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Abstract 
 

The attitudes towards work and labour in antiquity vary based on lens and scholar, 

ancient or modern.  This project aims to make new connections between the realms of Labour 

Studies and Classics through the examination of ancient literature, with a focus on the fifth 

century BCE.  Specifically, it examines a selection of the comic poet Aristophanes’ works in 

order to determine whether or not a ‘working-class hero’ existed within them.  Additionally, it 

explores what impact, if any, this character type may have had on ancient theatregoers, and how 

the working-class hero lines up with a staple of Old Comedy, the comic hero.   

In order to investigate this, context is key.  This project first provides relevant 

vocabulary, both in English and Greek, with definitions specific to this body of work.  Following 

this are examples of paid labour in antiquity.  This project finds that there is ample evidence of 

paid labour across industries in the fifth century BCE, both in public and private spheres.  In the 

former, the surviving records provide far more exact wage information, and while the latter is not 

as specific, it still indicates some sort of compensation for work.   

This project finds that there is a connection between working-class heroes and Old 

Comedy.  The parallels between working-class and comic heroes are numerous, and appear in 

more than one Aristophanic play.  The poet’s protagonists were almost always average, everyday 

men, pushing back against power structures in order to make change for the better.  In addition, 

there is reason to believe that the audience felt a connection to the comic hero as a working-class 

hero.  Through analysis of specific scenes, Aristophanic patterns and tropes, as well as the results 

of competition, it becomes clear that spectators likely would have related to the contents of the 

plays.  This study demonstrates that, through examining Old Comedy from a labour-based lens, 

there are clear connections between these two vastly different disciplines. 
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Glossary 
 

Throughout this project, a variety of terms are used in specific ways.  Though defined 

within the project itself, it is also useful to include some of the most important ones here. 

 

Aristocracy – the upper class, often wealthy, marked by hierarchy and privilege.  Used 

synonymously with “elite.”   

Gross Pay – wages doled out to soldiers and sailors, generally one drachma per day.  Basic 

provisions would have been covered by two to three obols per day, meaning that gross pay 

allowed for extra money to save or spend.  Similar to the modern conception of a living wage.  

Metics – non-citizens of Athens, make up a large portion of the working class.   

Monetary Allowance – umbrella term referring to public pay, including gross pay and provision 

money.  Thucydides, at times, uses μισθός and τροφή synonymously to refer to this.  

Provision Money – payment rate at which basic necessities are covered.  For soldiers and 

sailors, this was two to three obols per day, and the poor stipend was two obols per day.  Similar 

to the modern conception of a minimum wage.  

Skilled Labour – marked by education, be it formal or informal.  Not related to innate talent, nor 

necessarily a marker of higher pay. 

State Dole/Stipend – distributed by the city of Athens to the poor on a daily basis in order to 

cover basic necessities.  Rate was two obols per day, open to the poor of any class.  Not to be 

confused with the θεωρικά, the state fund given in order for citizens to attend festivals.  

Worker – anyone who performs a task in exchange for payment; member of the working class.  
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Chapter One: Introduction 
 
 
Introduction 
 

When looking back at the Classical period, the importance of literature and plays in 

Athens is impossible to ignore.  They present us with some incredible stories, settings, and 

characters, as well as providing a great deal of insight into societal beliefs.  In addition, plays can 

give us some insight into the values of those involved, be it spectator or playwright.  The impact 

of politics and socioeconomic dynamics shine through in all genres of play, from the tension of 

tragedies to the laughter of comedies.  This project will focus on Classical Athenian literature, 

examined through a labour-focused standpoint.  Thus, with this project I seek to answer a 

number of questions.  First and foremost, is it possible to define and discover a ‘working-class 

hero’ within the framework of Classical Athenian literature? Building on this, what would the 

impact of this sort of figure and/or ideology have been in the Athens of the fifth century BCE? 

Would it have had any impact at all, or did the concept of a ‘working-class hero’ only exist in 

literature, with no manifestation in the real world? Ultimately, the goal of this project is to 

discern whether or not examining Classical literature from a labour-centric standpoint provides 

an effective reading of the material.   

There have been a number of comprehensive studies done on the realities of the Athenian 

economy, a few of which I will present here.  In his major work The Ancient Economy, Moses 

Finley makes his stance of the function of the economy in antiquity clear. He argues that there 

was no formal economy as we understand it, in that the ancient economy was embedded in life, 

rather than a separate entity as we understand it.  The economy was tied to status, and there were 

divides on who could participate where, which nullifies the existence of a market economy.  In 

contrast, in Athenian Economy and Society: A Banking Perspective, Edward Cohen argues the 
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opposite, arguing against the ‘primitivist’ model.  He argues that, by the fourth century BCE, the 

model had shifted to a more individualist model, marked by profit considerations and an increase 

in supply and demand, both major characteristics of a market economy.  Finally, the one of most 

use to this project is William Loomis’ Wages, Welfare Costs, and Inflation in Classical Athens.  

He also reaches the conclusion that Athens’ economy more closely resembled a market 

economy, through exploring all instances of pay in antiquity, as well as exploring trends of 

inflation and deflation.  His study was closely connected to the available money supply, yet his 

comprehensive exploration of the records provide invaluable information and analysis.  The idea 

of a market economy lends itself to this project, as modern Labour Studies is rooted in the 

realities of workers within a market economy.  There are many more studies that argue for either 

an embedded or market economy, with strong supports on either side.  Going into extensive 

detail about the Athenian economy is outside of the scope of this project, as the focus is the 

importance of the working-class hero, should they exist in antiquity, and what kind of impact 

they would have on the ancient population.   

In order to answer these questions, I present three major chapters.  To begin, it is 

necessary to outline and define a majority of the relevant terminology used in this project.  This 

primarily involves the labour vocabulary, as not everyone is familiar with the ways in which this 

project uses these terms.  Following this is the contextualization of labour in fifth century 

Athens.  I will outline a wide variety of examples of paid labour in antiquity, in order to provide 

a framework to work within.  Before examining the working class in Greek literature, and in 

particular the working-class hero, who is our subject, we must first explore the working class in 

the society itself that produced our literature.  Without this, there is no possibility of a working-

class hero, as they have no one to represent in society.  The professions presented in this chapter 
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will range from soldiers and sailors to artisans, and everything in between.  Finally, the third part 

of this project will delve into the literature, and the examination of specific plays.  The focus of 

this project is Aristophanes, and the primary play discussed is the Acharnians, as well as some 

analysis of the Peace.  Between these two plays, I plan to demonstrate how the comic hero 

functions, what a working-class hero looks like, how these two roles overlap, and what their 

impact would have been on the audience.  I will also outline who constituted the audience for 

Greek comedy, as that is necessary to understand the importance of the plays’ messages.   

A major area of interdisciplinary study, Labour Studies transcends both geography and 

time. It explores the interactions between politics, sex and gender, communities, and family 

dynamics within the world of work, and the role of each. In Canada, the discipline rose from a 

commitment to understand work, paid and unpaid, from the perspective of the working people 

and their fight for fairness, equity, and justice.1  At its core, Labour Studies is interdisciplinary, 

with roots in a wide range in disciplines, from economics, to gender studies, to anthropology, 

and everything in between.  A number of Canadian universities boast programs in Labour 

Studies, with the largest one housed at McMaster University.2  In fact, as of the time of writing, 

McMaster is the only school offering Labour Studies at the PhD level, and provides students at 

all levels with a wide range of courses across departments.  As a graduate of both the McMaster 

Labour Studies and Classics undergraduate programs, I have an understanding of each discipline 

as well as the similarities between the two.  The significance of this project ultimately lies here, 

as it will attempt to examine this facet of the Classical world through a labour framework.  The 

combination of these two traditionally separate fields will hopefully provide new insight to each.  

Of course, this is not to say that this is an attempt to read the present into the past, but rather to 

 
1 Baines 2008: 107-8. 
2 Baines 2008: 107. 
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see if this ideology, and this sort of characterization, exists anywhere in Greek plays, specifically 

Old Comedy.  The aim of this research is not to attempt to reclassify the society of Classical 

Athens according to modern class divisions, as that is not productive.  Instead, what this project 

seeks to do is to bring Labour and Classical Studies closer together, and to see if there is any way 

to discern if and how labour is represented in Classical literature.  
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Chapter Two: Language and Vocabulary 

 

Definitions 

For this project, when discussing two different areas of concentration, clear definitions of 

terms become especially important.  At the same time, of course, it is equally important not to 

force definitions on terms to which they do not fit, nor read the present into the past.  Another 

important aspect of defining terms relates to their time frame of use.  For the Classical 

terminology, the time period is relatively straightforward.  This project is focusing on the fifth 

century BCE, and thus most of the vocabulary and references come from that time.  With Labour 

Studies, the situation becomes somewhat more complicated.  The history of labour in North 

America has seen many different styles of work and economic systems.  The world of labour 

today, for instance, is increasingly digitized, with contract labour becoming more prevalent and 

job stability declining rapidly.  Turning back to the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, 

however, labour looked very different.  The lack of digitization at that time alone makes the 

labour situation more similar to that of the fifth century BCE.  It is important to stress that the 

point is not that these two time periods were the same.  For instance, the mass production and 

factories of the industrialized world were wholly unparalleled in Classical Athens.  Rather, the 

goal is to outline what practices between the two settings may have been similar, and how the 

defining terms of one may apply, albeit loosely, to the other.  There will be terms and concepts 

that are more important for this project than others, and thus it is unlikely that all work-related 

terms from any modern period will be relevant here.  Other concepts may be too detailed for the 

scope of this project, and thus will either be put to the side, or discussed at the surface level only.  
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Regardless, the attempt here is to present the most pertinent labour concepts, and define them in 

a way that is as connected as possible with the world of fifth century Athens.   

To begin, let us examine the term ‘worker,’ as it is one that will be mentioned frequently 

throughout this project.  In a modern conception, a worker is a person who performs a task for 

wages.  They may be engaged in physical or intellectual labour, skilled or unskilled labour.  It is 

an umbrella term that includes those from any and all socioeconomic classes who are engaged in 

paid work.  This definition somewhat excludes those in management positions, and this is 

because this definition of workers leans towards those at the bottom end of workplace 

hierarchies.  However, that is not to say that managers, especially low-level ones, are not 

workers.  Thus, while some in management positions are also workers, it may be easier to think 

of them as their own group within the larger framework.  This is especially important when 

thinking about workers in the ancient context.  Depending on the situation, a manager could be 

the shop - or farm - owner and the workers poor citizens, or slaves, or the manager could even be 

the state, with those hired for projects considered workers.  One would be hard pressed to define 

shopkeepers with a large staff, landowners, or the Athenian state as a worker, and because of this 

it is important to keep the distinction between these two groups in mind.   

One of the most difficult groups to define is the working class, and this is largely because 

it is a group that has seen significant change throughout history.  It is also a difficult group to pin 

down because it is comprised of different types of workers, depending on who offers the 

definition.  Generally, the working class is the socioeconomic class that contains the workers, 

and in this project that refers to anyone who works for wages.  If this definition was applied to 

modern labour, the working class would then include those employed in any type of job, from 
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white to blue to pink collar positions.3  However, the term is also most often associated with 

manual labour, blue collar work, rather than intellectual, often white collar, labour.  The disdain 

of the wealthier realms of society for the working class, which we see today, clearly existed in 

Classical Athens also.  Most of the texts that survive today were written by aristocratic authors, 

Aristophanes himself included.  The term aristocracy, however, warrants some explanation. In 

our modern understanding, the term refers to a hereditary social order, defined by hierarchy and 

privilege.4  It is often a status that is also marked by wealth, which goes along with privilege.  

Aristotle, on the other hand, provides a somewhat different definition.  Throughout the third 

book of his Politics, Aristotle explores the different types of government, and establishes that, in 

his opinion, aristocracy is the best form of government rule, as it is made up of the best men and 

they rule with the interests of the people and the state.5  This follows the definition of 

ἀριστοκρατία used by classical authors, which usually referred to the political regimes of the 

past.6  The use of the term ‘aristocracy’ within this project refers to the former definition 

presented here, rather than a landed aristocracy or royal family.  The survival of largely 

aristocratic texts has provided a very coloured view of the working class, not unlike what some 

groups still feel today.  It is not very easy to outline a distinctive working class in fifth century 

Athens, though some ancient scholars have provided class distinctions.  

 One of the best examples of class divisions in antiquity comes from Aristotle’s Politics, 

where he names eight groups.7  The lowest class is the farmers (the γεωργοί), followed by those 

 
3 Pink collar jobs are those that are female dominated, such as teaching, social work, nursing and clerical positions, 
among others.  These jobs are often marked by lower pay, status and power.  Hunt (1993) explores the differences 
men and women experience within pink collar jobs and the sex discrimination that comes with them.   
4 Asmonti 2015: 55.  
5 Aristotle Politics, 1280b-1281a.  
6 Asmonti 2015: 55.  
7 Aristotle Politics, 1291b.   
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who work in the crafts, (τὸ περὶ τὰς τέχνας), which is also considered the banausic class, a 

βάναυσος being an artisan.  Following these, there is the common or market class (the ἀγοραῖον), 

who are employed in buying and selling, and the class concerned with the sea.  This class is 

further divided, and includes those in warfare, the trade or commercial class (the χρηματιστικόν), 

ferrymen, and fishermen.  Aristotle’s next class is the hand-working class (the χερνητικόν), and 

includes those who do not have enough to be able to live a life of leisure.  At the top are the rich, 

who are noted by their wealth, birth, and education, among other things.  While Aristotle is 

writing outside of the fifth century, his class divisions are still important to mention here.  This is 

because they provide a contemporary view of class divisions, and shows how complex they 

could be.  Of course, the way in which Aristotle sees class was not necessarily the same way 

everyone else in antiquity did.  Still, it demonstrates that the Greeks did consider class divisions 

along the lines of profession and socioeconomic status.  Solon’s class divisions will be discussed 

at a later point in the following chapter.  

 Thus, for the scope of this project, the working class will be used in the broadest sense 

possible, in order to include anyone who does work for wages.  In doing so, it will take away 

some of the smaller divides in Aristotle’s definition, and combine a few of his classes into one, 

more inclusive group.  This includes craftsmen, artisans, builders, soldiers, sailors, traders and 

paid farmhands, among others.  It does not include slaves, as they are outside of the definition of 

‘workers’ established in this project, and instead refers to freeborn citizen, freedmen, and 

resident foreigners.  The definition of working class also does not include aristocrats who lived 

lives of leisure and participated in government offices.  Part of the goal of this project is to try to 

understand the average ‘everyday man’, and it makes the most sense to focus on those in the 

middle of Athenian society.  One could argue that the working class in Athens would also 
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comprise what we consider now to be the middle class.  However, the same class divisions did 

not exist, as there were no large revolutions, Industrial or Digital, that took place in ancient 

Athens in order to create the middle class as we understand it today.  It is not reasonable, 

therefore, to try and force Athenian groups into the categorizations that are used in present day.   

For Classical Athens, in terms of paid workers, there are a few groups to consider here, as 

mentioned above: freeborn citizens, freedmen, and resident foreigners.  Let us start with the first 

group, free-born citizens, with a particular focus on males.8  Their name alone gives an 

indication as to where they fit in Athenian society.  Life as a citizen started at a young age for 

men, first with an introduction into their father’s phratries in the early years of their lives, and 

then inscription into their father’s deme register at age 18.  Of course, both rites were contingent 

on acceptance from the men within the phratry and/or deme, and rejections were possible.9  

Citizens’ power and freedoms differed somewhat in theory and in practice, similar to the modern 

era.  Wealth, age, race, and sex have an impact on a person’s ability to participate in society, as 

each presents a number of barriers depending on where one falls within a category.10  This was 

no different for citizens in Classical Athens.  Wealthier citizens had an increased ability to 

participate in society, especially in the political realm.  For example, participation in the 

Assembly was something unique only to citizens, and something that citizen men of all 

socioeconomic statuses had the ability (and indeed the obligation) to participate in.  However, 

poorer workers were likely less inclined to do so, as they could not always afford to take the time 

 
8 While women could also be citizens, their lives differed from their male counterparts. They held citizenship in the 
sense of ἀστεία, “of the town,” there was potentially no female equivalent in legal status to πολίτης, the primary 
term for “citizen.”  
9 Kamen 2013: 97.    
10 The wage gap is a well-known example of this.  As seen in many industries, women receive lower wages than 
men, though they often do the same work.  This barrier, however, is more complicated than a male/female pay 
discrepancy.  BIPOC women, for instance, make even less than white women do, furthering the wage gap and 
entrenching the barrier even deeper.  Discrepancies also exist for BIPOC men.  Dozier (2010) explores this in their 
study, and Paino et al. (2017) developed a game to teach this accessibly in a classroom setting.   
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off work, or, for the rural poor, leave their farms, and as a result, most of those in the Assembly 

were those of the wealthy who were without constraint.11  The same can be said about those who 

held archonships, a position that was selected by lot from those who put their names forward for 

selection.  This was not a well-paid political office, so the men who held archonships were, more 

often than not, those who could afford it from their own resources.12  Still, differences aside, 

male citizens held the majority of privileges in Athenian society.  There were also many who 

worked for wages within this group, which will be explored within this project.  It is therefore 

appropriate, then, to count citizens, albeit not all of them, within the working class.  

The next group to consider is the freedmen, former slaves who were now free but not 

citizens.  Manumission of slaves in Classical Athens took place primarily through one of two 

ways.  Either the former master freed his slave through a verbal proclamation or in his will, or a 

third party purchased a slave’s freedom through a process known as a “sale for the purchase of 

freedom” (πρᾶσις ἐπ’ ἐλευθερίαι).13  There was also another, less common, method of 

manumission for slaves, which was a grant of freedom by the state.  This generally only took 

place in times of great crisis, or on occasion, if a slave was able to provide information for 

certain types of legal cases.  The most well-known example of manumission by the state was 

following the naval battle of Arginusae in 406/5 BCE.14  While it may appear straightforward, 

manumission was somewhat complicated, as for some freedmen, it was not complete freedom 

they received, but conditional.  Some were bound by the παραμονή clause, which required a 

freed slave to remain and carry out tasks for their former master, though the particular duties 

 
11 Kamen 2013: 104.  
12 Kamen 2013: 105.  
13 Kamen 2013: 32.  
14 Kamen 2013: 33.  Other examples of manumission by the state include the battle of Marathon in 490 BCE, which 
is also the earliest example, and the mutilation of the Herms in 415 BCE.   
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required of freedmen are not specified.15  While παραμονή may have restricted a freedman’s 

ability to work openly for a time, it was not permanent.   

Many of the privileges afforded to freedmen were similar to those held by resident 

foreigners, and there is a tendency to group these two statuses together.  Resident foreigners, in 

the broadest sense, were official residents of Athens, and though they did not hold citizenship, 

they were subject to Athenian laws, certain taxes, and could be conscripted into military 

service.16  The distinction between resident foreigners and freedmen was largely social, as their 

legal status was, by and large, the same.  Though they were not citizens, resident foreigners were 

free men and their labour was necessary in order to keep the Athenian economy afloat.  

Freedmen largely continued to do the same work they did while enslaved, and freeborn resident 

foreigners tended to work as craftsmen or artisans, and clustered in certain neighbourhoods 

accordingly.17  While conditionally manumitted freedmen were subject to perform tasks for their 

former masters, it is clear that freeborn resident foreigners did not experience the same 

restrictions, and their labour was theirs to use as they saw fit.  For the sake of this project, 

freedmen and freeborn resident foreigners will be considered as one group under the term metic, 

in the Greek μέτοικος, as the distinction is not especially pertinent.  While the difference is 

important to be aware of, what matters is that metics worked in Athens, either for wages or by 

making, selling and/or trading goods, which places them within the working class.   

