἀλλ’ ἐκκυκλήθητ’ [Then have yourself wheeled out],
transl. by Sommerstein) and 409 (Εὐ. ἀλλ’ ἐκκυκλήσομαι. καταβαίνειν δ’ οὐ σχολή [Very
well, I'll have myself wheeled out: I've no time to get down], transl. by Sommerstein). I will
also discuss cases of global ‘transposition’ (Silk 2007: 290), i.e. adaptation. The latter
involves any attempts taken by translators for cultural transposition and updating (see Section
1.).
Figure 5 shows that the address of lines 400–1 is mostly transferred by a standard
Modern Greek expression alluding to Euripides’ good luck in possessing such a wise servant.
The reference to Euripides’s servant’s qualities are equated with wisdom and communicative
skills as in the source text (Stavrou, Koumanoudis, Boukalas, Myris) or reconstructed as
acting ability in particular (Spyropoulos). The latter can be viewed as part of a global strategy
of adding metatheatrical humour to compensate for possible loss of metatheatrical in-jokes
attested elsewhere in the source text (see line 409). This strategy of text adaptation is widely
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employed, as will be further shown, by Myris who replaces the source text adverb σοφῶς
(cleverly, smartly) with a proper name (Βέλτσος/Veltsos [12]) which stands for a cultural
stereotype with specific connotations, i.e. highly educated and sophisticated, producing
largely complicated and incomprehensible discourse. Apart from this, Koumanoudis and
Boukalas’s target texts indicate preference for low register choices and colloquialisms, thus
adding verbal humour in their target texts. As already stated (see 4.1. and 4.2), extensive play
with register and use of colloquialisms are common strategies to compensating for the
humour loss.
ὦ τρισμακάρι’ Εὐριπίδη, ὃθ’ ὁ δοῦλος οὑτωσὶ σοφῶς ἀπεκρίνατο (Ach. 400-1)
(“How happy is Euripides, when his very slave produces such clever interpretations!”, translated by
Sommerstein)
Figure 5. Humourous address to Euripides with a gloss
Καλότυχε Ευριπίδη, να έχεις δούλο,
Stavrou (ST)
που ν’ απαντάει έτσι σοφά.
Fortunate Euripides, to have a servant
who answers that wisely.
Ευτυχισμένε μου Ευριπίδη,
Koumanoudis
ο δούλος σου σοφά τη ρίχνει την ατάκα.
(KOU)
My blissful Euripides
your servant wisely drops the line.
Χίλιες φορές σε μακαρίζω, Ευριπίδη,
Spyropoulos
που ακόμα κι ο δούλος σου παίζει τόσο καλά το ρόλο του!
(SPY)
Thousand times I glorify you, Euripides,
that even your servant plays his role so well.
Τρισμακάριε Ευριπίδη!
Boukalas
Κι ο δούλος σου ακόμα απαντάει σαν ξεφτέρι.
(BOU)
Three times blissful Euripides!
Even your servant answers like a past master.
Ω Ευριπίδη μακάριε. Αυτός δεν είναι δούλος.
Myris
Είναι ο Βέλτσος, ο σοφιστής.
(MY)
Oh Euripides blissful. This is not a servant.
It is Veltsos, the sophist.

