Origins of Comedy

Fertility Rituals: pre-5th century B.C.E. in Athens

Festivals of Dionysus, a fertility/calendar god (cf. Demeter/Persephone)

	Tragedy
	Comedy

	Death of the year/god: autumn
Religious ritual lament
Cf. Autumn/winter festivals in the Christian calendar: Halloween, Christmas.
	Rebirth of the year/god: spring
Religious ritual celebration
Cf. Spring festivals in the

Christian calendar: Candlemas (the Purification), groundhog day, Easter


Our “comedy” from Greek “komos” (revel), and probably (says the OED):

[a. F. comédie (14th c. in Littré), ad. L. comoedia, a. Gr.  Komodia, n. of practice f.  komodos comedian; a compound, either of  kom revel, merry-making, or of its probable source,  kome village +  aoidos singer, minstrel, f. aeid-ein to sing (cf. ODE). The  komodos was thus originally either the ‘bard of the revels’ or the ‘village-bard’:

“Is not a comonty a Christmas gambold or a tumbling-trick?” (The Taming of the Shrew)

“Are you a comedian?” (Twelfth Night)

“And pat he comes, like the catastrophe of the old comedy.” (King Lear)

Greek “old comedy” was heavily topical and satirical, and in the hands of Aristophanes was quite conservative, perhaps the only era when comedy had a conservative bent. In Lysistrata, however, the story of the women of Athens and Sparta on a sex strike to end the war sounds like what we would call “liberal.” Generally, though, Aristophanes defended the establishment forces of his beloved Athens against upstart ideas.

In Greek “new comedy,” which exists only in fragments, and in Roman comedy, the focus shifts to stories often quite recognizable to us, including especially a generational conflict between hero and father.

(See left side of the “Shakespearian Comedy” diagram at:

http://www.faculty.fairfield.edu/rjregan/rrScom.htm
“Apollonian” is the older generation, “Dionysian” the younger.)