When discussing workers, it is also important to think about where they are employed, 

and by whom.  Currently, a main divide between groups of workers are those in the public and 

private sectors.  Public sector workers are those who are employed by a government body, while 

 
15 Kamen 2013: 37.   
16 Kamen 2013: 43-44.   
17 Kamen 2013: 46.   
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private sector workers are employed by non-governmental organizations.  This distinction, while 

not in these exact terms, can also be made in antiquity, and can be seen in the groups of workers 

discussed in this project.  Sailors, soldiers, and those who worked in construction for the city 

were all compensated by the city, and are what we would consider public sector workers.  On the 

other hand, craftsmen, artisans, and some tradesmen, often those who found their pay by trading 

in the agora, would be closer to the private sector of today.  Of course, that is not to say that 

there was a hard line between the two groups.  In modern labour, employment tends to be more 

regular, and each individual generally has only one employer.  In antiquity, however, people 

could do work in both sectors, as privately employed workers may be called up to military 

service, or employed temporarily on a public building project.  There was not the same sense of 

job permanence at the time as there is now, but that is not to say that the spheres of the private 

and the public did not exist.  Rather, they just existed in a different capacity, with more 

permeable boundaries.  

Another important distinction to make is that between skilled and unskilled labour.  

These terms present somewhat of a challenge, as the definition is dependent on what one 

considers a marketable skill.  It can be defined by innate talent, usefulness, or a number of other 

possibilities.  Because of this, what one person decides is skilled work can vary greatly from 

someone who sees it another way.  For the sake of this project then, it is important to be as 

objective as possible.  Therefore, the distinction between skilled and unskilled labour depends 

upon the education required in order to master work related skills.  This education does not have 

to be what we consider traditional, ‘classroom’ learning, but rather can include any and all 

education, including practical training.  This is because traditional education does not 

automatically prepare one for skilled work, as someone can be just as skilled in certain fields 
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even if they did not receive formal, or informal, schooling.  Plumbers for example receive 

extensive training out in the field, and would probably lack a great deal of ability in their work if 

they learned their craft strictly in an academic setting.   

It is also important for this project not to define skill based on innate talent.  While it is 

true that some people are more skilled in certain crafts than others without the need for training, 

that is not to say that anyone could not master a craft, if he or she put the time and effort in to do 

so.  This is seen both in academic setting and in practical training.  Thus, skill is based on 

education and the length of time it takes to reach the appropriate level of skill.  Additionally, 

skill and payment are often associated with one another; there is an assumption that higher skill 

levels result in higher pay.  However, that is not always true.  For example, a general labourer on 

a construction site is, by this definition, less skilled than someone trained in fine arts, but it is 

likely that the labourer receives a steadier pay than a freelance artist.  This project is not 

attempting to dissect the skill and wage relationship in antiquity.  Rather, the point here is to 

explain the distinction between skilled and unskilled labour, the fact that both groups fall under 

the umbrella of the working class, and what kind of payment any worker received.   

One important digression to make here is about unskilled labour.  Along with lower pay, 

in the modern day, unskilled labour is often associated with menial, minimum wage positions, 

primarily based in the service-sector of the economy.  The work of this group is often 

undervalued, and the skills required are often overlooked because they are seen as less useful 

than those required for skilled labour.  Becoming a cashier, for example, takes minimal training, 

is generally a low paying position, and those in this type of position usually find themselves at 

the bottom of the workplace hierarchy.  What many do not understand about work such as 

service-sector jobs is the emotional labour associated with the positions.  This type of labour 
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involves workers ignoring their own feelings in order to present the attitude that is expected of 

them, for the sake of the consumer’s experience.  While it does not include physical or much 

intellectual labour, it requires a great deal of interpersonal effort that is quite exhausting.18  

Emotional labour is not an especially important aspect of this project, and thus it will not be 

delved into any further, yet is still important to touch on and be aware of.  The reason why this is 

necessary to explain is because it is an attempt to demonstrate the importance of labour and 

workers at any skill level.  This project looks at skilled and unskilled labour, and holds neither in 

higher esteem than the other.  The Athenian aristocracy likely did not have the same skilled and 

unskilled divisions that we have now.  Rather, they looked down on any who worked, which 

could, in theory, create more solidarity among anyone who worked for a living.   

With all of these terms laid out, it is now important to define one subset of workers, 

which is the craftsmen or artisans.  Those employed in this field are, by definition, involved in a 

craft or artistic profession, including, but not limited to, sculpting, pottery, painting and cobbling.  

In modern terms, we may think of professions such as photographers, jewellers, leather workers, 

and freelance workers, some of which also existed in antiquity.  They can be self-employed or 

work for another, and can even move between both the private and public sectors.  Their work is 

marked by a generally high level of skill, the achievement of which takes a great deal of training.  

Craftsmen and artisans were incredibly important in fifth century Athens, as they were 

commonplace in the agora, and will be explored in more detail further on.      

Finally, another important concept to define is the ‘working-class hero.’  This concept is 

harder to define, as it is not a common idea that exists in academic literature.  In fact, it tends to 

be much more prevalent outside of academia.  In the broadest sense, a ‘working-class hero’ is 

 
18 Ikeler 2016: 968.  
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someone who represents the ideals of the working-class, and is someone other workers look up 

to.  The role of the working-class hero can take on many facets.  Such heroes represent working 

class life, struggles, and, most importantly, identity, and they have the ability to represent the 

group of which they are a part.19  There is not necessarily one person in every workplace who 

holds working class ideals and is looked up to by their coworkers.  Rather, it can fluctuate by 

industry, by workers’ needs, and by an individual’s interest in their working-class identity.  

Working-class identity itself changes, and is not defined by an exact list of characteristics, but 

rather fluctuates over time, place, political regimes, organizations, and hierarchies inside and 

outside the workplace.20  

There are a number of depictions of working-class heroes in different media over time.  

From Ebenezer Elliot’s poetry of the 1800s, to Sally Field’s portrayal of the titular character in 

Norma Rae, released in 1979, the working-class hero reflects the particular struggles of his or her 

time-period and industry.  Some may be involved in unionization drives, while others may just 

be the one person who airs working-class grievances to the public and draws attention to their 

struggle.  Examples of working-class heroes also exist in music, whether it is artists like John 

Lennon, who has a song titled “Working-Class Hero,” or Bruce Springsteen, who is thought to 

embody working-class ideals.  Regardless, they are an important figure, and outlet, for working-

class identity, especially in industrialized society.  Their portrayals in radio, television and film 

are especially important comparators to Aristophanic comedy.  Obviously, there were no media 

as we know them in ancient Athens, so it may be useful to look at plays and festivals as a close 

comparison.  Modern theatre may not be considered media in the way that movies or television 

are, but all three are an outlet to tell stories and reach an audience, and ancient theatre was no 

 
19 Graziano 1999: 138-139.   
20 Cowie and Boehm 2006: 356.   
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different.  The connection between working-class heroes and Aristophanes’ protagonists, as well 

as their impact on the audience, will be discussed in detail later in this project.  Working-class 

identities, and their related ‘heroes’ varied over time and space, both in modern terms and in 

antiquity.  Whether or not Aristophanes’ characters actually fit into this ideal of a working-class 

hero remains to be examined, but it is too early to discount the possibility that what the audience 

saw on stage would have resonated with them in this way.   

Greek Vocabulary  

Another important part of this project is to determine the equivalent Greek terms to those 

in the definitions provided above.  While the goal is to be as close and exact as possible, there 

may be some small discrepancies.  In addition, the primary source of this vocabulary comes from 

the Aristophanic corpus, as his work is a main focus of this project.  There will, of course, be 

discussion of the common use of the selected vocabulary outside of Aristophanes, but special 

attention will be paid to the terms he uses.   

It makes the most sense to begin the examination of vocabulary with the first provided 

definition, worker.  In the Acharnians, Aristophanes uses the word ἐργάτης to refer to a man as 

‘hard-working,’21 and again in Peace in reference to farm workers.22  In other texts, a similar 

word, ἐργάνη, appears a few times,23 but it seems that workers are most commonly named in 

terms of their specific crafts.  Plutarch provides a fairly comprehensive list of professions when 

discussing the building of the Parthenon, something that will be expanded upon in a later 

chapter.  Some other examples of workers named by their professions and not simply as 

‘workers’ are explored in detail in this project.  These include sailors (ναῦται), soldiers (ὁπλῖται), 

 
21 Aristophanes Acharnians 611.   
22 Aristophanes Peace 632.   
23 Sophocles, Aelian, Pausanias  
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cavalrymen (ἱππεῖς), and different types of craftsmen (δημιουργοί) and artisans (τεχνῖται).  It 

would be redundant to list all occupations mentioned in this project here, only to go on and 

explain them all again later on.  Thus, as professions come up, they will be mentioned and 

expanded on in appropriate detail in the relevant chapters as is needed.   

There are other words, such as πένης, πενέστης, and ἔριθος which can mean “labourer,” 

or “day-labourer,” but one must proceed with caution with these terms.  This is because these 

three terms, while all similar in definition, tend to carry the connotation of “poor man” rather 

than just a “worker.”  Therefore, they may not be the most useful here.  One other possibility are 

the θῆτες, or “hired labourers,” as defined in Solon’s socioeconomic class divisions.  Solon’s 

class divisions will be examined in the third chapter, as well as some explanations surrounding 

the use of the word θῆτες.  It is a word that encompasses the class of workers, but its lower-class 

connotations makes me hesitate to use it as an overarching term for anyone who worked for 

wages in ancient Athens.   

Aristophanes, for his part, also names some workers by their professions rather than as a 

worker in general.  Famously, in the Knights the lead character is named Ἀλλαντοπώλης, or 

Sausage-Seller, which is also his profession.  While the name is clearly very silly, the Sausage-

Seller is the one who emerges victorious at the end of the play, which works to cast this 

merchant in a positive light, while also taking a jab at his rival Paphlagon, a thinly disguised 

parody of the real-life Cleon.  On a few instances in the Acharnians, Aristophanes makes 

mention of ἀγορανόμοι, or market clerks/trade commissioners.  Of course, fittingly for a 

comedy, these commissioners are not people but three leather straps, whose job it is to regulate 

trade in Dicaeopolis’ personal agora.24  However, as this word is attested elsewhere,25 we have 

 
24 Aristophanes Acharnians 723-4.    
25 Lysias 22.16. 
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reason to believe it was a real position, and what we have here is a typical Aristophanic comic 

twist.   

The final piece of vocabulary to look at in this section is the ‘hero’.  Heroes come in 

many forms, from one’s parents to the lead in a comic-book.  Translating this term into Greek is 

tricky, as for the Greeks, the idea of a hero, ἥρως, was usually tied either to those who 

accomplished, or suffered, extraordinary things, a great warrior, or, by the time of the Iliad, a 

main character in literature.  It does, however, come up a number of times in Aristophanes’ 

work.  We see it used once in the Frogs, a few times in the Wasps, and in the Acharnians.  For 

the latter, it is in fact used in reference to a soldier, albeit sarcastically.26  It makes sense, in this 

context, for the traditional sense of the word to be altered for comedic purposes, though it does 

still make reference to this.  For this project, “hero” will be used in the broadest sense: someone 

who is admired, has qualities people respect, and is often idealized.  It will also be used in 

association with a character type, be it a working-class hero or the comic hero, which will be 

explored in the final chapter.  Rather than just a general hero archetype, associating it with a 

specific term and group provides a more specific definition.  A working-class hero, for example, 

is one that is unique to the working class, as the aristocracy are unlikely to regard a member of 

the working-class as their heroic ideal.  

 

  

 
26 Aristophanes Acharnians 575, 579.   
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Chapter Three: Labour in the Fifth Century BCE 

 

Public Construction 

The types of work examined in this chapter will depend on what data exist, in the sense 

that records of only certain types of employment survive to us today.  Some records are much 

more complete, while others require a significant amount of inference on the part of the reader.  

The focus of this chapter is examining the wages received by those in the working class, not 

those outside of it.  However, it is important to note that there were wage earners who were not 

part of the working class. Many members of the aristocracy received wages for offices, such as 

government officials and priests, and some also received the state dole.  By the definitions 

presented for this project, then, members of the aristocracy would fit within the world of the 

working class.  However, the situation is somewhat more complex than that.  The evidence of 

wage earning in Athens demonstrates the existence of a working class, though it is not 

necessarily defined by earning a wage from the state, which was the case for many aristocrats.  

The working class receives a wage for their efforts, be it through public or private means.  I have 

chosen to exclude the aristocracy from this discussion of the working class largely because of the 

privilege the aristocracy holds, as well as the importance of working-class identity.  While 

privilege differences also exist within the working class itself, there is a significant divide 

between the two groups, and working-class identity is vastly different from aristocratic identity.  

I have also chosen not to consider slaves as part of the working class, though they undoubtedly 

contributed to the work force on a large scale.  Their exclusion also has to do with status, though 

in the opposite way.  The legal status of slaves takes them out of consideration for this project, as 

they do not have the freedoms afforded to the working class and aristocracy.  Their contributions 
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are clear and important, but including them is outside of the scope of the project, and thus must 

be set to the side.  

One of the best examples of paid labour from antiquity comes from the records of Attic 

public construction, particularly that of the Erechtheion and the Parthenon.  The records of the 

former provide the most information, and indicate that the state employed a significant number 

of paid workers, rather than only depending on slaves.  In terms of the labour force, the records 

indicate that there were predominantly metics employed for the Erechtheion project.27  In fact, 

the Erechtheion records indicate that only 22% of the workers can be identified as citizens, and 

that metics made up 39% of the workforce for the building’s construction.28  Slaves comprised 

19% of the Erechtheion workforce, nearly as much as the citizens.29  The final 20% of the 

workforce were of unknown status, though their professions survive in the records.30  

It is possible to determine the status of workers by how they are referred to in the 

inscriptions.  Citizens were indicated along with their deme (‘of Piraeus,’ Πειραιεύς), metics 

were recorded with the adjectival form of their deme-name (‘living in Melite,’ ἐμ Melίtei 

oἰk(ο̂nti)), while slaves were inscribed with the genitive of their owner’s name (‘Lysias, slave of 

Alkippos,’ Λυσίαι Ἀλκίππο).31  That is not to say that all records of those who worked on 

building projects were recorded in a consistent fashion.  Scholars have used a number of 

techniques to attempt to discern the status of the names that are more vague, such as by grouping 

them by profession, or by using our understanding of what names were Greek, foreign, or 

 
27 Epstein 2008: 108.  
28 Randall 1953: 203.  
29 Randall 1953: 203. 
30 Randall 1953: 201.  
31 Randall 1953: 200.   
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common for slaves.32  Sometimes, however, it is simply not possible to tell, and often that results 

in inferences being made, or certain names being left out of consideration.   

Scholars have hotly debated why Athenians preferred hired workers over slaves for 

building projects.  Some scholars have suggested that slave work was often used in more 

permanent locations, such as in mines.  Thus, when the less common contracts for building 

projects cropped up, slave labour was not enough to fill demand, which then resulted in the use 

of paid labour.33  Additionally, there is little evidence to suggest that there were any 

discrepancies between the pay for slaves and for free men during the Erechtheion project, nor is 

there any sign of competition for employment between the two groups.34  It is also possible that 

many slaves were left off the records entirely, as their presence was not deemed important 

enough to include on the building records.  For example, maybe their work as general, unskilled 

labourers was commonplace in Athenian building projects, so there was no need to record their 

labour.  Their contribution to the project is undeniable, transcribed or not, and must always be 

kept in mind when discussing public construction.  Another interesting point to consider when 

examining the two groups is the difference in skill.  The Erechtheion accounts, for example, 

indicate that all of the slaves employed on the project were skilled, and were employed as 

masons or carpenters, not, as one would assume, as unskilled labourers.35  It is important to note, 

however, that the skilled slaves worked as masons or carpenters not of their own volition, but 

because they followed their masters’ trades, and these lines of employment had the greatest 

demand.36  Nonetheless, this is an important distinction, because in the modern world, there is a 

 
32 Randall 1953: 200 
33 Epstein 2008: 109-10.  
34 Silver 2006: 257.  
35 Randall 1953: 203.  
36 Epstein 2008: 109.  
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strict divide between skilled and unskilled labour.  This comes in many forms, be it through pay 

discrepancies, a difference in perceived status, or availability and stability of work.  Thus, it is 

possible to consider public building projects as an excellent example of paid labour in ancient 

Athens, and a recurring one, as there were many booms in public building.  

The reasons why metics were so prevalent in Attic public building projects are significant 

points of debate within scholarship.  In order to understand why Athenians preferred to pay for 

labour rather than relying on unpaid labour, and why metics were the ones to fill that role, it is 

pertinent to this project to explore some of the possibilities.  Richard H. Randall, for example, is 

one of a number of scholars who has suggested that the Sicilian Expedition of 415-13 BCE 

impacted the availability of citizen or slave labour.  He argues that the low number of citizens 

from the Erechtheion inscriptions reflects the losses following the Sicilian Expedition, in that 

citizens would have been the ones participating in the campaign.  Therefore, this loss of the 

citizens accounts for the larger number of metics and slaves available in the labour market at that 

time.37  This is a realistic possibility, especially because the Erechtheion project was paused 

midway through construction because of the Sicilian Expedition.  The bulk of the surviving 

records date from between 409/9 BCE and 405/4 BCE, and the names on them may very well 

reflect the number of citizen casualties.38  He also indicates that the citizens who did participate 

in the Erechtheion project took on the jobs of higher status, such as architect, or the major trades 

of mason, carpenter, and sculptor.39  This can be seen as another differentiation in status between 

metics and citizens, clearly placing one group above the other.   

 
37 Randall 1953: 203 
38 Randall 1953: 199.  
39 Randall 1953: 203.  
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There are other scholars, however, who disagree with this explanation.  Shimon Epstein, 

for example, does not believe that the Sicilian Expedition was to blame for the predominance of 

metics at the Erechtheion.  He notes that there were also metics and some slaves who served in 

the army, as well as those who left the city voluntarily.40  He does not deny the possibility of a 

war draft, and that metics may have been included in it, yet argues that it would be the unskilled 

oarsmen and soldiers who fought, while the skilled artisans stayed and built temples.41  It is an 

interesting note that he makes here, in that the importance of skill was seen in different 

industries, not just in terms of artisans and builders.  His overall argument, then, is that the large 

number of metics at the Erechtheion project was not a result of citizen casualties, but rather the 

occasional nature of Athenian, large-scale building projects, and that many of the metics were 

short term visitors seeking employment.42  He also argues that slaves were not generally used in 

public projects because they tended to be used in fields with a more stable demand, and their 

masters usually were not artisans.43  Thus, the Athenians had to turn to bringing in foreign 

artisans, who registered as metics, rather than importing a large number of slaves for short-term 

use.44  These two arguments are, generally speaking, two of the main schools of thought on the 

issue of why metics made up the majority of the Erechtheion project.  What is relevant for the 

purpose of this project is that, regardless of whether the workers were citizens or metics, they 

were paid labourers employed, often by contract, on a job site.    

Scholarship and surviving records suggest that the payment process for public works was 

relatively well recorded.  The payment structure was determined through public means, the 

 
40 Epstein 2010: 3.  
41 Epstein 2010: 4.  
42 Epstein 2010: 5.  
43 Epstein 2010: 6.  
44 Epstein 2010: 6.  
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details of which will be explored further on.  Generally speaking, the workers needed, and the 

subsequent payments required, were determined through a top-down process.  The Assembly-

approved architect would make agreements with the contractors involved in the project, and such 

agreements included the required work, price to be paid, and a work timeline, among other 

things.45  The payment structure may have varied, however, within any one project.  For 

example, a worker could be compensated according to the agreed calendar, day by day, month by 

month, or any other predetermined timeline.46  Of course, with more complete records, we are 

able to determine more precise structures for compensation, and the Erechtheion records provide 

more information.  