On line 406 Dikaiopolis introduces himself as Χολλῄδης (of the municipality of Cholleidai),
an allusive proper name with a punning effect on χωλός (lame) and probably a joke targeting
Euripides’ preference for writing about crippled heroes. Stavrou and Koumanoudis preserve
the source text punning name (του δήμου Χολλειδών [of the municipality of Cholleidans], ένας
Χολλείδης [a Cholleidan]) but it is not obvious that the referents of the allusive proper name
can be identified by modern audiences [13]. Spyropoulos and Myris replace the allusion by
target text proper names which keep echoic, paronymic resemblance to the source text name
(της Χασιάς τα μέρη [from Chasias whereabouts], Δημότης Χαλανδρίου [resident of
Chalandri]). Spyropoulos indeed adds a paronymic pun in sequence (cf. Χασιάς and Δεν έχω
καιρό για χασομέρι). Likewise, Boukalas resorts to wordplay retaining synonymy to χωλός,
exploiting derivational suffixation and at the same time register clash (δημότης
Κουτσαυλίας)[14]. Therefore, translators use punning mechanisms to compensate for possible
humour loss depending on source text cultural referents.
Δικαιόπολις καλεῖ σε ὁ Χολλῄδης ἐγώ. (Ach. 406) (“It's Dicaeopolis of Cholleidae calling you - that's me”,
translated by Sommerstein)
Figure 6. Dikaiopolis’ introduces himself to Euripides (target texts with a gloss)
Σε κράζει ο Δικαιοπόλης,
Stavrou (ST)
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Koumanoudis
(KOU)
Spyropoulos
(SPY)
Boukalas
(BOU)
Myris
(MY)

του δήμου των Χολλειδών.
Dikaiopolis is crying out for you
of the municipality of Cholleidans
Εγώ είμαι, ο Δικαιοπόλις, ένας Χολλείδης.
It’s me, Dikaiopolis, a Cholleidan.
Εγώ σε καλώ, ο Δικαιόπολης απ’ της Χασιάς τα μέρη!
It’s me who’s calling you, Dikaiopolis from Chasias’s whereabouts!
Ο Δικαιόπολης είμαι, δημότης Κουτσαυλίας.
It’s Dikaiopolis, citizen of Lameland.
Εγώ σε καλώ, ο Δικαιόπολις,
Δημότης Χαλανδρίου.
It’s me who’s calling you, Dikaiopolis,
Citizen of Chalandri.

As for the transference of the metatheatrical humour in 407 and 409, which matches with a
specific visual comic representation on stage with the tragic poet appearing on stage on the
stage machinery rather than on foot, it is reproduced in all target texts with some kind of
explic(it)tation (except for Stavrou who transfers rather vaguely) when transferring 409 and
use of colloquial verbs (τσούλα [get yourself rolled out], θα τσουλήσω [I’ll roll], δεν γουστάρω
[I don’t fancy]) and informal direct address (παιδάκι μου [my little child]). It is then clear that
play with register is adopted by most translators in a scene which is in any case designed to
provoke laughter.
Figure 7. Explic(it)ation of the metatheatrical humour in lines 407 and 409 with gloss.
Μα έβγα
Stavrou (ST)
με το εκκύκλημα.
Έτσι, καλά· απ’ τη σκάλα δεν αδειάζω.

Koumanoudis
(KOU)

Spyropoulos
(SPY)

Boukalas
(BOU)

Myris (MY)

