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« Cognition and the Ancient Greek Theatre: From Aristotle to Neuroscience » 

Vayos Liapis (Open University of Cyprus)  

Recent advances in neuroscience offer precious glimpses into the neurophysiological mechanisms behind 

our cognitive and emotional experience of the theatre. In particular, the study of mirror neurons allows us 

to scratch the surface of what seems to be a vastly complex system enabling the experience of dramatic 

mimesis, including the paradox of ‘tragic pleasure’. Recent findings from neurophysiological experiments 

may also offer new insights into the cognitive advantages of the open-air Greek theatres, as opposed to the 

predominantly isolated theatrical spaces of today, and into the role of mirror neurons in decoding visual 

signals, such as the mask and stage movement, in ancient Greek theatre. Earlier insights from reception 

theory may help us consolidate and complicate the findings of neurophysiological experiments. 

 

 

« Responding to τὸν σφόδρα πονηρόν: the difference fiction makes » 

Felix Budelmann (University of Groningen) and Evert van Emde Boas (Aarhus University) 

Greek tragedy is full of characters who are deeply problematic — Ajax, Medea, etc. — yet provoke 

sympathetic responses of a kind that we would probably not accord to people in real life. There is something 

about fiction which allows us to respond differently to people that we morally condemn. This ability to 

identify with fictional villains was theorized in different ways already in antiquity: Aristotle discusses (as 

examples of bad plots) different kinds of reversal that altogether wicked people might face, and our 

reactions to such reversals. Plato in Republic 3 worries about the imitation of unsavoury characters because 

of the potential that the bad traits will stick. In our presentation we will approach these issues — as part of 

a broader set of questions as to how and why we engage with fiction — through a discussion of findings 

from an empirical study. In this study we measured viewers’ responses to the behaviour of a clear villain 

in a film which our respondents variously believed to be real or fictional. 

 

 

« Feeling chained: simulating the apotympanismos in the Prometheus Bound » 

Anne-Sophie Noel (ENS de Lyon) 

In Prometheus Bound, as has been hypothesized from textual, archaeological and iconographical evidence, 

the binding of the Titan was most plausibly reminiscent of a form of capital punishment enforced in Athens 

and elsewhere in Greece from the archaic period to the fourth-century BC, the apotympanismos. The 

κακοῦργοι (thieves caught red-handed, slave kidnappers, burglars, etc.) were fastened to a plank of wood, 

attached with cramp irons at the wrists, ankles and neck, and exposed to the open air until death (‘a kind of 

crucifixion,’ Eidinow 2017: 241). This hypothesis, coming from historians, has been accepted by theatre 

scholars, but never really investigated from the perspective of the audience. Could the spectators themselves 

see the apotumpanismos in Prometheus’s binding? In which ways could the theatrical text and its stage 

actualization prime this reception? What could it mean for a diverse audience to potentially catch this 

allusion and in which ways could it affect them, emotionally and cognitively? Arguing that the spectators 

had to imaginatively enact (rather than passively attend) Prometheus’s apotumpanismos through kinesthetic 

empathy, I first discuss the immersive potential of such a sensorial imagining (in line with recent cognitive-

inflected investigations into the immersive experience of listeners, Grethlein, Huitink, Tagliabue 2020). 



              
 
Against the backdrop of the modern debate on the (in)existence of ‘empathy’ as an ancient concept (Cairns 

2017), the second section of the paper examines the modes of involvement primed by the spoken and sung 

parts of the play, which give some considerable space for the various perspectives of an internal audience 

encompassing a diversity of extra-human and human beings. ‘Suffering with’ and ‘toiling with’ Prometheus 

is the expected response cued by most of them, in an active, performative sense that implies sensorial and 

emotional mirroring and an engaged sharing of pains. 

 

 

« Pain: Civic Identity and Vicious Spectatorship » 

Jennifer Devereaux (Harvard University)  

Spectatorship in the Roman arena was performative. How spectators reacted to violent spectacles of death 

and the pain inflicted upon 'deserving' bodies signaled their civic belonging. In this paper, drawing on 

modern brain science and sociological theory, I will explore the ways in which successful civic 

performances were underwritten by the fictions of the arena. These fictions, from the masking of pain to 

the embodiment of mythological avatars, will be suggested to have increased psychological distance 

between spectators and those dying on the sand. Modern comparisons suggest fictionalization can be used 

not only to foster compassion via perspective-taking, but also to suppress it.  

 

 

« That Feels Wrong: Moral Emotions and Spectating Death » 

Mohammad Atari (Harvard University) 

Moral emotions have been defined as emotions that are related to the interests or welfare either of society 

as a whole or at least of individuals other than the agent or judge of an action. Moral emotions afford us 

strong motivations to do good and to avoid doing bad. In this presentation, I link moral emotions with 

spectating death with a case study of public executions in the past and in some contemporary societies. I 

make the case that people may be motivated to observe public executions to maintain justice-related notions 

of deservingness and proportionality. I briefly review how social and cultural psychologists approach the 

study of moral emotions and how this line of empirical research can make interdisciplinary bridges to 

study spectacles of death in historical context. 