 As the records for the Erechtheion projects are more complete, it is most logical to begin 

with examining them.  The records that survive today give us an incredibly comprehensive 

understanding of who was involved in this building project, along with their social status, 

employment position, and, in some cases, wages.  While these examples come from the records 

of only one building project, scholarship suggests that the realities of the Erechtheion were not 

unique.  Rather, scholars have used the records of any one project to fill in the gaps of other less 

complete public construction records, something that will be examined further when discussing 

the Parthenon construction.  Unfortunately, the one detail the tables are not able to tell us 

definitively is the level of skill of workers.  It is impossible to prove payment based on skill, in 

part because there are no time figures on the records, which would potentially indicate the speed 

at which workers could complete their tasks.47  Of course, some assumptions can be made about 

the type of work one is doing, such as basic labour versus complex sculpting, and the associated 

 
45 Scranton 1969: 3.  
46 Scranton 1969: 4.  
47 Randall 1953: 209.  
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skill required with each type of work.  Thus, skill differentiation in terms of public construction 

will have to be determined between different professions, rather than in a comparison between 

workers of the same profession.  

As with any public construction in Athens, there were stages of planning and approval, 

with public involvement at each one.  With any public construction, as with many public 

decisions in fifth century Athens, the entire undertaking began with the Assembly.  The 

commissioners, ἐπιστάται, ranked at the top of those involved, and thus both controlled the 

scheme of the work, and were held responsible by the people for the success of the project.  

Thus, they were responsible for ensuring that the proper materials were acquired, and that this 

was done on schedule, that they had enough manpower for the project, and that the wages doled 

out were reasonable.48  However, the commissioners were not involved with the intricacies of the 

construction processes, as that responsibility fell to the director of works.  The director of works 

was responsible for ensuring that the work was done up to the predetermined standards and 

regulations, and thus was more directly involved in the construction than the commissioners may 

have been.49  The chosen director was also responsible for breaking down the specifications of 

each required job, which would then be offered to the contractors in the required trades.50  The 

director of works for public construction in antiquity is similar to our modern understanding of 

the role of the architect.  Unlike modern architects, however, their ancient equivalents, 

ἀρχιτέκτονες, were not responsible for the design of the building.  In the case of the Parthenon, 

for example, that was the responsibility of Phidias and a council he led, while the architects who 

worked under him were Ictinus and Callicrates.51  Therefore, it becomes clear that there were 

 
48 Burford 1963: 27.  
49 Burford 1963: 27.   
50 Scranton 1969: 3.  
51 Burford 1963: 25.  
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levels of control over who maintained what power amongst the leaders of public building 

projects.  David Schaps has argued that this structure of public building during this time-period 

reflected the new power of the democratic state, in that the demos could now manage its own 

affairs, and thus the people became dependent on the state rather than a few wealthy families.52 

Following the establishment of the commissioners, sculptor, and architect, the public 

construction was then turned over to the workmen, both skilled and unskilled.  The difference in 

required skill was wholly dependent on the construction itself.  The Erechtheion, for example, 

required very little unskilled labour, and thus the records show a higher than average number of 

specialists among the builders.53  Generally, the construction of a marble building can be 

grouped into three phases, with different types of labour required at each.  First there was the 

laying of the foundations, followed by the construction of the colonnades and walls, and finally 

the construction of the ceiling, roof, and any decorations.54  Both phase one and two would have 

required many masons and unskilled labourers, in addition to quarrymen and transporters 

working offsite to gather materials.55  Phase three, however, is when more diverse occupations 

are involved in the construction.  It is during this point where the sculptors, painters, gilders, and 

other similar trades would be involved, as the artistic elements are added here.  The accounts for 

the third phase are incomplete, and thus limit our knowledge of all the trades involved for this 

stage, but some inference is possible.56  It is interesting to reiterate here, with the breakdown of 

phases, the importance of metics for the Erechtheion construction.  The metics who worked on 

construction outnumbered the citizens in the trades of mason, carpenter, and sculptor, and most 

 
52 Schaps 1996: 83.  
53 Epstein 2010: 7.  
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55 Randall 1953: 202.  
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frequently were involved in carving, painting, and day labour.57  This demonstrates that they 

were an integral part of each building phase, and their contributions are undeniable.  Though not 

citizens, metics were an essential part of the Athenian working-class, and applied their skills to 

many different facets of society.   

 The reason why the Erechtheion records are as important as they are in the context of this 

project is because they outline specific payments to workers.  Interestingly, the wages differed 

based on the specific work a man would have been doing.  As mentioned before, payments could 

be disbursed based on time spent working, on a piece by piece basis, or in some cases, as a 

salaried position.  The records provide examples for each type of payment.  Labourers and 

joiners were paid daily, one drachma and five obols respectively, sculptors and masons were paid 

based on the pieces they created or laid, and the higher-status workers, such as the architect, 

were salaried.58  Save for some deviations from the pattern, most of the workers from the 

Erechtheion project were paid one drachma per day.  The inscriptions state this explicitly, with 

about two dozen recorded payments of this amount indicated over the two years that the records 

were kept.59  The payees included those who did more specialized work, such as carpenters, and 

those whose tasks included heavy lifting or other unspecified, less skilled work.60  This, then, 

furthers the argument that there was little or no distinction in wages based on skill, or status, 

since workers from each of the three groups, citizens, slaves, and metics, were working in 

varying jobs on the project.   

 One group that stands out, and will be discussed in more detail later in this chapter, are 

the artisans of the Erechtheion, including sculptors.  Again, it is not possible to determine if there 

 
57 Randall 1953: 203.  
58 Randall 1953: 207.   
59 Loomis 1998: 105.  
60 Loomis 1998: 105.  
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were pay differences based on skill, but it is tempting to assume that sculptors and other artisans 

were paid more, as their work very clearly takes more skill than some less specialized jobs.  If 

we follow the rate for the majority of other workers of one drachma per day, one would assume 

that a 60 drachmae payment for a standard sized figure, as indicated in the records for the 

Erechtheion frieze, would take approximately 60 days to complete.61  It is possible, then, that the 

commissioners determined how many days a certain job should take to complete, and set the rate 

per piece following the one drachma per day pattern.62  However, while this assumption makes 

logical sense, it cannot be conclusive, since there is no explicit evidence that sculptors were paid 

the same, or more, than other workers.  Thus, it will be easier to discuss the payments received 

by sculptors and other artisans when examining their work in the private sector, rather than in the 

public sector.  

 Turning now to the Parthenon, this was another public construction effort that involved 

the Athenian population on a scale similar to, if not greater than, the Erechtheion.  With a variety 

of jobs being done, and all of the different craftsmen required, it is estimated that there were 

likely only 200 men on site at any time, but over 1,000 men were involved in the project in 

total.63  As mentioned earlier, the architects of the Parthenon were Ictinus and Callicrates, 

however, their title differs from the modern conception of an architect.  For many ancient 

architects, it was unlikely that this was their sole profession, as many were also sculptors, so they 

may not be considered ‘professional’ in that they only held one position. In addition, there is no 

evidence in the Parthenon records, at least those that survive, that the architects were provided 

pay for their work, though there is evidence of this in other construction efforts.64  Still, that is 
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not to say that architects were not actively engaged in the project, as they were involved for the 

entire undertaking.  Expanding on the information above, it is believed that the architects made 

plans for the building, as well as working directly with their material, akin to a master builder 

rather than only a designer.65  While the lack of definite payment for the Parthenon architects is a 

notable difference from the Erechtheion, the records for the latter project are much more 

complete, and would make a fair comparison between the two projects difficult to do.    

The incomplete records also pose other problems.  We do know that the men employed 

on the Parthenon were either quarrymen, carters and drivers, or skilled craftsmen and artists.  

However, none of the workers are named in the accounts, and there is no indication of how many 

were employed for each process or what their wages were.66  Allison Burford, however, was able 

to pull enough data from the Parthenon records and other surviving ones in order to fill in some 

of the gaps of knowledge.  In the case of the quarrymen, for example, it was specialized work, 

but progressed steadily, and she concludes that about 30-50 men would have been employed in 

the quarry at any one time.67  In terms of the wages for the quarrymen, Burford used the records 

from Epidaurus to examine the cost of mining materials for the Parthenon.  While it is not 

possible to determine an exact wage without explicit indication of one, Burford concluded the 

quarrymen would have been well paid.  This is in part because it was an expensive process, but 

also because the mining took place in state-owned quarries, meaning that the price paid covered 

the cost of labour alone.68  However, without complete records, it is not enough to say that men 

came to work on the Parthenon because the pay was attractive enough to entice them to do so.  

 
65 Scranton 1969: 6-7.   
66 Burford 1963: 32 
67 Burford 1963: 32 
68 Burford 1963: 32  
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Burford suggests that men were possibly drawn to it because of their patriotism, or for the ability 

to have a hand in an unusual project.69 

While the records of the Parthenon may be sparse in some areas, Plutarch provides a 

wealth of information in his Life of Pericles.  Of course, we must approach this text with some 

caution, as Plutarch was born 475 years after Pericles’ death, so his writing is far from firsthand.  

Still, the information Plutarch provides is relevant to the points of this project, so it is important 

to examine it regardless, albeit with the knowledge that it cannot be wholly accurate.  According 

to Plutarch, Pericles pushed for the public building program because he disliked that the artisans 

were excluded from the payment those campaigning abroad received.  Thus, he proposed 

construction plans to the Assembly that would take a wide range of skills and a lot of time to 

complete, involving all in the public fund.70  Plutarch likens the construction to a military 

undertaking, creating a connection to Athens’ military strength.  He states that each profession 

deployed unskilled and unspecialized hired labourers to act essentially as the tools for the 

service, and men of all age groups and statuses were included.71  While he does not provide an 

actual wage paid out, the fact that he states that workers were hired indicates, like at the 

Erechtheion, that the Athenians preferred to employ hired workers in this building as well.   

In terms of this project, Plutarch’s work is invaluable because he provides his readers 

with a list of professions that were involved in the building of the Parthenon.  In total, Plutarch 

lists 20 different fields, ranging from masons (λιθουργοί) to painters (ζωγράφοι), from merchants 

(ἔμποροι) to rope-makers (καλωστρόφοι), from leather workers (σκυτοτόμοι) to metallurgists 

(μεταλλεῖς).72  The professions that Plutarch provides in his list have appeared in the Erechtheion 
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accounts, but there are also some unique ones.  It is interesting to see how many industries were 

involved in public works in fifth century Athens, and how there are a few unexpected professions 

that Plutarch lists.  For instance, one would likely not consider that keepers of oxen 

(ζευγοτρόφοι), wagon makers (ἁμαξοπηγοί), or mule drivers (ἡνίοχοι) would be critical to a 

building project, but Plutarch indicates otherwise.  In addition, he also states that those who 

worked directly with the materials (stone, bronze, ivory, gold, ebony, and cypress) were all 

skilled workers,73 and this likely applies to other Athenian building projects, the Erechtheion 

included.   

Soldiers and Sailors  

In addition to public construction, an important group within what we might call the 

public sector of antiquity is the army and navy.  Through inscriptions and literature, we have 

been able to collect a great deal of information surrounding the pay for military personnel in fifth 

century Athens.  There is definitive proof that those employed in the Athenian military were 

paid, which will be delved into shortly.  The question that remains when examining soldiers and 

sailors is not whether or not they were paid, but rather what the pay was intended to cover. In 

addition, how did the soldiers and sailors fit into Athenian society in the socio-economic 

context? In this section, the primary focus will be on sailors (ναῦται), but there will also be the 

occasional mention of soldiers of different types (ὁπλῖται, ἱππεῖς, etc.).74 

 The earliest explicit evidence that we have about pay for soldiers and sailors comes from 

432-0 BCE, which was a wage of one drachma per day per man, for both soldiers and sailors, at 

Potidaea.  The hoplite soldiers at this time were receiving two drachmae per day, but one was for 

 
73 Plutarch Pericles 12.6 
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himself, one for his servant, indicating that all the men were pulling in the same daily wages.75  

While it is difficult to argue that there was a consistent wage paid to workers across various 

fields in ancient Athens, the connection to the daily wages paid to workers in building projects is 

impossible to ignore.  This example is not necessarily the first record of pay for military 

personnel in general.  There is an inscription with an Etrerian law that is dated to approximately 

525 BCE, which states that those who sail on foreign expeditions are to receive a wage.76  This, 

then, is the earliest inscription that we have which indicates pay for naval service, but unlike at 

Potidaea, it does not give us a monetary value.  A wage for general military pay in Athens was 

introduced before the Peloponnesian War, possibly as early as the 460s or 450s, by Aristides, 

Cimon, or Pericles.77  The one drachma per day payment remained relatively consistent for 

sailors during most of the fifth century, with evidence dating as late as 415 BCE showing that the 

sailors were provided that wage, in addition to the trierarch giving an unspecified extra amount 

to the θρανῖται, or top-rowers.78 

This daily pay continued until 411 BCE, until it was reduced to 3 obols per day for each 

sailor.  This reduction likely took place after the news of the Sicilian Expedition reached Athens, 

and additionally, Tissaphernes reduced the wage for the Peloponnesian fleet in 412 BCE, which 

allows for relatively accurate dating.79  Another reduction in pay occurred for cavalrymen and 

mounted archers in 403/2 BCE.  The cavalrymen’s wages were reduced from one drachma per 

day to four obols per day, while the mounted archers’ went from two drachmae per day to eight 

obols per day.80  While there is no information provided as to why these reductions took place, 
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when taking into account the other events happening in Athens at the same time, one intuitively 

reaches a conclusion.  William Loomis, for example, suggests that in the case of the reduction 

for cavalrymen and mounted archers, the cut took place because the Peloponnesian War had 

come to an end, and the treasury was empty.81  For the context of this project, the reasons behind 

the change in pay are not especially pertinent.  Rather, the consistent evidence of a wage for 

military personnel is the takeaway of this evidence.  Fluctuations in wages are not a novel 

concept, but the fact that throughout the fifth century, from what we can tell, soldiers and sailors 

continued to be paid regardless demonstrates the value of their work and represents an incentive 

to perform it.   

Taking all of this into account, it becomes clear that, based on surviving evidence, 

soldiers and sailors received regular pay throughout the fifth century BCE.  There has been a 

debate, however, about what this payment was intended to cover.  There were a number of 

different words used to refer to the payment received by soldiers and sailors, but there are three 

that are of particular importance: μισθός, σιτηρέσιον, and τροφή.  While each of these words 

refers to, on some level, wages and/or money for provisions, there are some subtle differences 

between each.  Loomis makes some excellent distinctions between the three terms.  He explains 

that μισθός and τροφή are used synonymously by Thucydides to refer to the same thing, which 

was the monetary allowance given to soldiers.82  In the fourth century BCE, the distinction 

between gross pay and money for provisions became more distinct, but Loomis argues that basic 

provisions would probably have been covered by two to three obols per day, meaning that the 

one drachma per day was gross pay.83  He adds that Thucydides uses μισθός to refer to 
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mercenary pay, a group who would likely not fight for anyone else unless they expected to be 

paid for more than rations alone.  Thus, Loomis argues, the same probably applied to soldiers 

and sailors of the same time period.84  

While this distinction between provision money and gross pay may seem to be of little 

importance, especially when considering that for authors like Thucydides, the Greek terms were 

interchangeable, it is important to note.  The difference between provision money and gross pay 

is similar to the modern conception of a living wage.  A living wage is a self-sufficiency wage, in 

that the rate is high enough to allow a worker to support themselves and their families without 

dependence on welfare.85  In modern terms, there are seven expenditure categories used to 

determine a living wage, and the calculations of a living wage are different based on geography 

and time.86  As mentioned previously, military personnel would have been able to afford rations 

on a wage of two to three obols per day, and if we consider those rations as the basic necessities, 

then the payment here would be enough to sustain basic means of living.  So, if two to three 

obols per day is thought of as a living wage, then the actual one drachma per day wage goes 

above and beyond that, allowing for extra money to put away for other needs.  Of course, if the 

two to three obol payment was not enough to sustain basic needs, then it would be more closely 

related to a modern minimum wage, which is legislated by the government to be equal for all, yet 

may not fulfil the basic needs of the people.  Regardless, if one drachma per day surpasses either 

a living or minimum wage, it makes more sense to think of it as gross pay rather than solely 

provision money.   

 
84 Loomis 1998: 35.   
85 Ciscel 2000: 527-8.   
86 Ciscel 2000: 530-2.  The seven categories are as follows: housing and utilities, childcare, food, transportation, 
health care, clothing and personal care, taxes.   
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Pulling back now from the wages soldiers and sailors received, it is important briefly to 

examine what their status was in Athens.  It is commonly believed that Solon’s four census 

classes were also used to allocate men’s military responsibilities.  At the top, the 

πεντακοσιομέδιμνοι and ἱππεῖς served as cavalry, followed by the ζευγῖται as hoplites, and at the 

bottom, the θῆτες as light-armed troops and rowers.87  However, Solon is quite removed from 

Classical Athens, and while his reforms and ideas were of the utmost importance for the 

formation of the democracy, it is entirely possible that the terminology he used changed in 

meaning between his time and the fifth century.  In fact, the word θής comes up much more 

frequently in its basic meaning, which is someone who works for wages, or more typically, a 

farmhand.88  The θῆτες class, in a socio-economic sense, would consist of a number of different 

professions, made up of hired works.  These include, but are not limited to, craftsmen’s 

assistants, poor peasants who did casual labour for wealthier farmers in the busy seasons, and the 

ναυτικòς ὄχλος who manned the triremes during the year.89  While the terminology might be the 

same, with the wide distribution of employment options and shift to democracy in the fifth 

century, it makes more sense for the scope of this project to consider the θῆτες a socio-economic 

group distinct from Solon’s categorization.   

For the ancient Athenians, to work for another person was to surrender one’s freedom to 

them.  This is an ideal that is largely seen in the texts of famous philosophers.  One example 

comes from Xenophon’s Memorabilia, in which Socrates suggests to Eutherus that he find 

someone wealthy who is seeking an assistant, rather than working with his own hands, 

something that may not be possible in old age.  Eutherus’ response to Socrates’ suggestion is 
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simple; he does not wish to make himself a slave.90  The question remains, however, of whether 

or not working for wages was, in practice, considered to be a base deed in the Greek conception 

of a good life.  There is surviving evidence that indicates a disdain for paid labour.  For example, 

Aristotle believed that work impedes life’s goal of happiness, and no Spartans participated in 

manual labour.91  These kinds of texts and ideals have arguably coloured our perception of the 

average labourer in the fifth century.  However, it is incredibly unlikely that everyone in Athens 

was wealthy enough to be able to lead a life of leisure on a daily basis.  By the end of the fifth 

century, approximately 5,000 Athenian citizens did not own land, which reflects the models of 

land holding in Attica, wherein a small number of individuals controlled most of the arable 

land.92  Additionally, it is often said that during the fifth century, at least three fifths of the 

citizen population were peasants, and that the farms of these peasants were mostly small, 

approximately five acres.93  With this many men not holding any land or only a small plot, it is 

safe to say that many would not have been able to make an aristocratic living off landowning.  