But come out
On the ekkuklema.
All right, then; I don’t have time to use the stairs
Για τσούλα έξω.
Εντάξει θα τσουλήσω· δεν γουστάρω να κατέβω.
Come on, get yourself rolled out.
All right, I’ll roll; I don’t fancy going down.
Τότε, βγες με το εκκύκλημα.
Τέλος πάντων, θα τσουλήσω με το εκκύκλημα,
να μη χάνω την ώρα μου με το κατέβασμα.
Then, come out on the ekkuklema.
Anyway, I’ll get myself wheeled on the ekkuklema,
so as not to waste my time with going down.
Τότε έλα με το εκκύκλημα.
Εντάξει. Έρχομαι επί μηχανής. Δεν ευκαιρώ για περπατήματα
Then come on the ekkuklema.
OK. I’m coming on the mechane. I don’t have time for walkings.
Βγες, παιδάκι μου, με το εκκύκλημα.
Καλά, βγαίνω με το εκκύκλημα.
Φτάνω σε λίγο.
Come out, my little child, on the ekkuklema.
All right, I’m coming out on the ekkuklema.
I’ll be there soon.
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5. Discussion and conclusions
The present study has shown that two global strategies are recurrent in the translation of
Aristophanes’ first extant comedy The Acharnians by Modern Greek translators, who have
often been commissioned to translate for the two major state-governed Greek theatres, the
NTG and the NTNG, in the context of the major open-air summer festivals. These are
compensation and acculturation/domestication. As already discussed, the latter is related to
adaptation.
With (visual) humour and comic business inherent in the Aristophanic extract studied
(Ach. 394–488), one would expect that translators would not need to apply adaptation
strategies and add verbal humour in their target texts. However, domestication and, more
particularly, adaptation in more recent playscripts are the most popular translation strategies
which result in updated, colloquial, humourous texts, easily received in performance by a
wide audience without expert knowledge of Aristophanic texts. Modern Greek translators use
domesticating strategies, such as use of linguistic and cultural referents, which are fluent and
transparent enough to be appreciated by large Modern Greek audiences.
The analysis in Sections 4.1., 4.2., and 4.3. as well as particularly the examples by
Myris show that the more recent an Aristophanic production, the more culturally relocated (or
acculturated or domesticated) Aristophanes’ text is. Cultural relocation seems to be
necessitated by the function and the aims of the source text translation and its intended
audiences, that is, theatrical performances in open theatres at popular summer festivals
viewed by varied audiences of an equally varied assumed level of theatrical and classical
sophistication. One could purport that a large proportion of audiences tend to appreciate a
good laugh ensuing from punning devices, obscenities, and anachronisms (which are more
common in Greek TV humour) rather than the comic business of the play. The case of
translating religious parody (see Section 4.1.2.) is a case in point.
Compensation is related to explic(it)ation, a strategy of adding information for purposes
of mediating cultural gaps when referential humour and satire is involved (see Section 4.1.1.).
Explic(it)ation is also employed when adding metatheatrical humourous references to
compensate for source text metatheatrical humour loss (see Section 4.1.1.).
The paper demonstrates the preference of the Greek language for wordplay allowed by
the morphological system of the language, namely wordplay exploiting compounds and
derivational suffixation. As for verbal humour transference in particular, the paper shows that
despite cultural relocation necessitated by theatre adaptation, translators employ equivalent
punning mechanisms to transfer the source text’s verbal humour, specifically diminutives in
religious parody (see 4.2.). This may be seen as an extension to Delabastita’s (1996)
hypothesis that similar punning mechanisms can be found not only among morphologically
similar languages but also among different chronological versions of the same language. It
seems then that this finding may be of interest for intralingual humour translation and the
morphological characteristics shared by Classical and Modern Greek. Data analysis in Section
4 demonstrates that Greek translators employ play with register (Baker 1992; Attardo 1994,
2001) as a means of compensating loss of source text referential humour. They systematically
mix verbal and referential humour in their texts, even when source text humour is clearly
referential. Translators extensively play with register, colloquialisms, and anachronisms as
common strategies for compensating (referential) humour loss. Specifically, they use punning
mechanisms to compensate for possible humour loss depending on source text cultural
referents (see Figure 3). Consequently, they transfer source text referential humour by
exploiting verbal features, thus mixing referential and verbal humour. This may be viewed as
a valuable finding concerning the conceptualization of the divide between verbal and
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referential humour in Aristophanes in translation and, thus, add to the respective literature, as
Robson has suggested (see Section 1.1. and Section 3.1.).
From all the above it becomes clear that Aristophanes is culturally relocated by the two