 

 

« Internal spectators, gazes, and emotions in forensic narratives » 

Dimos Spatharas (University of Crete, Rethymno) 

In this paper, I discuss the implications of internal spectators for forensic narratives delivered in the courts of classical 

Athens. On the basis of recent experimental findings in the field of psychology and ancient literary theory, I argue that 

forensic stories commonly appeal to internal spectators’ reactions by way of arousing the emotions of pity and anger in 

their audiences. I also suggest that the description of internal audiences’ emotional responses enable speakers to construct 

conceptual frameworks informed by social norms upon which they project their opponents’ illegal or problematic 

behaviour. I use as test forensic narratives concerning incidents of hubristic violence. 

 

 

« Juges, citoyens ou spectateurs ? Destinataires du comique dans le plaidoyer Sur la Couronne de Démosthène » 

Théo Millat-Carus (Université Lumière Lyon 2) 

En 330, lors du procès dit « sur la couronne », Démosthène attaque Eschine en recourant massivement au comique. 

Pourtant, cette stratégie inédite dans son œuvre a largement été laissée de côté par la critique, à l’exception de deux 

publications (Rowe 1968 ; Pontani 2009). L’écueil interprétatif principal tient dans la tentation de recourir à 

l’intertextualité genettienne, pour chercher dans le plaidoyer de Démosthène des échos à la comédie ancienne, 

principalement celle d'Aristophane. Or, plusieurs limites apparaissent.  



              
 
De fait, les pièces les plus puissamment politiques d’Aristophane sont distantes du discours démosthénien 

de près d’un siècle. L’auditoire des jurés percevait-il alors les références – si références aristophanesques 

il y a – à leur juste valeur ? Le comique s’adresse-t-il donc plutôt à un public, non de spectateurs populaires, 

mais de lecteurs élitaires, plus à même de connaître les textes dramatiques ? Le comique est-il, d’ailleurs, 

nécessairement tiré des comédies, et des comédies anciennes d’Aristophane en particulier ? 

Dans ces questionnements, si l’intertextualité comme pratique consciente et volontaire ne nous semble 

guère offrir de résultats satisfaisants, le dialogisme et la polyphonie offrent des pistes de réflexion plus 

enthousiasmantes. Issues des ouvrages de Mikhaïl Bakhtine, ces théorisations et leurs outils demeurent très 

peu appliqués dans l’étude des textes de l’Athènes classique. Or, le dialogisme suppose une part 

d’inconscient ainsi qu’une horizontalité et une circulation vaste de la parole. Il faut alors rouvrir le dossier 

de la politisation de la Comédie dite moyenne, afin de replacer au centre de cette analyse l’importance que 

tenait le théâtre dans la vie des citoyens athéniens de 330, et de relire ce discours à l’aune de l’influence 

qu’ont pu avoir sur l’orateur cette circulation de la parole comique ainsi que les goûts des publics 

dramatique et judiciaire. Démosthène, qui se rêvait nouveau Périclès, liberté guidant le peuple, finit-il par 

céder sa voix, qu’il voulait personnelle, unique et à contre-courant de la politique-spectacle et du pros 

hèdonèn legein, à la vox populi ou, du moins, à la vox theatri ?  

 

 

« Inscriptions, Performances, and Audiences: Creating a Memory of Place » 

Hanna Golab (New York University) 

This paper presents a novel approach to various epigraphic genres and proposes to read them as 

performative scripts for social, religious, and poetic events. This interpretation goes against scholarship 

which claims that texts written on stone were not even read, much less performed (Thomas 1989, 1992; 

Bing 2009). First, I will briefly go over external evidence that confirms that inscriptions were, in fact, read. 

Second, I will direct my attention to epigraphic genres that do not make any sense unless seen in a 

performative context (e.g., public curses, dice oracles, confession inscriptions). Once this baseline is 

established, I will move to the discussion of the approach’s consequences: not only it dramatically broadens 

our corpus of ancient performative texts, but also affirms that all ancient Greeks, no matter their social 

status, were rooted in a culture of spectatorship. Those acts of viewing often took place outside the theater, 

in agoras, sanctuaries, and public assemblies. 

While performative epigraphy opens up many new venues of research, in this paper I focus on the theme 

of memory of place. I argue that the particular triangulation of material text, its performative embodiment, 

and the indispensable presence of audiences contributed to the communal memory and sense of place. The 

three elements created the place in which ancient people lived and imbued it with meaning.  

Although it might seem that the spectators were solely passive observants of a performance, in case of some 

epigraphic genres they often were, in fact, the cause for inscribing a stone and the judge of the execution of 

the ritual. I will demonstrate this on the example of the confession inscriptions, which were often erected 

as a result of peer pressure (cf. Chaniotis 2009, 2012). In one of the inscriptions (TAM V,1 318), we can 

clearly observe a family beset by crisis, its community judging them to be guilty of a sin, and finally a 

performative reunification of the pariahs with the society. The inscribed stele both recorded the events 

leading up to its erection and marked the place of reconciliation.  