As a result, the θῆτες form an identifiable pool of labour that became available for other types of 

work as the opportunities arose.94 

With this group of workers forming such a large proportion of the population, it is 

possible to regard the class of the θῆτες as making up at least some of the Athenian working 

class.  They were large in number, often unskilled, and were forced to work for others in order to 

sustain themselves, to the disdain of the aristocracy.  However, the fact that they were looked 

down upon by the upper class, something that still happens to this day, does not necessarily 
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prove that all Athenians disliked paid labour.  Rather, the conclusion that many scholars have 

come to is that the majority of Athenians supported themselves by their own labour, and it was 

considered virtuous and necessary to do so.  The attitude of contempt towards paid labour and 

craft was held by only a few intellectuals who happen to be prominent in the Classical 

tradition.95  While the situation of the θῆτες was not enviable, the word itself is not pejorative in 

its meaning.96  Further proof that paid labour was not a negative concept in the fifth century 

arises when examining Pericles’ Funeral Oration.  During that speech, Pericles stated that 

admitting poverty was not considered disgraceful, but not to try to escape it through work was 

disgraceful.97  Hesiod held a similar view in his time, stating that work is ordained by gods and 

approved by men, yet idleness is condemned by both, as he tells his lazy brother Perses.98  In 

fact, work is a recurring motif in Works and Days, and while it is, in part, a punishment from the 

gods, it also rewards men with protection from the gods, respect from their peers, and possibly 

wealth.99  Thus, the conclusion here is that it was not work, but a lack of it that was seen as a true 

negative idea in ancient Athens, and the disdain for paid labour was not necessarily a widespread 

view.   

Artisans, Craftsmen, and the Marketplace  

 Up to this point, the workers discussed are what we would now consider to be public 

sector employees, being paid by the state rather than a private organization or through their own 

businesses.  With that in mind, it is useful to take a quick look at what work looked like for those 

who did not work for the Athenian state in the fifth century, with a particular focus on the 
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artisans, the τεχνῖται, of the city.  Unfortunately, the information that survives regarding the pay 

for privately employed workers is limited.  Therefore, it makes the most sense to examine, when 

possible, how much artisans were being paid for their pieces, or what the perceived value of a 

piece was.  Many craftsmen and artisans were paid on a rate per piece, so that their earnings 

would have fluctuated depending on their speed.100  While this is not a substitute for an exact 

wage, such as the aforementioned one drachma per day, it at least allows for proof of 

compensation for their work.   

 We have already seen some evidence of one type of artisan, namely sculptors, being paid 

by the state during their involvement in public construction.  As the evidence suggests, most 

were paid at a very similar, if not the exact same rate, as workers in various other trades when 

employed by the state.  However, there is less evidence surrounding what they would have made 

outside of those jobs.  As mentioned above, the standard wage of one drachma per day was not 

calculated according to cost of living, but was rather an approximation of what general day to 

day expenses were in the fifth century.101  This does not mean that publicly employed artisans 

were being underpaid.  In 410 BCE, for example, the state maintenance for the poor was two 

obols per day, and thus the one drachma per day likely covered daily necessities and allowed for 

some leftover funds.102  This state maintenance was open to the artisan class as well as any other.  

For example, in a speech from Lysias, On the Refusal of a Pension, we get reference to this 

stipend on a quite few instances.  The speaker, a crippled man, is dependent on this state dole, 

and his accuser has brought a case against him with the claim that he is perfectly able bodied.  

Refuting this again and again, the speaker consistently makes reference to the stipend for the 
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poor in a variety of ways.  He calls it τὸ τῆς πόλεως ἀργύριον (the silver/money of the city), ὁ 

ὀβολός (the obol), or simply just ‘this.’103  Throughout the speech, the speaker indicates that he 

would fall deeper into poverty without the state dole, and attempts to show the court that he has 

already lost enough while receiving it.104  It is clear that the stipend was not particularly high in 

monetary value, but a necessity for those who depended on it.   

 One source that has provided us with some indication as to the value of pottery comes 

from the Attic Stelai.  The Attic Stelai are a group of inscriptions recording the sale prices of 

items confiscated from Alcibiades and other men accused of the mutilation of the Herms in 

415/4 BCE.105  Unfortunately, the records that survive do not give us a definite price at which all 

pottery pieces would be sold, as some of the pieces recorded in the Stelai may have been be 

broken, and all pieces listed were sold in used condition at auction.106  That being said, scholars 

have still been able to make some important extrapolations from the data provided.  For example, 

based on the rapid rise in prices for large terracotta objects, utility must have been a more 

important determinant in price than decoration.107  Additionally, in comparing the data in the 

Stelai with other inscriptions, scholars have been able to glean information regarding bronze 

work.  It would seem that bronze work was quite expensive, and recorded prices of repairs to 

bronze vessels indicate that the bronze smith was a highly paid craftsman.108  For the purposes of 

this project, it is not necessary to delve into the details of each recorded piece, their styles, sizes, 

and materials.  Instead, it is important to note that these pieces were being bought and sold by 
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retailers.  This implies that these vases had resale value, which implies that their creators would 

have profited from selling them originally.  

 Again, there is little surviving information regarding the actual prices paid to artisans and 

craftsmen in Classical Athens.  What we do know, however, is that they made up a much larger 

group of workers than some sources, both ancient and modern, may suggest.  Thus, while we 

may not know what they would have earned, we do know that they were a group of workers that 

were prevalent and important in the fifth century BCE.  Edward Harris, for instance, has 

painstakingly compiled a list of approximately 170 different occupations in Athens, from 500 to 

250 BCE.  This list includes occupations that produced goods and services to be exchanged for 

money in the agora or elsewhere.109  An interesting point that Harris notes is that, while farmers 

were the largest individual group of workers, they were not the majority of total workers.  In fact, 

relatively few of the occupations themselves are related to agriculture and animal husbandry.110  

In his article, Harris defines what he calls horizontal specialization, and states throughout that 

this was very prevalent in Classical Athens.  This concept relates to the diversity of goods and 

services produced by a certain level of technology, and the greater the number of goods and 

services, the greater the need is for specialized skills and roles.  Essentially, instead of multiple 

people working on different parts of one product, one person possesses all the necessary skills to 

complete all steps of one product.111  

The takeaway here is that the concept of horizontal specialization demonstrates that the 

craftsmen and artisans of the time had a high level of skill, high enough to work on a product 

from start to finish.  This very closely mirrors the modern idea of a master craftsman.  Before the 
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takeover of industrialization, master craftsmen produced their products in small workshops, and 

their skills allowed them to have full control over all stages of the process.  Unfortunately, after a 

time, the push for faster production won out, and many master craftsmen were phased out, save 

for the ones whose skill could not be replicated in larger factories.  This change was also seen in 

the emergence of Industrial Unions, which took over the more prominent Trade Unions.112  It is 

not useful to delve into the details of the shift in industrialism and unionization, as those were 

foreign concepts to the Athenians of the fifth century BCE.  What is important here are the 

similarities between the modern and ancient craftsmen, a main one being that both required 

immense skill in order to create their products.   

Aside from pay, another difficult thing to define when looking at artisans and craftsmen 

is their status in Athens, be it a citizen, metic, or slave.  Many more recent scholars have noted 

that it was often difficult even for contemporaries to make the distinction between these groups.  

The blurring of identities in Athens had a number of causes, including, but not limited to, the 

large overall population, the dispersal of demes across the region of Attica,113 and the constraints 

of topography and communication.114  A point of contact for all of these groups, and one 

especially important to artisans and craftsmen, was the agora.  Using Harris’ terminology once 

again, the high degree of horizontal specialization, and the variety of trades, in Athens led to the 

creation of a permanent market, the agora, to link these trades to one another and to foreign 

markets.115  If the work of craftsmen and artisans was unimportant or looked down upon, as 

some ancient sources may suggest, then something so permanent and widely used like the agora 
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would have had little importance.  We know otherwise, however, and understand that the agora 

in Athens was essential to the polis.  In Homer’s time, the work of the craftsman was held in 

high esteem, and idleness was condemned, not work.  It would be strange, then, if the occupation 

of a craftsman was honoured and respected in Homer’s time, through Solon’s time, yet rejected 

by the democracy in Athens.116 

Kostas Vlassopoulos introduced a concept in his work which he calls ‘free spaces.’  By 

this, he is referring to spaces which brought together people from all walks of life, including 

citizens, metics, slaves and women, created common experiences and interactions, and shaped 

identities.  Examples of free spaces he provides are the agora, workplace, tavern, house, trireme 

and cemetery.117  The free space of the agora was a place for people of all backgrounds and 

statuses to mix together and communicate more openly than in a political setting.  However, it 

was also a place for political discussions to take place, as it is likely that politicians in Athens 

would have had to mix with poor labourers, artisans, shopkeepers and peasants in the agora 

regularly to pursue their political agendas.118  As there was such a large population of craftsmen 

and artisans in Classical Athens, their importance in the politics of the polis is unmistakeable, 

even more so when one considers that there were as many metics and slaves working in urban 

trades as there were citizens, who likely would have been involved in the exchange of 

information in the agora.119  

The political nature of free spaces is not the most pertinent part of this concept in terms 

of this project.  Instead, the importance of the space of the agora is directly related to the 

importance of those working within it.  If those who held a booth in the agora to sell their 

 
116 Balme 1984: 143.  
117 Vlassopoulos 2007: 38.   
118 Vlassopoulos 2007: 41.   
119 Vlassopoulos 2007: 50.  



                                                                                                                         Morihovitis      43 

products were deemed insignificant by those seeking political power, it is easy to assume that the 

politicians would have spent little time and energy there.  Modern scholarship has instead 

presented the idea that the agora was an important space politically, which would, in turn, deem 

those who spent time there, by necessity or choice, useful.  The craftsmen and artisans in Athens 

were in no way wealthy, but that does not mean that they were looked down on by all in society.  

It is clear that contemporaries thought that the participation of the wage labourers, artisans, and 

craftsmen in Athens was one of the city’s more necessary features.120  What all of this boils 

down to, then, is the fact that the artisan class was not disregarded by the wider Athenian 

population.  The entire polis was not, as some are led to believe, made up of wealthy aristocrats 

sitting above the poor, and looking down on them with disdain.  The aristocracy was a relatively 

small class, and it seems that the average person worked for a living, and while they may not 

have been wealthy, goods and services they provided were integral to the daily functions of the 

city.   

Let us now examine another form of art, poetry, with a particular focus on Pindar.  This 

shifts our focus away from Athens for the time being, as Pindar hailed from Thebes, yet the 

points presented are still relevant.  In terms of poetry, less is known about how much a poet 

made for their pieces, but we do know that they were paid.  The evidence that survives is not 

necessarily sound, and thus we must remain skeptical, and other pieces of evidence are clearly 

exaggerated.  For example, around 475 BCE, Pindar was supposedly paid 10,000 drachmae for 

one line of poetry in which he praised Athens as the ‘bulwark of Greece.’121  Though Pindar does 

not indicate what amounts he actually received as compensation, what he does provide is insight 

into his feelings towards being paid for his art.  Most notably, in his second Isthmian, Pindar 
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makes his thoughts incredibly clear, comparing his time to the ‘good old days,’ an aristocratic 

ideal that crops up throughout Greek, as well as later, history.  Pindar wrote the second Isthmian 

around 470 BCE, in celebration of Xenocrates’ victory in 476 BCE.  However, by the time the 

ode was written, Xenocrates had passed away, and so the second Isthmian was addressed to his 

son, Thrasybulus.122  According to Pindar in this ode, when stripped of both possessions and 

friends, it is money that makes the man.123  Most recent approaches to the second Isthmian have 

emphasized that poetry in antiquity was a commercial product.124  Pindar’s introduction to this 

epinician is important, however it may be interpreted in scholarship, because it confirms, in a 

way, that poets were paid for their pieces.   

The introduction to the second Isthmian has sparked debate amongst scholars that has led 

to various schools of thought on its interpretation.  Francis Cairns, for example, argues that, in 

the oddity of the second Isthmian as a, “non-epinician epinician,” it becomes clear that it was 

commissioned by Thrasybulus in order to enhance his political position.125 For Pindar and his 

audience, Cairns argues, a poem was a performance, not just words on paper.126  The total 

expenses for a single competition resulting in victory would have been astronomical, since, on 

top of the money already spent on horses, chariots, charioteers and other things, the victor would 

be expected to hire a poet to celebrate his achievement.127  This display of wealth, then, could 

help to demonstrate one’s political power, as the wealthy aristocrats of the fifth century BCE 

were usually those who held power in society.  Leonard Woodbury also recognizes Thrasybulus’ 

involvement in the creation of the second Isthmian, but for different reasons.  He argues that 
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Pindar is congratulating his patron on the use of his wealth, as in Pindar’s world, there is no fame 

without generous and approving friends, and wealth is necessary to entertain them in comfort.128  

Woodbury’s interpretation is especially interesting, as he attempts to explain that Pindar is not, 

as it seems on the surface, lamenting the shift from poetry for love and lust to poetry for 

payment.  Based on Woodbury’s interpretation of the poem, the value of wealth is not economic 

or monetary, but rather to support poetry’s function of commemorating.  Wealth, then, must 

serve to bear the expenses of competition, which brings forth victory odes, and to support the 

poetry that gives immortality to the splendour of mortals.129  Thus, Pindar is not praising money 

and payment for itself, but instead for the legacy it can provide.  The greatest pay one can 

receive, then, is the χάρις he receives from the Athenian people, rather than strictly just pay and 

profit.130  Still, it is important to keep in mind that Pindar likely was not completely pleased at 

the need to create art for pay.  Regardless of one’s school of thought on Pindar’s attitude, the fact 

remains that poets, at least those who wrote victory odes, and probably also the related 

dithyrambs, received compensation for their efforts.   

While the lack of definite wages within private professions is an unfortunate reality, there 

is clear proof across industries that workers were compensated for their labour.  This is true for 

all types of artisans discussed thus far, as well as those not mentioned.  Overall, this chapter has 

demonstrated that there was a significant portion of the population engaged in paid labour, and 

that the attitudes towards it were not negative.  Working for wages was a reality of fifth century 

Athens just as it is today, and has been throughout Western history.  With this stage set, we can 

now turn to the examination of Old Comedy and the working-class hero.   

 
128 Woodbury 1968: 541-2.  
129 Woodbury 1968: 538.  
130 Woodbury 1968: 539.  
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Chapter Four: The Working-Class Hero in Greek Theatre 

 

The Audience  

Now that we have discussed all of the vocabulary and contextualized fifth century labour, 

it is time to turn to Greek Old Comedy.  Our greatest source of Athenian Old Comedy, 

Aristophanes, had a career that spanned nearly 40 years, with eleven of his works surviving to us 

today, ten of which scholars classify as Old Comedies.  In order to understand what impact a 

working-class hero on stage would have made, we must first examine the audience-members 

who attended the theatre.  As is widely known, there were two major theatrical festivals in 

Classical Athens; the City Dionysia, plus its rural counterparts, and the Lenaea.  The main 

difference between these two were the audience make-up, as the former was a celebration open 

to all Greeks, whereas the latter included only the local population and any metics in Athens.131 

The difference in audience-members between these festivals is something that the playwrights 

must have taken into account, as it would impact the content of their plays.  In the Acharnians, 

for example, the protagonist Dicaeopolis makes an explicit reference to this distinction between 

audiences at the festivals.  He makes a point of saying, as the voice of the poet, that he cannot be 

accused of slandering the city in front of foreigners because they are at the Lenaea, and there are 

no foreign troops nor tributary present to hear it.132  

 Throughout his works, Aristophanes constantly refers to, and addresses, to the audience.  

Many of these interactions come during the parabasis, wherein the playwright addresses the 

audience using the voice of the chorus, often to encourage the spectators to vote his play to 

victory.  There is an important dialogue address to his audience in the parabasis of the Knights.  

 
131 Hall 2014: 310.  
132 Aristophanes Acharnians 502-6.  
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Aristophanes discusses the changing interests of the audience, with references to past 

playwrights.  He makes mention of Magnes getting booed off stage, Cratinus now an old man 

wandering about town, and Crates suffering rejections at the audience’s hands.133  Aristophanes 

uses these speeches to create a relationship with the audience.  He frames the spectators in his 

own image, young and searching for innovation in comedy, and usually portrays his audience as 

reacting and responding as a single entity.134  Playing to the interests of the audience was an 

important part of any dramatic competition, yet a difficult one, as again, their tastes changed 

regularly.135  Still, this comic sequence is not the only time that Aristophanes makes contact with 

his audience.  For one thing, it is likely that comic audiences were rather boisterous, in 

comparison to a tragic audience, which was probably fairly quiet.136  This allowed for more 

interaction with the audience, as they would engage with the actors on stage.  For example, Niall 

Slater notes that the opening sequence of the Wasps indicates audience familiarity with 

improvisational insult-comedy, with a sort of call-and-response wherein the performers react to 

things shouted from the audience.137  

 Additionally, there may be moments in some plays wherein the actors physically move 

into the audience in order to further interact with the spectators.  In the opening sequence of the 

Acharnians, Dicaeopolis is lamenting the lateness of the assembly members, complaining about 

the city, and wishing to return to his own deme.138  Some suggest that in this sequence, 

Dicaeopolis has reinforced his ‘ordinary citizen’ persona by sitting amongst the audience 

 
133 Aristophanes Knights 524-5, 531-4, 537-9.  Each man mentioned was a successful poet, either earlier than or 
contemporary to Aristophanes’ time.   
134 Slater 1999: 361.   
135 Roselli 2014: 243.   
136 Slater 1999: 353.   
137 Slater 1999: 356.   
138 Aristophanes Acharnians 17-39.  
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members while delivering this speech, which then turns them into assembly-goers.139  While this 

is an interesting theory, it is unlikely given that it does not work with the carefully designed 

acoustics of the Theatre of Dionysus and would limit the audience’s ability to hear.  There are, 

however, other occasions where this sort of interaction between the actors and the physical 

location of the audience takes place.  In Wealth, the chorus comments on how it is inappropriate 

for the poet to have figs and other goods tossed to the audience in order to make them laugh.140  

This is an interesting technique, as it is used by Aristophanes many times, and elicits both a 

physical reaction as the audience scrambles for the goods, and an emotional one, when they 

laugh at the joke.141  Finally, another example of direct interaction with the audience comes in 

the Peace, albeit somewhat different from the previous examples.  After the protagonist 

Trygaeus leads out the two actors dressed as Cornucopia (Ὀπώρα) and Holiday (Θεωρία), he 

orders the latter to strip, and, following some typically Aristophanic crude comments, hands her 

over to a prytanis sitting in the audience.142  While there is humour in the lines themselves, the 

action of dropping an actor dressed in feminine attire, or nothing at all, draped atop the 

ridiculousness of the comic costume onto the lap of an important, and probably uncomfortable, 

spectator would likely get quite the rise out of the audience.143  Even without stage directions 

written into the text, it is easy to imagine the degree to which the actors in Old Comedy 

interacted with their audience.  It is likely that this dynamic did not exist in tragedy, as it is silly 

and slapstick, yet it is a marker of comedy, and a trick that Aristophanes used regularly, and 

probably successfully.   

 
139 Fisher 1993: 33.  
140 Aristophanes Wealth 797-99.   
141 Slater 1999: 356.   
142 Aristophanes Peace 905-8.  
143 Slater 1999: 357.   
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 While it is clear that Aristophanes did not hesitate to interact with his audience, the 

question of the composition of said audience, however, still remains.  There has been a great deal 

of debate over the makeup of the fifth century audience, both for tragic and comic plays.  

However, there are some reliable details that survive through literature and archaeology.  To 

begin, the number of spectators in the theatre at any given time fluctuated throughout antiquity.  