national theatre organisations meaning that the playscripts used by the NTG and the NTNG
tend to localize The Acharnians in time and place. In other words, in its theatrical
representation(s) Aristophanes’ comedy is ‘transposed’ (see Silk 2007) from its 5th century
culture to the present culture, ‘such that, at the point of transposition, the past (if past) is
necessarily made present’ (Silk 2007: 290, my emphasis). Aristophanes in performance on
the NTG and the NTNG becomes an accessible writer, culturally relocated, and based on the
Greek language repertoire of verbal humour as well as on updated humorous mechanisms.
Aristophanes' play revives on the NTG and the NTNG through commissioned productions
whose emphasis on the present and the contemporary culture outweighs the classic or exotic
quality of the 5th century culture. Consequently, my paper adds to the discussion on the
translation of classical comedy in that it particularly shows how Aristophanes is transferred
on the Modern Greek stage and particularly how his comedies are represented by the two
Greek major institutionalized theatres. These considerations help theorists and practitioners to
reconsider the -convenient but resilient- notion of equivalence in the translation and reception
of classic comedy (Hardwick 2003: 64–66). They also help them to focus on more pragmatic
dilemmas, such as how translators and modern audiences of Aristophanes appreciate the
poet’s humour and what exactly they find worthy to be performed on the modern stage.
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Notes
[1] On translation and the importance of the role of translator in mediating the message of the classical
text see Walton (2006: 196). On the translation of classical drama and its performability see Walton
(2008: 261–77). Lianeri and Zajko discuss the problem posed by translation with regard to the kind of
historicity and classicism that need to be explained in a post-colonial era see Lianeri and Zajko 2008:
4, 8–9, 15, 16–7). On literary translation as a cultural medium between two systems of language and
culture and the ‘cultural turn’ in translation studies, see Bassnett (1998: 90–108).
[2] On Aristophanes’ qualities as a comic poet and dramatist and on the humour of its comedies see
Thiercy 1999: 46-50 and also Dover (2003), particularly chapters 3, 4 and 5.
[3] The Epidaurus Festival officially opened in the ancient theatre of Epidaurus in 1954 and has ever
since been the most popular site for the performance of Greek comedy and tragedy. It has also been
the most influential institution for the performance of classical drama in contemporary Greece which
affected directors’ approaches and audiences’ response to classical drama reception. Other famous
sites for the performance of classical drama are the Athens Festival hosted at Herodes Atticus Theatre
in Athens since the 1950s and a list of regional and municipal festivals in other open-air, in many
cases ancient, theatres around Greece which stage classical drama performances during the summer
season.
[4] This finding can be compared to Stephanopoulos’ (2011) discussion of the translation of Greek
tragedy. In discussing the recent tradition of the translations of classical tragedy at the National
Theatre of Greece Stephanopoulos (2012: 309) remarks that during the last decade translations have
been more than often commissioned to directors, playwrights and poets, rather than to classical
philologists as the tradition held in the past since the 1960s.
[5] For a humour-oriented and translatological discussion of all playscripts as well as a performance
analysis of the theatrical productions of The Acharnians in revival on the Greek stage up to 2008 see
Manteli (2008).
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[6] For bibliographical details see the list of ‘Greek target texts’ in ‘Primary sources’.
[7] See Rau (1967: 19–114) for a comprehensive examination of Aristophanes’ explicit use of tragedy.
[8] For the terms ‘density’ and ‘clusters’ in Aristophanes’ comedy see Silk (2000 and 2007: 287–308)
.
[9] More on Aristophanes’ metatheatre in the Acharnians see Slater (2002: 42–67).
[10] οὐκ ἐτὸς (‘no wonder’) is attested only in comedy and ‘thus presumably colloquial’, see Olson
(2002: 181).
[11] The 1st aorist of λέγω indicates poetic vocabulary, see Olson 2002: 182.
[12] Yiorgos Veltsos, a philosopher, communications specialist, poet and playwright, is professor at
the Department of Communication, Media, and Culture of Panteion University, Athens. His name has
passed into Modern Greek slang evoking both positive and negative connotations. In the former case,
‘Veltsos’ stands for the omniscient specialist and the enlightened spirit. In the latter, it stands for the
vain, know-all windbag.
[13] For a discussion of interlingual transference of allusive proper names and their contribution to
humorous effect see Antonopoulou (2004a). See also Leppihalme (1994, 1997) for an exploration of
the strategies adopted by translators for this linguistic category.
[14] Κουτσαυλία (‘Gimpland’) is a neologism, i.e. wordplay exploiting derivational suffixation
(κούτσαυλος). The word κούτσαυλος is a slang term meaning ‘gimp’.
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