Traditionally, estimates for the seating capacity in the auditorium (θέατρον) of the Theatre of 

Dionysus lands at about 17,000 people, however more recent studies suggest a number closer to 

about 8,000.  This is a very small proportion of the fifth century Attic population of 

approximately 250,000 – 400,000 people, 40,000 – 60,000 of which were citizens.144  Another 

aspect of the festivals that could potentially limit the number of theatre goers was the entry fee, 

which was charged for a seat on the benches.  There were, however, ways for the poor in Athens 

to get around paying the fee out of pocket.  One was the state fund given to citizens for the 

purpose of attending festivals, the θεωρικά, possibly implemented as early as the 460s BCE, 

though the true date of its implementation is contested.145  The other option was to bypass the 

benches entirely, and take advantage of the topography of the Theatre of Dionysus.  As it was 

built into a hill, those who were ineligible for the θεωρικά, or chose to use it for other purposes, 

could listen to the plays from a natural viewing space.  This would bring the total number of 

spectators up to approximately 11,000, and the poor would likely have made up at least half of 

this number, if not more.146  

 Based on the number of seats versus the number of eligible theatre patrons, we have 

records of fierce competition for the seats in the theatre, yet at the same time, we have no record 

 
144 Roselli 2014: 244; Csapo and Slater (2005, 286-290) provide different slightly estimates for the numbers 
presented here.   
145 Roselli 2014: 245.   
146 Roselli 2014: 245.  
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of any attempt to restrict attendance.147  This is an incredibly important point, as there has been a 

great deal of debate over whether or not women, children and slaves were allowed to attend 

performances in the theatre.  The sources that survive to us, historical and otherwise, give 

evidence of the participation of many Athenian residents.  Theatre attendance was considered a 

privilege of Athenian citizenship, but the sources also indicate participation from metics, slaves, 

and foreigners.148  Another major debate about fifth century theatre-audiences comes when 

examining whether or not women were allowed to attend.  Generally, the main stance of more 

recent scholarship is that women, and boys, were allowed to attend the theatre.  Those who argue 

against this tend to base their points on the habits and language of poets, comic poets in 

particular, but it is not always useful to take these texts at their word.  Eric Csapo and William 

Slater, for instance, make a distinction between ideological exclusion and physical exclusion.  In 

Classical Greece, rhetoric was developed in the law courts and the Assembly, both of which 

were attended solely by male citizens.  When comic characters address the audience as 

‘gentlemen,’ as they are wont to do, they are not being literal, but rather just using a social and 

rhetorical reflex.149  Additionally, the use of this kind of address is connected to the ἀγών, an 

important part of any Old Comic plot, and even of some tragedies, especially the Euripidean 

ones.  Addressing the audience as ‘gentlemen’ reflects the speaker’s desire to appeal to the part 

of the audience generally deemed as capable of making decisions, which is an important part of 

winning the ἀγών.150  Still, this does not mean that women and boys were excluded from the 

audience simply because they were not the ones addressed.  Thus, we may conclude that there 

was likely not any restrictions on attendance, and people from all socio-economic groups had the 

 
147 Csapo and Slater 2005: 286.   
148 Csapo and Slater 2005: 286.   
149 Csapo and Slater 2005: 286.   
150 Csapo and Slater 2005: 287.   
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ability to attend the theatre should they have chosen to do so.  This means that, potentially, any 

and all groups of society were represented in the theatre audience, and therefore could have seen 

themselves represented on stage through various characters during the festivals.  

 Some of the most important members of the audience were the judges, who ultimately 

made the decision of victory.  There is a lot of cloudy information surrounding the judges of 

Athenian drama, as the surviving sources provide differing accounts.  What we do know, 

however, was that there was a high degree of public participation and scrutiny that went into 

judging dramatic competitions, and that prizes were awarded to the entire production, not just 

one person involved.151 The number of judges at each competition varies across sources, ranging 

from four to seven, to ten, to ‘however many.’152  This presents some difficulty, but the exact 

number of judges is not especially important here.  Rather, it is the selection process that matters 

more, as the judges were selected from the population at large.  Each of the ten tribes of Athens 

submitted a list of candidates that could serve as judges, which was then approved by the 

Boule.153  On the day of competition, in front of the assembled audience, an archon, likely the 

eponymous one, selected one name from each jar, following which the selected judges would 

swear an oath of impartiality and take their seats in a reserved, separate area of the theatre.154  

Among scholars, ancient and modern, there has been a great deal of debate over the processes 

involved in awarding prizes, as well as many mentions of bribery, corruption and manipulation.  

Still, all the evidence shows that prizes were consistently awarded, even if scholars are unable to 

understand exactly how it was done.155  What is important to note is that, regardless of how 

 
151 Csapo and Slater 2005: 157.  
152 Csapo and Slater 2005: 158.   
153 Csapo and Slater 2005: 158.  
154 Csapo and Slater 2005: 158.   
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many judges there actually were, they came from different locations and a variety of 

backgrounds, so it is probable that they were a relatively fair representation of audience 

opinion.156  In addition, the fact that they were selected on the day of the performance and not in 

advance would have limited bias and potential bribery, thus allowing for a more fair judging 

process.  

One last thing that is important to note regarding the audience is Aristophanes’ own 

social standing.  It is well known that Aristophanes, though very young at the start of his career, 

was also very wealthy.  He possessed a large estate with an expensive house, and within the span 

of four or five years, he performed many liturgies, being choregus twice and trierarch three 

times.157  His protagonists, as we will see, did not fall into the same social standing as the poet 

himself.  However, based on the plots and the reception of his plays, it becomes clear that 

Aristophanes was much more sympathetic to the average working man than one would presume 

an aristocrat to be.  Following Aristotle’s classifications in the Nicomachean Ethics and the 

Tractatus Coislinianus, which arguably summarizes the lost second book of the Poetics, we are 

presented three types of characters in comedy: the buffoon (βωμολόχος) the ironic man (εἴρων) 

and the imposter or braggart (ἀλαζών).158  In his work, Francis Cornford uses these terms and 

expands them into more concrete ideas.  He takes the comic hero to be equivalent to the εἴρων, 

the man who makes himself out to be worse than he is, in contrast with his villainous opponent, 

the ἀλαζών, who claims to have higher qualities than he actually possesses.159  A further 

breakdown of these roles will come later, when discussing the comic and working-class heroes in 

more detail.  What is important to note here is that Aristophanes’ εἴρωνες are usually of the 

 
156 Of course, this depends on who was on the list submitted by each Tribe.  
157 Burford 1993: 80.   
158 Aristotle Nicomachean Ethics 1108a, Tractatus Coislinianus 6.   
159 Cornford 1914: 137.   
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working class, whereas the ἀλαζώνες are often wealthier.  An example of this is provided quite 

clearly in the Acharnians.  Upon their introductions in the play, Dicaeopolis is a humble farmer, 

and his main adversary Lamachus is a renowned, yet overconfident, soldier.  The difference in 

social standing between these two is clear, and the spectators are clearly supposed to be rooting 

for humble Dicaeopolis.  If, then, Aristophanes had any class-loyalty, one would assume that he 

would want to portray Lamachus, or any other higher standing character, as fulfilling the role of 

the εἴρων.  Instead, his possible sympathies towards the working-class are quite clear, as the 

characters who are εἴρωνες are always of humble origin.  

Take Hesiod’s Works and Days, for example.  For a large portion of the text, Hesiod is 

imploring his brother Perses to do good, and provides him with advice on how to do so.  Hesiod 

states that the road to Badness is an easy one, but the road to Goodness is difficult and reached 

by the sweat of one’s brow.160  The best way to achieve this Goodness is through agricultural 

labour.  Hesiod tells his brother that it is industry and effort that make work go well, and that a 

sluggish and lazy worker will never succeed.161  Again and again, Hesiod makes associations 

between hard farm work and living a good life, all the while providing a veritable farmer’s 

almanac.  Since he also provides a myth of the ‘Golden Age’ in his text, it is more than likely 

that his fifth century BCE readers regarded him and his writings as their version of the ‘good old 

days.’  In Plato’s Republic, when the gathered men begin discussing the ideal polis, they state 

that the first and foremost need is for food, immediately asserting the necessity of at least one 

farmer.162  The basics of the polis described in this section begins with four of five men, 

including a farmer, a shoemaker, a builder, and a weaver, and each one focuses on their own 

 
160 Hesiod Works and Days 286-292.  
161 Hesiod Works and Days 410-413.  
162 Plato Republic 2.369d.   
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craft.  The easiest method is to allow each man to work at the craft he is best at, as individuals 

are not entirely self-sufficient and rely on others to fulfill needs and support one another.163 

There is a trend in many texts, both ancient and modern, to reflect back on days past, 

upholding the values of those times as superior to contemporary ones.  This tendency is more 

commonplace in times of crises, such as during war, and Aristophanes’ career corresponds 

almost exactly with the duration of the Peloponnesian War. It is because of this that Aristophanes 

is often called ‘conservative’ in scholarship, meaning that he, like many others in antiquity, long 

for the ‘good old days’ of the past.  However, it is important to tread with caution when using 

terms such as “conservative,” as their modern connotations can heavily impact the way in which 

they are understood.  Instead, it may be better to refer to Aristophanes as a “traditionalist,” 

someone who longs for the past and the values then upheld.  Aristophanes’ desire for the virtues 

of the past is often interpreted as a dislike of the democracy.  He clearly took issue with popular 

demagogues such as Cleon, but that does not mean he took a stance against the entire structure of 

the Athenian polis in the fifth century BCE.  Instead, Aristophanes’ heroes of ordinary stock 

demonstrate their ability to stand up to the elite and succeed in battles of intelligence and wit.  In 

the end, the victorious ordinary man may choose to withdraw from public life, maintaining his 

average status.164  In this same vein, Aristophanes possibly recognizes the importance of the 

people coming together, and in his mind they do so within the audience.  They are clever enough 

to decide the fate of poets, as well as observant enough to see through the ruses of the stage and 

his opponents.165  Aristophanes’ traditionalism, then, is not anti-demos, but rather a longing for 

the values of the past in which the ordinary citizen was accorded his rightful importance.   

 
163 Plato Republic 2.369e-370c.   
164 Zumbrunnen 2004: 672.   
165 Zumbrunnen 2004: 673-4 
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The Acharnians  

Aristophanes’ first extant play is the Acharnians, performed in 425 BCE at the Lenaea 

festival.  The basic plot-points of the play are as follows.  Dicaeopolis, a farmer displaced due to 

the Peloponnesian War, finds himself in the Athenian Assembly, frustrated with the proceedings.  

As a solution, he brokers his own private peace with the Peloponnesian poleis, allowing for trade 

in his own private agora.  What ensues is a number of comic interactions between Dicaeopolis 

and his foreign buyers, with appearances from famous Athenians such as Euripides and 

Lamachus.  There are a number of topical references in the Acharnians, many of which will be 

expanded on further.  The main reason why this particular play is so important for the present 

study is because of Dicaeopolis himself.  A farmer turned merchant, he represents two major 

groups that made up the Athenian working class at this time.  Thus, he is an important character 

to consider when examining the impact for the audience of working-class portrayals in ancient 

comedy.   

 To begin, let us examine how, exactly, Dicaeopolis fits into the Athenian working class 

of the fifth century.  He is introduced to the audience as a farmer, one profession that has not yet 

been discussed in great detail.  In this role, Dicaeopolis can be seen as representing the voice of 

all Athenian farmers, who are the first to face attacks during the Peloponnesian war, and forced 

to uproot their lives and take refuge in their own city, only to long for their lands.166  Thucydides 

tells us that, at Pericles’ insistence, the rural population surrounding Athens left their lands, 

gathering up and bringing along all of their belongings, and moved within the Long Walls of 

Athens.  He states explicitly that this was difficult for them to do, as they were so accustomed to 

living in the countryside.167  Following this move, the Peloponnesian army, led by Archidamus, 

 
166 Kotini 2010: 136.  
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                                                                                                                         Morihovitis      56 

invaded Attica and various demes, plundering the lands.  One of the first places that they 

attacked was none other than Acharnae, hopeful that if they destroyed the land of such a large 

population, the people would come out and fight, though it was an unsuccessful plan.168  This 

targeted attack on Acharnae provides important context for this project, considering that the 

chorus of the Acharnians is comprised of old men from this very deme.   

In Greek, there are two words that are used to mean ‘farmer’.  The one seen most often is 

γεωργός, or its verbal form γεωργέω, ‘to be a farmer.’  In the Acharnians, γεωργός only appears 

once, in the dative, in reference to Decertes’ oxen which till the ground, rather than the farmer 

himself.169  However, there is another word for farmer, αὐτουργός, or its verbal form, 

αὐτουργέω, and this denotes someone who works with their own hand, primarily in reference to 

farmers who work their own farms.  For some landowners, hiring workers was not financially 

possible, and so αὐτουργοί may have worked the land alongside others, with their families, or 

completely on their own.170  While this word does not appear in Aristophanes anywhere, it does 

come up in both Plato and Aristotle,171 and gives us an indication that there may have been 

different kinds of farmers.  While Dicaeopolis is not named as a farmer explicitly, there is 

reference to his profession by other means.  As mentioned previously, right at the play’s 

introduction, Dicaeopolis is sitting in the Assembly, hating the city and longing for rural life.  

More specifically, he is looking off, “εἰς τὸν ἀγρόν,” “towards the field.”172  This is not the only 

mention Dicaeopolis makes of his life in the country.  After he has decided upon the 30-year 

treaty with the Spartans, Dicaeopolis states that he is going, “τὰ κατ’ ἀγροὺς εἰσιὼν Διονύσια,” 

 
168 Thucydides 2. 19-20.   
169 Aristophanes Acharnians 1036.   
170 Burford 1993: 182.  
171 See Plato’s Sophist and Aristotle’s On the Universe 
172 Aristophanes Acharnians 32.  
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“going home to celebrate the Rural Dionysia.”173  Here, again, we see the use of the Greek for 

“field,” rather than just the word for “home,” which is ὁ δόμος.  In the Acharnians, and 

particularly at the beginning of the play, we see a number of references to Dicaeopolis having a 

life out in the countryside, one that he loves.  Gwendolyn Compton-Engle classifies Dicaeopolis 

as an ἄγροικος, “of the country, rustic,” and this is a term that suits Dicaeopolis exceptionally 

well.  Even the food he mentions at the beginning of the play, the μυττωτός, a rustic mash that he 

could no longer eat after his garlic was stolen by the Odomantians in the Assembly, is notably 

rustic, and further solidifies his status as a rural man.174  While he may not be explicitly called a 

farmer, one can assume that, if he lived in rural Attica rather than urban Athens, he was 

undoubtedly involved in agriculture.  

It is well known that the agricultural population in Classical Athens was quite large.  The 

farmers did not make up the majority of the working class, but they were the largest group when 

looking at groups of workers divided by trade or industry.  They likely did not sell their own 

goods in the agora, but rather dealt with merchants or retailers (κάπηλοι) who would then go on 

to sell the farmed products to the larger population.175  Things do get somewhat more 

complicated when examining the lives of merchants.  There are two words that are used to refer 

to merchants, κάπηλοι and ἔμποροι.  In the broadest sense, the former is more of a local retailer, 

who could be found to sell all sorts of things, but most often found his trade in wine.176  

However, the associations surrounding the κάπηλος were generally negative.  They were 

characterized as dishonest, and the wine shops they owned were also often brothels, and many of 
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the references to κάπηλοι in texts further the notion that their positions in society were low.177  

The ἔμποροι, on the other hand, were much more respected and, quite often, wealthier.  Unlike 

the κάπηλος, who traded in local markets, the ἔμπορος was an overseas trader, who was a 

passenger on another’s ship in order to trade goods on an international scale.178  Another term for 

the ἔμπορος was the ναύκληρος, which means ‘ship owner.’ Both terms implied sea trade and 

were used interchangeably in texts, and thus there is no clear distinction between them.179  Since 

there is this difference between the κάπηλος and the ἔμπορος based on scale, it makes the most 

sense to consider Dicaeopolis as representing the former.  This is the most logical connection, as 

the comic poets focus on the κάπηλος more often.  This is because the κάπηλοι of ancient Athens 

were much more involved with the people directly than the ἔμποροι, as their methods of trading 

dictated this type of relationship.180  In modern terms, it is possible to think of the κάπηλος as a 

local retailer, while the ἔμπορος is more of a wholesaler.  One interacts with their customers on a 

regular basis, while the other tends to work directly with the sellers of goods rather than those 

who buy them.   

Dicaeopolis, then, is an interesting combination of the two professions of farmer and 

merchant.  He begins the play as a disgruntled farmer, and ends it as a happy merchant.  Of 

course, this is not to say that one profession experiences more joy than the other in actual 

practice, but in the case of Dicaeopolis, he clearly has a better experience in one than the other, 

albeit in the short, comic term.  Dicaeopolis receives his thirty-year peace treaty at line 194/5, 

extremely early in the play.  He outlines his own personal marketplace at line 719, immediately 

following the parabasis, and receives his first trader only ten lines later.  His shift from a farmer 
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to a merchant is interesting on a number of levels.  For one thing, he raises himself from what is 

considered maybe the lowest level of paid work to one of the higher ones, and even makes a 

physical change of location for this work.  The shift from the countryside and, possibly, a 

subsistence life to the heart of a major city is no small change, and while Dicaeopolis laments it 

for some time, he eventually comes to embrace his new lot in life.   

His shift from town to country also demonstrates the dependence of these two spheres on 

one another in the fifth century.  Some farmers would come into the city to sell their own goods, 

while those dwelling in town would try to sell their wares to country folk.  Both groups were 

represented in the Assembly, so long as they held citizenship, and when the countrymen were 

brought within the Long Walls during the Peloponnesian War, some decided not to return to their 

farms.181  These examples, and more, demonstrate that there was clear dependence of the 

countryside on the town, and vice versa.  That is not to say that there was no animosity between 

these two worlds, but what matters is that they were more connected than some may believe.  In 

experiencing two different types of work in both of these places, Dicaeopolis also serves to 

represent more members of the audience.  While it is likely that not all of the spectators were 

from Athens, or even, in some cases, Attica, that does not mean his experiences and thoughts 

would not resonate with them.  He represents not only two major employment groups but also 

two important spaces in Attica; the farm and the marketplace.  Thus, if audience-members could 

not relate to either profession, it is entirely possible that they could find a connection based on 

where the events are taking place and the relationships formed in those spaces.   
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What Makes A Comic Hero? 

One of the most important parts of any play is the protagonist, and across genres the main 

character can look very different.  In Old Comedy, there was the comic hero, and they could 

come from any group in Greek society.  From peasant to god and everyone in between, comic 

heroes of a wide variety fill the Aristophanic corpus.  That is not to say, however, that there are 

not other similarities between them in addition to their status.  They often share similar 

personality traits, motivations and, above all, attitude.   

 Aristophanes’ comedies are often, if not always, fantastical in nature.  This does not 

necessarily mean that they have fantasy settings, though this does happen on occasion, such as in 

the utopian society of the Birds, set in a city built in the clouds.  What this means, instead, is that 

there are outlandish elements in many of his plays, which removes them from reality.  They can 

be set in the context of fifth century Athens, but that means there has to be some element that 

demonstrates to the spectators, and the judges, that what happens in the play is not reality.  Take 

the ‘women-on-top’ plays, the Lysistrata and Ecclesiazusae, for example.  With the realities of 

antiquity and the gender divides that existed, there is no possible way that the women could end 

the Peloponnesian War with a sex strike, nor could they usurp the democratic government and 

institute a communist society avant la lettre in its stead.  In both of these cases, and in all of the 

other surviving Aristophanic works, it is the comic hero who spurs these actions on.  These 

heroes, mortal or not, are part of the fantastical element of many plays, in terms of their plotting 

and planning.  Their actions could not realistically take place in society, but that is the point.  For 

his part, Dicaeopolis’ private peace is incredibly outlandish, but it is integral to the plot of the 

play, and all of the incidents that happen once he gets it.  A comedy cannot be comedy without 

some sort of extraordinary element, and the hero is intrinsically connected to this aspect of 
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comedy.  The comic heroes are always the central part of this fantasy, yet at the same time, their 

motivations, methods, and dispositions reflect the collective psychology of their time, just in a 

mythic way.182 

 All comic heroes exist in their own fantastical comic world, whether it be one of their 

own making or otherwise.  This, however, is only one thing that these types of characters have in 

common with one another.  The comic hero was always an ordinary citizen with ordinary 

complaints, always fictitious, and always of the respectable type.183  They embody transgressive 

traits that in real life one would be punished for, and while they regularly violate social norms 

and protocols, they never seem to offend the audience.184  Comedy is often riddled with 

inconsistencies, which is a large part of what sparks laughter, and comic heroes are no different.  

They are only consistent with themselves, but still, since they make and remake themselves as 

the plot evolves, it is hard to predict what will result following each of their choices.185  

Additionally, comic heroes are marked by egotism, a wily imagination, and cleverness of 

speech.186  They abide by no rules other than their own, and are marked by their skill in turning 

everything to their own advantage, often through their ability of speech alone.187 

 At the same time, however, the comic hero is also largely motivated by self-interest.  

Dicaeopolis is, of course, one of the prime examples of someone working towards his own goals.  

While at the beginning of the Acharnians he is attempting to make a difference through official 

means, he quickly gives up and negotiates his own private peace.  However, in his self-interest 

he does not stray from what the comic hero generally looked like.  In his or her selfishness, the 

 
182 Whitman 1964: 17.  
183 Henderson 1993: 309.  
184 Rosen 2014: 225.    
185 Whitman 1964: 25.   
186 Rosen 2014: 225.   
187 Whitman 1964: 25.   
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comic hero still serves to represent and relate to the people in the audience.  The comic hero’s 

achievement is always political, and solves or bypasses some fundamental problem in the polis 

that no one else would have been able to, but probably would have liked to do.188  In many cases, 

the comic hero’s wish helps the entire polis, such as Trygaeus’ return of Peace to the city in the 

Peace, Dionysus’ return of Aeschylus in the Frogs, or Chremylos’ healing and gift of riches to 

the poor in the Wealth.  Still, even in cases where the entire polis does not benefit from the 

hero’s actions, the audience may not be not swayed to feel animosity towards them, but rather 

admiration, if not some envy.  The hero always begins as an ordinary citizen, and the ‘wish-

come-true’ for him is something that many in the audience may have shared, and thus, the comic 

hero never stands in opposition to the collectivity but rather in solidarity with it.189  It is this 

concept that, above all else, links the comic hero to the working-class hero, something that will 

be explored in more detail further on.   

 One final idea that marks a comic hero is πονηρία, or πονηρός in its adjectival form.  This 

term refers to one who is roguish, or wicked, both words that carry generally negative 

connotations.  However, there are instances, especially in comedy, where πονηρία loses its 

overtones of negativity, and comes to imply something akin to ‘cleverness’.190  The aim of 

πονηρία is nothing more than to be victorious, and instead of hiding their clever achievements, 

the hero boasts of them, shifting πονηρία from indicating only cleverness, but also a skill in 

handling the more challenging aspects of life.191  A very important example of πονηρία that 

comes from outside of the Aristophanic corpus is in the Homeric Hymn to Hermes.  In this 

hymn, a newborn Hermes steals Apollo’s cattle, cunningly having them walk backwards in order 

 
188 Henderson 1993: 310.   
189 Henderson 1993: 310.   
190 Whitman 1964: 29.   
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to hide their tracks, and denies any involvement on the grounds that he is nothing but a baby.192  

Apollo sees through the lie, and brings the case to Zeus for judgement.  Zeus sees humour in the 

situation and in Hermes’ actions, though he still orders Hermes to return the cattle.  Hermes and 

Apollo exchange apologies and gifts, reconciling and earning some of their official duties as 

gods.193  This hymn gives the archetypal tale of πονηρία, yet it is not a joke or travesty.  Instead, 

it is Hermes’ heroic exploit, so to speak, by which he solidifies his place of honour among the 

Olympian gods.194  

This example of the πονηρία of the gods helps to demonstrate that it is a word that does 

not always have to hold negative connotations.  As mentioned above, the comic hero is often 

self-serving, and the idea of πονηρία reinforces this notion.  However, this aspect of their 

character still does not cause people to root against them, precisely because the methods of 

πονηρία may be devious, but they remain enjoyable for the audience; the more devious the 

better.195  Of course, the idea of a working-class hero as a model of πονηρία makes little sense, 

as the point of this type of hero is to represent the larger group of which they are a member.  

While the working-class hero is not individualistic in the way that some comic heroes are, 

Dicaeopolis included, what unites them in terms of πονηρία is their cleverness and skill, and how 

their actions garner the support of the spectators.   

While the working-class hero transcends space and time, the comic hero existed in a 

more limited historical context.  Clearly the legacy of the comic hero has lived on, but it is 

important to examine briefly the context in which this protagonist was created.  However much 

they differ in other ways in their view of Aristophanes, most scholars have indicated that the 

 
192 Homer Hymn 4 to Hermes.   
193 Homer Hymn 4 to Hermes.   
194 Whitman 1964: 34.   
195 Whitman 1964: 30.   
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comic hero was a purely fifth century BCE invention.  This is because, in part, Old Comedy 

flourished only during this time period.  This comedic style depended on the extreme democracy 

of the fifth century BCE, its strong sense of freedom of speech (παρρησία) and invective 

(ἐπήρεια).  It also depended on a social structure wherein private fantasy expressed something 

that was inherent in the time period, though in the language of absurdity.196  Additionally, the 

waging of the Peloponnesian War throughout almost the entirety of Aristophanes’ career 

undoubtedly shaped both his own work and the genre of Old Comedy itself.  Some have argued 

that the Peloponnesian War necessitated the changes in the comic hero over time, to the point 

that it gradually brought Old Comedy to an end.  Aristophanes’ comedy, then, gives us a 

representation of the impact of the War on Athenian society, but rather than overcoming it, Old 

Comedy succumbs to the disruptions brought on by the War.197 

When looking at the evolution of Aristophanes’ plots over the course of his career, it is 

possible to see the impact of the Peloponnesian War, both in terms of plotlines and characters.  

The comic heroes’ peace plans, then, reflect the contemporary war situation, while their tone and 

desire to negotiate with the enemy, if they had any, was informed by Athens’ current strength in 

the war.198  For example, while Dicaeopolis’ private peace is quite laughable and hard to take 

seriously, the Peace, produced only four years later, seems to be a much more serious call for 

peace.  Many of Aristophanes’ heroes call for peace in some way or another, but the gravity of 

that plea increased as the Peloponnesian War continued for decades.  It is important to consider, 

then, when discussing the seriousness of peace pleas, any parallels between the creation of the 

comic heroes and their potential impact as working-class heroes.  This is because, if we consider 

 
196 Whitman 1964: 2.   
197 Kotini 2010: 135.   
198 Kotini 2010: 134.   
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a call for peace made by the comic hero as serious, it allows for more connection to the working-

class hero, whose calls for societal change were always serious.  Of course, Dicaeopolis may not 

fit this part of the comic hero model, but there are a number of other Aristophanic works that 

feature protagonists with more genuine motives.   

The comic hero, as he or she has been outlined in this project, was a creation unique to 

Old Comedy, and possibly only within the realm of Aristophanes.  The exclusivity of this type of 

character to only one author is impossible to confirm, as the bulk of the Old Comedy of the fifth 

century is lost to us.  Still, it is clear that they existed only in this genre.  New Comedy, for 

example, which was prevalent in the third and fourth centuries BCE, focused on a limited set of 

stock characters and typical relationships, whereas Old Comedy dealt in the individual, real or 

invented.199  This is exceedingly clear in Aristophanes’ works, as it is the individual who 

embodies the core of his best plays.200  It is the individual who sparks change, who speaks to the 

audience and rallies them to his or her side, who pushes the action of the play forward with each 

choice.  This brings us back to the self-interested nature of the comic hero.  It is difficult, on the 

surface, to understand how a character marked by egoism could not just be a rallying point for 

spectators, but indeed an incarnation of the working-class hero, noted for lack of self-interest.  It 

is necessary to view their actions as a justified transgression, a push against existing social 

structures.  The political or social agendas of these characters are represented as desirable for the 

right-minded of society, regardless of their individualistic motivations or unscrupulousness.  

Comic heroes, as opposed to their villainous antagonists, the ἀλαζόνες, are considered as such 

 
199 The contrast here is between Aristophanes’ unique and distinctive characters, in contrast to those found in New 
Comedy, such as Menander’s generic characters.  
200 Whitman 1964: 10.   
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because they are largely powerless, or from the lower classes, fighting against a system with 

considerable and entrenched power.201  

This is an incredibly important parallel between these two types of heroes, and one that is 

difficult to ignore.  The working-class hero is not selfish, but does fight against power-

imbalances in society, and works within what is considered desirable for the majority of their 

class.  As mentioned previously, the class that they fight for, the working-class, is regularly seen 

as powerless and looked down upon by the elite.  However, with this one person to rally behind, 

the working-class can understand that their power lies in their numbers, and in their importance, 

which may not be recognized by the middle and upper classes of modern society.  Many would 

be at a loss without service-sector employees, or public workers who do jobs seen as low brow or 

unskilled, yet are crucial in order to keep society functioning.202  The same can be said about 

some of Aristophanes’ comic heroes.  Characters like Dicaeopolis or Trygaeus, the farmers of 

society, were absolutely crucial in reality to maintain the day-to-day operations of the polis.  

While it is true that there was a great deal of subsistence farming, there were also those who did 

not have farmland, often those who lived in the city proper.  Those people, or families, would 

have relied on what was produced by others in the field, and also would have required the 

retailers who sold them those goods, another role taken on by Dicaeopolis.  While this is not 

particularly novel information, it is something that many people do not consider, especially when 

they carry the privilege of being a member of one of the upper classes.  The motives of working-

class heroes and comic heroes may be different in many ways, but they both act within their class 

identities and priorities, and in doing so, gain the support of those around them.   

 
201 Rosen 2014: 226.   
202 Service-sector jobs are done by maintenance workers, sanitation workers, contractors, those involved in the 
trades, etc.  The service sector also includes cashiers, waiters/waitresses, retail workers, and grocery store 
employees, among others.  
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Dicaeopolis as a Working-Class Hero 

 So far, Dicaeopolis’ ability to fit into the role of comic and working-class hero has been 

discussed here and there in passing.  Now is the time to delve into this in more detail.  We know 

that Dicaeopolis embodies the spirit of the comic hero.  He works to make some kind of change 

in the polis, though selfishly, and displays bouts of πονηρία throughout the play.  He is clever, 

witty, and represents those who work for wages rather than the elite who live leisurely.  

Dicaeopolis provides a point of relation for the audience, someone to look to and see themselves 

represented in.  He is humorous, and his selfishness is harmless enough that the audience laugh 

and support him.  The next step, then is to see how, if at all, Dicaeopolis’ traits and actions allow 

him to fill the role of the working-class hero.  It is also important to examine the parts of 

Dicaeopolis that go against the ideals of a working-class hero.  This is because it is necessary to 

consider both positive and negative attributes in order to determine whether or not we can call 

Dicaeopolis a working-class hero.   

One clear connection between Dicaeopolis and a working-class hero is his intelligence 

and perception.  This is demonstrated throughout the play, and especially emphasized when he 

interacts with other characters.  The first example of this comes right at the beginning of the 

play.  When Pseudoartabas and his cohorts arrive at the Assembly, speaking gibberish and 

gesturing lewdly, Dicaeopolis is the only one who sees through the ruse.  After some 

questioning, he is able to discern that the men are not the Persians they claim to be, but are 

actually local Greeks.  The others, of course, do not see this, nor do they acknowledge 

Dicaeopolis’ deductions.203  He is the one to notice the deception these men are putting on, while 

the rest of the Assembly falls for it.  This demonstration of his intelligence immediately aligns 

 
203 Aristophanes Acharnians 109-125.  
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Dicaeopolis with the audience, as they can see that he is the only one with any sense.  

Additionally, he is airing grievances that were likely similar to those held by audience members, 

so this rapport is established from the outset.  Arguably the best demonstration of his intelligence 

comes during the ἀγών of the play, between Dicaeopolis and Lamachus.  It is during this event 

that Dicaeopolis solidifies his place as the victor, the success story of the play, and he does so 

with words alone.  Dicaeopolis talks Lamachus in circles, mocking him with puns and wordplay, 

and making him look like a fool.  Dicaeopolis, still in the guise of a beggar, trembles in front of 

Lamachus, seeming to bow to his supposed superiority.  Dicaeopolis beseeches Lamachus to 

drop his terrifying Gorgon-emblazoned shield, requests a feather from his plume, and then turns 

it all around by asking for assistance so he can vomit into the upturned shield.204  The switch 

from humble beggar to a sure-spoken citizen is quick, and Dicaeopolis no longer pretends to be 

something he is not, and stands up for what he believes to be true.  This scene is also where we 

see these two characters demonstrate their roles as εἴρων and ἀλαζών most clearly, a critical 

aspect of the ἀγών.   

While Lamachus in this scene is the embodiment of the ἀλαζών, a braggart, it may be 

useful to note that the historical Lamachus possibly has little connection to the character 

presented in the Acharnians.  The real Lamachus was a brave officer, one of great standing, 

inasmuch as he was one of the men entrusted to negotiate and sign the Peace of Nicias in 421 

BCE.  His name was used as part of the wordplay in an earlier song of the play, and that is likely 

the reason why he was chosen to be a feature of the play.205  In the song, in which Dicaeopolis 

invokes Phales, the personification of a phallus, there is a celebration of returning home.  

Dicaeopolis sings that he is free from, ‘bothers and battles and Lamachuses,’ with the Greek for 

 
204 Aristophanes Acharnians 578-586.  
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battles, μαχῶν, working with Λαμάχων, the name Lamachus, which also means, ‘great 

battler.’206  Considering that so many of Aristophanes’ characters are invented figures, it makes 

sense to assume that Lamachus is another one, rather than a parody of a respected solider.  

Additionally, the made-up version is likely much easier for the audience to understand as an 

ἀλαζών.  The name may make his role as a soldier immediately clear, and it is likely that the 

version of Lamachus we see in the play is a stand-in for those who benefit from the war.  There 

may be connections between the historical Lamachus and the play’s Lamachus for comedic 

effect, but it is unlikely that it is an attack on the real man.  He provides the audience with a 

representation of the typical comic ἀλαζών, the ideal antagonist to Dicaeopolis’ εἴρων.   

When these two characters meet for the first time, it is after half of the chorus, who has 

yet to side with Dicaeopolis, calls Lamachus out to assist them.  To return to Dicaeopolis’ 

change from his disguise as a beggar, it is at this point where we see Dicaeopolis lose some of 

the selfishness that marks his character, and make points on behalf of those with less power.  

After Dicaeopolis reveals himself, Lamachus asks him who he is, if indeed he is not a beggar.  

Dicaeopolis states that he, unlike Lamachus, is not someone who makes a profit from the 

Peloponnesian War, either as a soldier or through the government, but rather is a good, simple 

citizen.207  By the definitions of this project, Lamachus also fits into the working class, as he 

received a wage and was not part of the aristocracy, nor was he a slave. The reason why he is not 

the working-class hero of this play, however, has to do with his privilege and worker identity. 

Though he does work for wages, he is of a much higher status than someone like Dicaeopolis, as 

he is benefitting from the Peloponnesian War, while most others are not. How he identifies 

within the working-class is very different than someone like Dicaeopolis, and it is unlikely that 

 
206 Aristophanes Acharnians 263-279.  
207 Aristophanes Acharnians 593-597.  
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Lamachus’ situation is similar to those in the audience. There are levels of privilege within any 

group, and the working class is no exception. Lamachus could likely represent another class of 

workers, ones with the same level of privilege and identity that he has. However, that is not the 

case here, and instead Dicaeopolis is the better fit. In some ways, Lamachus is closer to the 

aristocracy than the working class, in terms of his privilege, and that is what sets him up as the 

ἀλαζών of the play. 

It is in the following debate between these two characters that Dicaeopolis wins the 

chorus over to his side.  Lamachus maintains that he received his post by vote, implying that he 

is deserving of his status and associated pay.  However, as Dicaeopolis points out, the Assembly 

was poorly attended, and the army was being filled with old men while the young ones, like 

Lamachus, feigned illness to get out of their duties, yet still collected pay.208  This is, potentially, 

a reference to the real life Lamachus, who was at least moderately poor, and his financial status 

was well known.209  Particular attention is called to Lamachus’ elaborate costuming in this scene, 

while Dicaeopolis remains dressed in borrowed rags.  Lamachus’ claims of defense by the 

democratic allotment of offices fall short; the once poor man, historically at least, is now 

benefitting massively, while others continue to suffer.210  The chorus of Acharnians, like 

Dicaeopolis, are aging men who found themselves displaced due to the outbreak of the 

Peloponnesian War.  They are the ones who are not benefitting from the current situation of the 

polis, and the second half of the chorus comes to side with Dicaeopolis.  It is entirely possible 

that Dicaeopolis only says what he does here in order to get the chorus to leave him alone, but 

the quick change in tone in this scene with Lamachus suggests otherwise.  It is hard to deny the 
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feeling behind Dicaeopolis’ words, and the sympathy he feels for other men who are in a similar 

situation to his own.  Considering that the comic hero does not necessarily have to work for the 

greater good of the polis, and Dicaeopolis usually does not, this shift in character is an important 

one.  It is brief, but it gives him a chance to slip into the role of a working-class hero quite 

clearly.  He is standing up to someone who holds more power and status, and in doing so, he is 

defending those around him.   

Not only is Dicaeopolis defending the men of the chorus, but it is likely that his words 

here would resonate with those in the audience.  There were undoubtedly men in the audience 

who could see themselves filling the roles of the men Dicaeopolis names in his lines, and seeing 

the play’s protagonist argue on their behalf would likely have an impact.  This short scene speaks 

volumes for Dicaeopolis’ ability to represent his class, in a way that goes beyond that of a comic 

hero and into the role of a working-class hero.  Additionally, the names of the men in the chorus 

to whom Dicaeopolis speaks also reflect the importance of their industry and its connection to 

their deme.  As Jeffrey Henderson notes in his translation, the names given, Μαριλάδη 

(“Coalson”), Ἀνθράκυλλος (“Ember”), Εὐφορίδης (“Totewell”), Πρινίδης (“Oakson”), are all 

invented and reflect the primary industry of Acharnae, charcoal burning.211  With each name, the 

attention is brought back to the fact that these men’s lives are deeply entwined with their work, 

which is in turn connected to their region.  Their land has been disrupted, which then halts the 

work, and impacts their lives severely.  Dicaeopolis, as someone in a similar situation, is able to 

relate to the men of the chorus, and in using his intelligence and courage, comes to speak on their 

behalf against someone who is not experiencing the same problems.  The ability to represent 

their class is a crucial component, if not the most important, of the working-class hero, and that 
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takes place during this scene.  Dicaeopolis’ lack of selfishness at this moment does not make him 

any less of a comic hero, rather it only affirms his role as a working-class hero.  It is an example 

of not only how he fits into both roles, but also how these two roles can complement one another 

in this context.   

It is also possible to see Dicaeopolis’ intelligence during the scenes at his private 

marketplace.  Following the ἀγών, there are a number of groups that come and go in an attempt 

to buy and sell: a Megarian and his daughters, a Boeotian farmer, a best man and bridesmaid, and 

a few informers (συκοφάντεις).212  The first person to arrive is the Megarian farmer, desperate 

due to the real-life restrictions placed on trade with Megara by Athens during the Peloponnesian 

War.  He has come with his two young daughters, dressed as pigs, and hopes to be able to trade 

with Dicaeopolis.213  The main point of this scene for many is the lewd humour of it.  The word 

for piglet in Attic Greek, χοίρος, is also slang for female genitalia.  One can imagine that the 

girls’ disguises are not particularly elaborate, and thus it is likely easy for Dicaeopolis to see 

right through them, which is probably the point.  What is important here is Dicaeopolis’ skill as a 

merchant.  This scene gives the first demonstration of Dicaeopolis at work to the audience, and 

he is immediately successful.  He strikes a deal with the Megarian quickly, trading him things 

that Megara is known for in exchange for the two girls.214  Dicaeopolis also quickly gets rid of an 

informer when he arrives, something he will do again further on in the play.   

Another interesting thing to note in this scene is Dicaeopolis’ speech itself.  The 

Acharnians, like all of Aristophanes’ other works, is written in Attic Greek, except in this scene 

we have Doric Greek instead, as that is the Megarian’s dialect.  Dicaeopolis in this scene also 

 
212 Unlike modern whistle-blowers, the informers of Athens had earned themselves a bad reputation due to their 
tendency to resort to blackmail and shakedowns.  
213 Aristophanes Acharnians 736-749.  
214 Aristophanes Acharnians 811-817.  
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switches to Doric, which is possibly for humour or emphasis, but it also connects the two 

characters.  Creating connections with others is an important ability for working-class heroes to 

have, as it allows them to be closer with others in their group.  Obviously Dicaeopolis and the 

Megarian are not in the same group or class, but that is not to say that they are not similar to one 

another.  They are both of rural backgrounds, have felt the impact of the war more than others, 

and are doing what they can in order to try to recover.  Dicaeopolis may not be a good 

representative for the Megarian, as there is a clear power imbalance, but the similarities between 

these two characters are as great as their differences.  One of Dicaeopolis’ advantages here is his 

intelligence and charisma, something that allows him to separate himself from the pack and 

become more of an ideal to look to.   

A scene in which the audience would relate closely to Dicaeopolis, either as a comic or 

working-class hero, comes just before the previously discussed ἀγών.  In his first attempt to win 

over the chorus, Dicaeopolis re-enacts a notorious scene from Euripides’ Telephus, pleading with 

them from his position on the altar.215  During this speech, he explains to them the ‘true’ events 

that sparked the beginning of the Peloponnesian War.  According to our protagonist, some 

drunkards from Athens kidnapped a Megarian prostitute, which led to the Megarians kidnapping 

two Athenian prostitutes, who supposedly worked for Aspasia, in return.216  The important point 

that Dicaeopolis makes here, though, is the involvement of the Athenians and how they 

contributed to the incitement of the Peloponnesian War.  He places the blame not on the city 

itself, but on a few men who caused problems for Megarian merchants, confiscating their goods 

only to go on and sell them later, pocketing the profits for themselves.217  This is an interesting 

 
215 Aristophanes Acharnians 317-8.  Dicaeopolis’ speech to the chorus begins in earnest at line 497.  
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point Dicaeopolis makes, because he is separating himself, the chorus, and the spectators from 

the men who are benefitting from the Peloponnesian War.  In addition, Dicaeopolis, through this 

transaction with the Megarian, achieves stability for Athens by restoring proper commercial 

relations with the Megarians, however comical it is.  He is, again, restating his place as an 

average citizen, a hardworking man, one of many who are on the losing end as compared to the 

elite.   

Dicaeopolis, the displaced chorus members, and a large portion of the audience, are some 

of the people suffering the ramifications of war the most, almost as much as the combatants 

themselves.  It is a demonstration of how this event uprooted the lives of many average people.  

In terms of work, it is possible to argue that the Peloponnesian War likely hindered Dicaeopolis’ 

ability to generate an income, but that is not the point here.  The point is that Dicaeopolis has 

been deprived of the physical location of his work, his home, and most importantly, his identity.  

He frames his identity largely through his rural roots, and it is this that allows him to connect to 

the people in the audience.  Many were likely suffering the same things he was, and most were 

probably not among the elite who had been profiting at the start of the war, according to 

Dicaeopolis.  This sense of solidarity that he creates between himself, half the chorus, and the 

audience makes him a figure they can look up to.  While the aspect of his labour is not very 

pertinent here, his ability to connect to the audience still lends itself to his role as a working-class 

hero.   

A good working-class hero is someone who is resilient, perseveres through hardships, 

and is able to stand their ground against opponents.  When the working class, in any time period, 

gears up to go against the elite in any capacity, it takes a great deal of heart, as the struggle can 

be arduous and slow.  The mark of a good leader, then, is someone who can push past the 
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roadblocks, and continue to work on behalf of those in their group and keep them motivated do 

the same.  Throughout the Acharnians, it is clear that these are traits we can attribute to 

Dicaeopolis.  This is apparent from the outset, when Dicaeopolis decides it is finally time to 

make a stand against the elite, and negotiate his own peace.  He has endured their poor decisions 

and profiteering for long enough, and finds it within himself to change that.  His resilience is also 

clear when dealing with the informers who come to his private market on two occasions.  While 

they may not be the same as the wealthy members of Athens who are profiting off the 

Peloponnesian War, the informers regularly benefitted at the expense of others.  The informers 

appear at two different points in the play; once in the scene with the Megarian, and again in a 

scene with a Boeotian man who comes to trade.  In the first instance, the informer arrives and 

attempts to seize the ‘piglets’ as enemy contraband.218  The Megarian and his daughters, 

frightened, call for Dicaeopolis, who had momentarily gone inside to collect the products for his 

trade with the Megarian.  Angered, Dicaeopolis very quickly gets the informer out of his market, 

and though the informer claims he is exposing an enemy, Dicaeopolis has no patience and tells 

him to go.219 

Following a small interjection by the chorus, the next scene is where we see the second 

informer, who appears as Dicaeopolis is attempting to trade with a Boeotian man.  In return for a 

plethora of goods, the Boeotian agrees to the trade for something that Athens has that Boeotia 

does not, and Dicaeopolis offers an informer as payment.220  This joke makes clear how well 

known, and frustrating, informers were in Athens, to the point where they are a commodity of 

only one polis.  It just so happens that, after the men make this agreement, an informer named 

 
218 Aristophanes Acharnians 818-20.  
219 Aristophanes Acharnians 824-8.  
220 Aristophanes Acharnians 898-904.  
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Nicharchus arrives on stage and immediately attempts to claim the Boeotian’s goods as 

contraband.  When asked why the Boeotian’s goods are contraband, Nicharchus gives an 

outlandish explanation as to how the entire fleet could be set aflame by nothing more than a lit 

lamp wick tied to a bug and sent to a ship.221  Dicaeopolis, understandably so, sees how 

ridiculous the story is, and has Nicharchus packed up like a vase and sent off with the 

Boeotian.222  Dicaeopolis mentions that doing this took some work on his part, but tells the 

Boeotian that he should be able to make some good money exposing the man who made a living 

exposing other people.223  These scenes help to demonstrate Dicaeopolis’ ability to defend what 

is his, but also to push back against those who cause problems for others in his class or a similar 

one.  It is entirely possible that Dicaeopolis drives the informers off because they will impede his 

ability to make money, which is not unreasonable.  However, in doing so he is also protecting the 

interests of the traders at his market, and allowing them too to go back to a sense of normalcy.  

The Megarian and Boeotian, like many Athenians, also had their lives uprooted by the war, but 

through Dicaeopolis’ private peace, they are able to go back to trading, which also may allow 

them to work once again.  Regardless of Dicaeopolis’ true motivations for ridding the market of 

the informers, selfish or not, he is aware of the annoyance they cause and the profits they make 

off the backs of those trying to work in this scenario.  He drives them off for the benefit of those 

who are attempting to work within his market, himself included.   

The fact that Dicaeopolis needs to do this twice, in one scene right after another, 

demonstrates his resilience, and that he does not stand for those who wish to benefit from the 

misfortunes of others.  This same attitude was seen in his argument with Lamachus and when he 

 
221 Aristophanes Acharnians 917-24.  
222 Aristophanes Acharnians 924-8.  
223 Aristophanes Acharnians 952-8.  
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was dressed up as Telephus, speaking to the chorus.  While Dicaeopolis is often selfish, he 

recognizes that the real problem, in his fantastical world, is the people who exploit others, in 

whatever sense, in order to improve their own lot in life.  This, undoubtedly, would have spoken 

to the audience, as many of them were likely to have experienced something like this in their 

own lives.  These types of people still exist today, many of whom also benefit from entrenched 

power-systems that benefit the rich and cause disadvantages for the poorer classes.  These 

power-systems exist in society generally, and are easy to spot if looked for, and they are 

incredibly common in many workplace hierarchies across industries.  Dicaeopolis’ push-back 

against the powerful in society in whatever way he can is something to praise, and it likely 

resonated with a majority of the audience in some way or another.   

Everything we have seen up to this point demonstrates how Dicaeopolis as a character 

fits into the role of a working-class hero, and it seems that he does so with relative ease.  

However, it is important briefly to examine the few ways in which he may not demonstrate the 

characteristics of a working-class hero.  This is because there is no perfect example of this type 

of role.  There will always be groups excluded, those who feel as though they are not 

represented, or cannot relate to the model in front of them.  On the surface level, Dicaeopolis’ 

main characteristic, which prevents him from fulfilling the role of a working-class hero, as 

discussed in detail throughout this project, is his selfishness.  While this aspect of his character 

works perfectly well for the comic hero, and for humour, it does not lend itself to creating 

solidarity amongst the workers.  This is clearest in the scene between Dicaeopolis and the farmer 

Decertes at the private marketplace.  Decertes arrives at Dicaeopolis’ marketplace, lamenting the 

loss of his oxen and begging for even a small amount of peace.  Dicaeopolis, though he 

acknowledges the man’s misfortunes, refuses to give him peace, stating that he is not a public 
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doctor, and therefore does not wish to help ‘cure’ Decertes’ ailments with his peace.224  It is true 

that Dicaeopolis is not particularly kind to Decertes in this scene, showing very little sympathy 

for the farmer’s loss of his cattle.  However, it is also not out of character for our protagonist.  

Dicaeopolis refuses to part with any of his peace because there is not an exchange of goods or 

money.  His marketplace is his new place of business, and as he points out when referencing the 

public pay of some doctors, he does not offer things for free.225  

It is also possible to argue Dicaeopolis is not helping a farmer, a man of a similar labour 

class, which negates his role as a working-class hero.  However, by this time in the play, 

Dicaeopolis has almost completely shifted into his role as a retailer, and is no longer a farmer.  

Therefore, he now represents a new class of worker, one whose livelihood depends on trade and 

barter, something that Decertes did not, or potentially could not, offer.  None of this is to say that 

selfishness is part of the working-class hero model.  The point here is that each group of workers 

has different qualities that they require of their working-class heroes.  Therefore, what may apply 

to the farmers is not the same as what applies to merchants.  In an ideal world, there would be 

only one individual who can fulfil the needs of the entire working class, but that is likely not 

possible.  While both farmers and merchants are, by definition, part of the working class, it does 

not necessarily mean that they have the same individual to look to as their point of connection.  

Dicaeopolis’ selfishness is, objectively, not a trait one would want to see in their working-class 

hero.  While it does work against him, when looked at in the context of his current work 

situation, it is not as negative as it could be.   

Dicaeopolis is not a perfect character, either as a comic or working-class hero, and it is 

possible to see these flaws as part of his appeal in both roles.  When looking for a role-model, 

 
224 Aristophanes Acharnians 1018-1036.  
225 Aristophanes Acharnians 1030.  
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perfection is not necessarily the main attribute that people seek.  A person’s flaws keep them 

from moving too far from relatability, and offer room for growth.  Relatability can also be found 

within flaws, and allowing those with similar problems to see them in someone they look up to 

can be beneficial.  Dicaeopolis’ πονηρία also serves as a point of relation, as it is connected to 

both his flaws and his successes.  The πονηρία of the comic hero is what makes them clever and 

adaptable, yet it also is something often associated with wickedness and selfishness.  

Dicaeopolis’ ability to take this major trait and use it to make positive change is a big victory, 

and important for the audience, as they can see that it is possible to turn something that is often 

negative into something very positive.  Of course, not all flaws are excusable, and part of what 

makes Dicaeopolis’ excusable is his role in the play.  He is the comic hero, the one the audience 

should root for and side with, negative attributes or not.  He is standing on the same side of the 

audience, and his actions push for what he, and likely the spectators, believe is right.  If 

Lamachus demonstrated the same qualities, they would not be seen as justifiable, as he is not 

necessarily acting within the ideals of the audience, or the working-class for that matter.  All 

heroes, and all antagonists, have flaws, but that does not necessarily make them any less suitable 

for their role.   

Other Works of Aristophanes  

 As is quite clear, this project primarily examines Dicaeopolis of the Acharnians.  He 

clearly exemplifies the attributes of the comic hero, and his ability to fulfil the role of the 

working-class hero is hard to deny.  The scope of this project allows for the detailed exploration 

of one character; however it would be remiss not to discuss any other characters who 

demonstrate similar attributes, albeit in less detail.  The first character that comes to mind is 

Trygaeus, the protagonist of the Peace.  Produced in 421 BCE, this play comes just before the 
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ratification of the Peace of Nicias, a temporary reprieve to the Peloponnesian War.  Trygaeus, 

with some assistance, retrieves and returns Peace to the people of Athens, to the delight of many 

and the chagrin of others.  The play ends with Trygaeus’ marriage to Cornucopia, and an overall 

celebration in honour of the return of peace.  In many ways, Trygaeus and Dicaeopolis are very 

similar characters.  They both share the goal of achieving peace, and restoring order to their 

disrupted lives.  Of course the way they go about it is quite different.  Trygaeus, unlike 

Dicaeopolis, works to restore peace for the entire city, and is successful in doing so.  The 

selfishness that we see in Dicaeopolis is largely absent in Trygaeus, one of a number of 

differences between them.  However, before jumping to the conclusion that Trygaeus better 

exemplifies the qualities of either hero, it is important to recognize the time in which these plays 

were produced.  Though staged only four years apart, there was a significant shift in Athens 

during that time.   

Along with the Lysistrata, the Peace and the Acharnians are Aristophanes’ peace plays.  

Each one contains a call for peace, though the seriousness of that call is dependent on the 

production year of each play.  The Acharnians, for example, is less serious of a plea than the 

Lysistrata of 411 BCE, as the latter took place during a particularly turbulent point in Athenian 

history.  Societal context absolutely informed the seriousness of any play, and since the bulk of 

Old Comedy was composed during the Peloponnesian War, there are clear connections between 

how Athens was faring, the feelings of the population, and the plots and actions within a given 

play.  That is not any different from the media we see now.  Modern television shows often 

comment in much the same way as ancient Greek theatre on contemporary attitudes and issues.  

From comedies like Saturday Night Live to dramatic shows such as Black Mirror, there is a 

running commentary on social situations.  In Greek theatre, Old Comedy does this much more 
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explicitly than either contemporary tragedy or its own successor, New Comedy.  The parabasis in 

particular highlights the overt aspect of this social commentary.  The parabasis of Aristophanes’ 

plays gave him an opportunity to address his audience directly through the chorus, making his 

views especially clear.  If anything, the voice of the poet is more personal than that of a 

television series creator’s, but both can shine through in any form of media.   

Back to Trygaeus after that digression, it is useful to examine first how he fits the role of 

the comic hero.  First and foremost, he is seeking to make a change, not only for himself, but for 

the good of the entire polis.  He, like Dicaeopolis, works for the betterment of the lower classes, 

the working people, as he is also tired of the privileges afforded to the elite.  This is especially 

clear in the scene when the working people free the statue of the goddess Peace.  Trygaeus 

enlists all of the Greeks to help him, but most end up too excited to actually be of any assistance.  

It is only the farmers who are able to free Peace from where she is, something that Trygaeus, and 

Hermes, praise.226  After Peace is restored, there are some who benefit and others who find 

themselves worse off.  The latter are those who profited during the Peloponnesian War, in a 

similar vein to Dicaeopolis’ lack of sympathy for Lamachus and others who did not feel the 

negative effects of the disruption of war.   

 In addition to his working for the people, Trygaeus is intimately tied with them, which is 

crucial for a comic hero.  He comes from a real deme, and tells Hermes as much when he 

introduces himself to the god as ‘Trygaeus of Athmone’.227  While he may be more adventurous 

than other members of the population, in giving the protagonist a real deme as his background, 

similarly to Dicaeopolis, Aristophanes keeps him united closely with the people.  It is also 

possible for the audience to connect to Trygaeus through his profession, which is in agriculture, 

 
226 Aristophanes Peace 508-11.  
227 Aristophanes Peace 190-1.  
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as his first name translates to ‘Mr. Corn-and-vineyard-crop,’ likely from the Greek verb τρυγάω, 

“to gather, harvest,” and as we have already seen, the agricultural population of Athens was 

substantial.228  This unification is likely necessary, as the fantastical elements present in this play 

involve the heavens and the gods.  After all else has failed him, Trygaeus ascends to the heavens 

on the back of a dung beetle, or κάνθαρος, in order to talk to Zeus and sort the Greeks’ problems 

out with him.229 These aspects are incredibly outlandish, which is typical of Aristophanes, but 

through whatever means, be it by deme, career, or otherwise, there are many points of Trygaeus’ 

character that allow him to connect to the audience.  They may be just as likely to see themselves 

reflected in Trygaeus as they would in Dicaeopolis or other Aristophanic leads, which is good for 

his roles as both a comic and working-class hero.   

 The other critical aspect of comic heroes is πονηρία, their wily, clever nature.  At first 

glance, it may seem that Trygaeus’ character lacks this aspect.  Unlike Dicaeopolis, who does a 

great deal on his own, Trygaeus enlists a large number of people to accomplish his goals.  

However, his πονηρία becomes clear during his interaction with Hermes who is, as previously 

discussed, the god that embodies πονηρία.  Upon reaching the heavens, Trygaeus tries to 

persuade Hermes to help, but the god refuses to do anything without bribes.  The bribes include a 

piece of meat and a gold cup, the latter because Hermes has an affinity for gold things.230  

Trygaeus, however, eventually convinces him to help by making promises of future celebrations 

in Hermes’ honour.  Yet, once Trygaeus and the chorus are successful in retrieving Peace, there 

is no indication that they will sacrifice to anyone but her.231  This scene, then, shows that 

 
228 Whitman 1964: 105.  
229 Aristophanes Peace 102-8.  
230 Aristophanes Peace 376-9, 414-25.  
231 Aristophanes Peace 520-6, 583-600.  
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Trygaeus does have the spirit of πονηρία.  He manages to outdo Hermes, the patron of thieves, at 

his own game, and solidifies his place as a hero in the same vein as someone like Dicaeopolis.232 

 So if Trygaeus embodies the basic attributes of a comic hero, the question remains as to 

whether or not he also fits the role of a working-class hero.  His commitment to freeing his 

people from the confines of war absolutely lends itself to working-class solidarity and leadership.  

He praises those who do the most work in freeing Peace, the farmers, but this could easily be a 

stand-in for society in general.  We have already seen that Aristophanes has a soft spot for the 

agrarian population of Athens, consistently drawing the audience back to the ‘good old days’ of 

the countryside life.  So, the praise that Trygaeus gives the farmers could just as well be directed 

towards the real-life Athenian farmers, many of whom would have been in attendance.  In 

recognizing the efforts of the working population, Trygaeus sets himself up to be someone that 

they can turn to, as their efforts and contributions to society are often overlooked or taken for 

granted.   

 Other important qualities of working-class heroes include resilience and intelligence.  

Trygaeus, on a few instances, demonstrates both qualities.  His entire plan to free Peace, for 

example, is fantastical and ambitious, but it is also impressive.  Tired of the War like many other 

Athenians in 421 BCE, Trygaeus takes it upon himself to bring it to an end.  He has proven 

himself to be resilient, as he continues to fight for peace during a time when many would have 

given up.  He also demonstrates intelligence along with his perseverance, as even when he sets 

his plan into motion, Trygaeus continues to overcome setbacks that he faces.  He first needs to 

get past Hermes, as discussed earlier, the only god who still remains.  Once he is successful 

there, he eavesdrops on War, Peace’s keeper, and learns key information about the current 
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fighting.233  Trygaeus is able to use this opportunity to his advantage, and retrieve Peace, 

Cornucopia and Holiday, with the help of the Greeks.  His ability to rally those around him 

demonstrates that he is a capable leader, something that a working-class hero should strive to be.  

It is possible that, in part, the Greeks are willing to help in this endeavour not only because they 

want peace, but also because Trygaeus has motivated them to.  He may not have convinced them 

by any words or speeches, but he did through his actions.  He has decided to take on this task, to 

fight for what is best for the people, and acts as a leader for those who want to be a part of it.  

 By the end of the play, as Trygaeus prepares for his wedding to Cornucopia, we see the 

arrival of various merchants.  Some are now finding that business is booming with the return of 

Peace, while others are struggling.  For example, the first to arrive and praise Trygaeus for his 

actions is a Sickle Maker, accompanied by a Potter.  The Sickle Maker explains that, until 

Trygaeus had rescued Peace, neither man was able to sell their goods, but that has now changed 

with Her return.  They offer some wedding gifts to Trygaeus as a thanks, with no expectation of 

receiving anything in return.234  However, after these two merchants go inside to celebrate the 

wedding feast, a new group of merchants appear; a Helmet Maker, a Spear Maker, and an Arms 

Dealer, who speaks on behalf of the group.  The Arms Dealer explains right away that Trygaeus 

has caused problems for all three men, as their livelihoods depended on the need for weaponry 

and fighting.235  What follows is some back and forth between Trygaeus and the Arms Dealer, as 

the former continues to offer low or silly payments for what the latter presents.  Right at the end 

of the back and forth, for example, Trygaeus offers to buy some spears, but intends to saw them 

 
233Aristophanes Peace 259-84. – War is grumbling that he cannot make his paste of the Greeks, as he has lost the 
‘pestles’ that go along with his mortar.  He is referring to Cleon and Brasidas, the Athenian and Spartan generals, 
who died in battle.  Both were killed at the Battle of Amphipolis in 422 BCE.   
234 Aristophanes Peace 1198-1206.  
235 Aristophanes Peace 1210-1213.   
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in half and use them for vine poles.  This is the last straw for the weaponry merchants, and they 

finally depart.236  Trygaeus, like Dicaeopolis, does not have patience for those who have profited 

from the Peloponnesian War.  While Dicaeopolis brought up concerns about the politicians or 

soldiers like Lamachus, Trygaeus instead deals with the merchants whose wares revolve around 

war.  He has returned peace to the polis, and has little sympathy for those who require unrest in 

order to benefit.  War, as a whole, causes more problems for the population of Athens, especially 

that of the countryside, and both comic heroes are far more concerned with those people rather 

than the ones who have not suffered hardship.   
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Chapter Five: Conclusion 

 

Conclusion  

 Following everything presented in this project, from terminology, to the existence of paid 

work, to the analysis of some Aristophanic heroes, the questions presented at the beginning now 

have answers.  I believe that there are grounds to argue that there are working-class heroes 

within Greek Old Comedy in many cases.  Dicaeopolis gives us an excellent example of this 

point.  He demonstrates a desire to improve the quality of life, resonates with the struggles of his 

class, acts as someone to whom the audience can relate.  While he does have some less desirable 

qualities, overall he provides an excellent example of both a comic and working-class hero.  

Additionally, as the hero of Aristophanes’ first surviving work, and in fact one of his earliest, it 

is possible to see him as a model for others, as he provides the groundwork, as a character, for 

the ones who follow.  Dicaeopolis, like other comic and working-class heroes, is a product of his 

time period, and we can see a change in protagonists even within the Aristophanic corpus.  The 

way in which the heroes change over time, be it in terms of their goals, characteristics, or any 

other aspect, further demonstrates that a working-class hero can exist across time and space.  

While there are a number of differences between Dicaeopolis and Trygaeus, for example, none 

of that makes one a lesser working-class hero than the other.  The point is that the hero should 

appeal to what the working-class requires at any given time or in a specific place, and 

Aristophanic heroes do just that.  The comedies provide a point of humour, but also release for 

the audience, as they see themselves represented on stage, and can watch their frustrations being 

expressed and validated.   
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 One final question remains; would the existence of a working-class heroes have had an 

impact on the Greek audience? The only absolute way to get a concrete answer to this question 

would be to ask an ancient Athenian, and while this would undoubtedly answer many of our 

questions, it is not an option.  Still, there is a great deal of evidence that indicates that yes, there 

would have been an impact.  How great this impact would be remains elusive, but it is clear that 

the audience likely felt something for what Aristophanes presented to them in his works.  On the 

surface level, this is easy to infer solely because of numbers.  With such a large audience, and 

with so many spectators being a part of the working class, there is no doubt that people would 

have taken to the message of one play or another.  However, there is another way to make this 

connection, and that is through contest victories.  As discussed in the final chapter of this project, 

the judges for the theatrical contests were members of Athenian tribes, selected only on the day 

of competition.  Therefore, they likely represented a variety of groups in the city, be it through 

profession or geographical location.  If we are to consider these judges as a fair representation of 

the population, their opinions must have aligned, at least somewhat with the wider audience.  

The Acharnians placed first in 425 BCE, and the Peace took second prize in 421 BCE.  It is well 

known that the theatre audience, especially that of the comedies, was exceptionally rowdy in 

fifth century Athens, and surely would have expressed their opinions should they be disappointed 

in the results.   

While these plays could have taken their prizes from comedic ability alone, it is much 

more likely that people connected to the works on some level and therefore favoured them.  

Representation, in any sense, is an important part of one’s identity.  Seeing many of the things 

we experience in life presented to us on stage, in film, in television, or in a novel helps to 

validate our feelings and provide a sense of belonging.  For the working-class, so often 
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underestimated and looked down upon, their representation is also important for understanding 

their worth and power in a system that consistently undervalues them.  Whether or not the 

working-class hero was trying to make practical change, representation alone has an enormous 

impact and should not be ignored.  Additionally, in the cases where the heroes’ goal was to make 

change, they are more likely to succeed if they can rally those around them to join in.  

Dicaeopolis did not exist in real life, but his character, his actions, and his goals more than likely 

resonated with the contemporary audience, and that marks him as an important character in the 

legacy of literature.    

 Of course, a working-class hero can only exist in a society in which there is a class of 

people who perform tasks in exchange for payment.  As demonstrated in this project, there was 

clearly a working class in fifth century Athens.  This goes against many preconceived notions 

that some people may have, wherein the belief is that all of the labour in Classical Athens was 

completed by slaves.  Though slave-labour was not the focus of this project, its legacy, and 

associated atrocities, continue to be important to consider when exploring the histories of many 

Western societies, and should never be fully removed from the discussion.  Each industry 

discussed in this project may have involved paid labour, but slave labour was just as prevalent in 

each one.  Whether or not records of slave labour existed for certain projects, our wider 

knowledge of ancient societies allows for the inference that it took place, and therefore is 

necessary to acknowledge and remember when discussing any type of work.   

While it is impossible to deny the role that slave labour played in antiquity, in Greece and 

elsewhere, there still remains overwhelming evidence that paid labour existed at the same time.  

This is easiest to see in public records for public development, such as the Erechtheion.  The 

comprehensive records that survive provide us with names, professions, and wages, among other 
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things, all of which together paint a picture of what the building process looked like.  Other 

fragmentary records, such as those for the Parthenon, further support what the more complete 

records tell us, demonstrating that the state did pay for labour when required for public 

construction.  There are other examples of paid work in the public sphere, as outlined in this 

project.  Soldiers and sailors received regular wages when they needed to participate in military 

affairs, because in many poleis, a permanent, professional military was uncommon.  The wages 

for soldiers and sailors changed over time, space, and the needs of a city, but the fact remains 

that they were paid for their service, whatever that may have been.   

 There are also instances of pay seen in the private sector in antiquity, wherein the state 

was not involved.  Of course, it is crucial to remember, again, that the public and private sectors 

of this time period differed greatly from our own.  While what we understand as private and 

public have fairly strict rules, the same did not apply in the fifth century BCE.  The distinction 

between the sectors was far less defined, and people had the ability to go from private to public 

and back again as their lives dictated.  The pay received by workers in the private sphere is much 

more difficult to track, as record keeping was not as consistent, or lost to us.  Still, what we do 

know is that there were a huge variety of professions that existed in antiquity, and this 

demonstrates the existence of some sort of work force.  Trade and barter are as good of an 

indication of pay for labour as actual monetary compensation, as it was the way of life for many 

societies throughout history.   

There is evidence of both payment and trade for goods in antiquity, and while we may 

not know exact prices for every product sold, some records do survive and provide some 

understanding of costs.  The marketplace, where a great deal of the business of the private sector 

took place, was an integral part of Athenian life, both for work and for socializing.  Other 
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instances of paid work, such as poetry and other arts, also existed in antiquity, often reported to 

us through the words of the artist themselves.  Some poets, such as Pindar, took poorly to the 

thought of being paid for their work, but even so, they did receive compensation.  Additionally, 

as we have seen, the general idea of working for pay as a negative act is largely misconstrued.  

The aristocratic population of ancient Athens may have sneered at the thought of anything but a 

life of leisure, though some did participate in certain jobs that provided perks, but that attitude 

was not necessarily prevalent in everyday life.  Such a large amount of the population worked for 

a living, and it is unrealistic to assume that the voices of the elite, many of which are the only 

ones that survive, are a realistic representation of the people.   

 Finally, one can conclude with Aristophanes, the poet who inspired this whole project.  

The scholarship that exists about Aristophanes and his plays is substantial, with different schools 

of thought and a variety of interpretations of his works.  I believe that Aristophanes, as a 

competitor, knew how to play to his audience, but he also, as a participant in society, cared about 

the working class.  It would be remiss to ignore the impact of the competition on his works, as 

the goal was to win, not just to present a work without reward.  Still, the messages he put into his 

plays demonstrates a level of compassion that is hard to ignore.  Time and time again, we see 

Aristophanes lament the loss of the “good-old-days,” and so many of his lead characters are 

farmers, or have connections to the agrarian class.  If Aristophanes truly was not sympathetic to 

the hardships faced by the workers of society, especially during the time of the Peloponnesian 

War, why was such a prevalent message presented in his works? While he may not have been 

writing with a working-class hero in mind, the fact remains that many of the characters he 

created fit the role exceptionally well.  Aristophanic heroes, time and time again, speak to the 

non-elites in society, and create a point of relation for their viewers or readers.  That is possibly 
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part of the reason why his comedies are still quite humorous today, all these centuries later.  

Aristophanes was an incredibly talented playwright, who was not only able to claim multiple 

victories at such a young age, but crafted characters, plots, and even whole worlds that spoke to 

the average citizen sitting in the audience.  His ability to appeal to real life plights, I believe, was 

more than just a ploy to take home first prize, but rather a genuine demonstration of sympathy 

and empathy with the workers in Classical Athens.   

 Comedy and the working-class have always had a connection to one another.  This 

connection can be a positive one, as seen in this project, or negative, wherein the working-class 

is reduced to nothing more than the butt of a joke.  Regardless, the longstanding connection 

between comedy and the working-class remains.  It is often understood and presented through 

media, be it television or feature film.  For Classical Athens, media was equivalent to the theatre, 

a place of entertainment, reflection, and competition.  Working-class heroes exist across time and 

space, and the fifth century BCE was no exception.  They appear as needed, and present 

characteristics and values that are equivalent to what the contemporary working-class requires.  

Aristophanes, intentionally or otherwise, brought a few of these heroes to life, and this allowed 

for a deeper connection with his audience.  I believe the idea of a working-class hero is 

something that we can find in other periods of history, and there is hope that the impact would be 

similar in all cases.  The working-class hero is just one example of a way to explore the workers 

of Ancient Greece, and using literature continues to be a powerful tool to understand values and 

views of this, and any other, society throughout time and space.  
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Appendix A 
 

A Sample of the Erechtheion Inscriptions 
 
 

The translated inscription shown here provides an excellent example of how payments 

were recorded during the Erechtheion construction.  IG I3 476 dates to 408/7 BCE, and another 

set of inscriptions, IG I3 474, dated 409/8 BCE, offers information on building materials.  The 

inscriptions themselves, though fragmentary in parts, are quite long, thus it is not pertinent to 

include them all here.  Instead, this sample provides pay rates, workers’ names and statuses, and 

the locations of the Erechtheion workforce.  

 
IG I3 476, frg. XVII col. 1, II 158-248 
 
. . .  
the one with the spear, 60 dr.; Phyromachos 
of Kephisia, the young man  
next to the breast-plate, 60 dr.; 
Praxias living in Melite, the  
horse and the man appearing  
behind it, striking it, 120 dr.; Antiphanes 
from Kerameis, the chariot and the 
young man and the two yoked 
horses, 240 dr.; Phyromachos 
of Kephisia, the man leading the 
horse, 60 dr.; Mynnion 
living in Agryle, the horse and the 
man whipping it and 
he added the stele 
afterwards, 127 dr.; Soklos living 
at Alopeke, the man holding the 
bridle, 60 dr.; Phyromachos of Kephisia, 
the man leaning onthe stick by the 
altar, 60 dr.; Iasos of Kollytos, 
the woman whom the child has 
leant against, 80 dr.. 
Total for sculpture 3,315 dr.; 
receipts 4302 dr. 1 ob. Expenses: the 
same. In the eighth 
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prytany, of Pandionis. 
Receipts from the treasurers of the 
goddess, Aresaichmos of Agryle 
and his fellow officials, 1,239 dr. 1 ob. 
Expenses: purchases: two 
boards on which we write up 
the accounts, a drachma for each; 
2 dr. Total for purchases, 
2 dr. Stonework: for fluting the 
columns at the east by the 
altar: the third from the altar 
of Dione, Ameiniades 
living in Koile, 18 dr.; Aischines, 
18 dr.; Lysanias, 18 dr.; 
Somenes (slave) of Ameiniades, 18 dr.; 
Timokrates, 18 dr. The one next 
200 to it in order, Simias living in Alopeke, 
13 dr.; Kerdon, 12 dr. 5 ob.; 
Sindron (slave) of Simias, 12 dr. 5 ob.; Sokles (slave) 
of Axiopeithes, 12 dr. 5 ob.; Sannion (slave) 
of Simias, 12 dr. 5 ob.; Epieikes (slave) 
of Simias, 12 dr. 5 ob.; Sosandros slave of Simias, 12 dr. 5 ob. 
The next to it in order, Onesimos 
(slave) of Nikostratos, 16 dr. 4 ob.; Eudoxos 
living in Alopeke, 16 dr. 4 ob.; 
Kleon, 16 dr. 4 ob.; Simon living in 
Agryle, 16 dr. 4 ob.; Antidotos 
(slave) of Glaukos, 16 dr. 4 ob.; Eudikos, 16 dr. 4 ob. 
The next to it in order: Theugenes 
of Piraeus, 15 dr.; Kephisogenes 
of Piraeus, 15 dr.; Teukros 
living in Kydathenaion, 15 dr.; 
Kephisodoros living in Skambonidai, 
15 dr.; Nikostratos, 15 dr.; Theugeiton 
of Piraeus, 15 dr. For the person 
smoothing the orthostates by 
the altar of the Thyechoos, Polykles of Lakiadai, 
35 dr. For fluting the 
columns at the east, by the 
altar; the one by the altar of 
Dione, Laossos of Alopeke, 20 dr.; 
Philon of Erchia, 20 dr.; Parmenon (slave) 
of Laossos, 20 dr.; Karion (slave) of Laossos, 20 dr.; 
Ikaros, 20 dr. The one next to it in order, 
Phalakros of Paiania, 20 dr., 
Philostratos of Paiania, 20 dr.; Thargelios 



                                                                                                                         Morihovitis      100 

(slave) of Phalakros, 20 dr.; Philorgos (slave) of 
Phalakros, 20 dr.; Gerys slave of Phalakros, 20 dr. The 
one next to it in order: Ameiniades 
living in Koile, 20 dr.; Aischines, 
20 dr.; Lysanias, 20 dr.; Somenes 
(slave) of Ameiniades, 20 dr.; Timokrates, 20 dr. 
The one next to it in order: Simias living 
in Alopeke, 14 dr. 2 ob.; Kerdon, 
14 dr. 2 ob.; Sindron slave of Simias, 14 dr. 2 ob.; 
Sokles slave of Axiopeithes, 14 dr. 2 ob.; 
Sannion (slave) of Simias, 14 dr. 2 ob.; 
Epieikes (slave) of Simias, 14 dr. 1 ob.; 
Sosandros 14 dr. 1 ob. The one next to it 
in order: Onesimos, slave of Nikostratos, 
18 dr. 3½ ob.; Eudoxos living in 
Alopeke, 18 dr.; [Kleon, 18 dr. 2 ob.; 
Simon living in Agryle, 
18 dr. 1½ ob.; Antidotos slave of Glaukos, 
18 dr. 1½ ob.; Eudikos, 18 dr. 1½ ob.]  

Translation by Stephen Lambert and Robin Osborne 

Inscriptions first summarized and published by L.D. Caskey 

 

Appendix B 

Plutarch’s List of Ancient Jobs 

 

In his Life of Pericles, Plutarch lists twenty occupations that participated in the building 

of the Parthenon.  While some have been discussed earlier in this project, all the jobs Plutarch 

mentions are listed here.  He divides them into two groups: skilled workers who use raw 

materials (stone, bronze, ivory, gold, ebony, cypress) and turn them into finished products, and 

workers who transport and deliver materials. 

 
Group 1:  

• Joiners τέκτονες 
• Modellers πλάσται 
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• Metalworkers χαλκοτύποι 
• Masons λιθουργοί 
• Gilders βαφεῖς 
• Ivory-softeners χρυσοῦ μαλακτῆρες καὶ ἐλέφαντος 
• Painters ζωγράφοι 
• Embroiderers ποικιλταί 
• Embossers τορευταί 

Group 2: 
• Merchants ἔμποροι 
• Sailors ναῦται 
• Helmsmen κυβερνῆται 
• Wagon-makers ἁμαξοπηγοί 
• Keepers of oxen ζευγοτρόφοι 
• Muleteers ἡνίοχοι 
• Rope-makers καλωστρόφοι 
• Linen-weavers λινουργοί 
• Leather-workers σκυτοτόμοι 
• Road-makers ὁδοποιοί 
• Metallurgists μεταλλεῖς 

 