The collective memory of place was a fully affective power. For the performers of the confession ritual and 

sponsors of the stone, this place was marked with anxiety, humiliation, and, finally, relief from trouble. For 

the audiences the stone served as a warning not to transgress communal rules. For the community as a 

whole it marked a place of judgment, but also sympathy and regained social harmony.  
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« Open mouths and bitten hearts: experiencing spectatorship in Attic comedy » 

Anna Novokhatko (Aristotle University of Thessaloniki) 

In the present paper, I approach spectatorship in the texts of comic playwrights from the perspective of the 

spectator and see how comedy deals with the narrated experience of spectatorship. In doing so, I focus on 

two aspects. First, I look at the mask as an object of the gaze, as what the spectator "sees", but also as a 

mirror of the spectator and as a process of fusion between the actor and the spectator. I also ask the question 

whether a mask mentioned in a comic text as part of the narrative is meant to arouse emotions and what 

emotions are associated with the object of the mask. Is a mask, then, able to influence our thinking because 

its material components attract and appeal to our senses, and that the values we associate with such 

experiences can influence our behaviour in many ways? In the second part, I focus on the experience of 

spectatorship itself as narrated by comic playwrights. I apply some recent conclusions by Marco Caracciolo 

on experientiality and narrativity to the narrated experience of spectatorship in Greek comedy. 

 

 

« The Eleusis experience: shaping spectatorship through mystery cult »  

Martin Revermann (University of Toronto) 

This paper takes its cue from one of the lead questions in the workshop proposal (namely ‘In what extra-

theatrical contexts – how and for what purposes – were spectators assigned the role of theatregoers?’). It 

applies the notion of ritual competence (as a substitute of theatrical competence) to the experience of being 

an initiate of the Eleusinian mysteries and its consequences for theatre spectatorship. While the strongly 

(para?)-theatrical nature of Eleusis as an architectural site and a ritual performance have been recognized 

in general, there is still room for thinking through two important aspects. First, what exactly characterizes 

the ‘theatre of the Eleusinian mysteries’, and how is this experience of ritual theatre to be situated relative 

to ‘regular’ playgoing in Athens, Attica and across the Greek cultural continuum? Secondly, did initiated 

spectators - and the majority of them at least in Athens probably qualified as such - experience theatre and 

its various genres, especially tragedy, differently? Did the ritual competence thus acquired prime or at least 

invite initiated spectators to process what they saw in a manner which differed from the uninitiated and 

from how they themselves had processed drama before their own initiation? 

 

 

« Pots and Performance: Approaching Theatrical Spectatorship through Vase Painting » 

Naomi Weiss (Harvard University) 

This paper critically examines the potential of vase painting to shed light on the visual experience of 

classical Greek theater. Vase paintings have long been used in studies of Greek drama essentially as 

illustrations of certain scenes, typically in support of a reading of a play. Fifteen years ago, Oliver Taplin 

began to push past that methodology in Pots and Plays: Interactions between Tragedy and Greek Vase 

Painting of the Fourth Century B.C. (Malibu 2007), by emphasizing the role of the viewer and their 

familiarity with various tragic myths. Though I share with Taplin a focus on the viewer, I do not try to link 

paintings to individual plays or performances, but instead explore how we might find in them broader 

resonances of Attic drama’s phenomenologies. I do so through detailed analysis of two pots: the London 



              
 
Pandora krater (British Museum 1856,1213.1) and the Naples Birds krater (Museo Archeologico Nazionale 

di Napoli 205239). Both vessels combine an emphasis on theater’s technologies with an exploration of the 

multifaceted virtual realm that they can materialize. They simultaneously gesture beyond that virtual world 

to other possible bodies, objects, spaces, sounds, and activities, especially those within the context of a 

symposium. Each krater also emphasizes the act of spectatorship, not only providing models for the viewer 

as audience but even turning that viewer into an object viewed. In all these ways, I argue, such pots provide 

productive analogies for the visuality of ancient Greek theater.  

 

 

« Degraded: Fabric as Medium of Emotional Engagement » 

Al Duncan (UNC Chapel Hill) 

This paper explores how fabrics uniquely and especially engaged ancient Athenian theatergoer’s emotions. 

It asks which types of costumes were particularly affecting on stage and how these garments might elicit 

differing emotions between characters and spectators in their role as play-external subjects. Drawing upon 

theoretical frameworks from cognitive studies, performance studies, and the New Materialisms, it suggests 

that fabrics worked both independently (through several mechanisms) and also together with words to 

develop and sustain targeted emotional responses in the theater. As its title suggests, the paper take degraded 

fabrics — ragged costume, in particular — as an illustrative and recurrent example of garments’ complex 

connections to spectators’ emotions. Ragged costumes have several peculiar properties of interest to this 

study: in their torn state, rags reveal their fibrous composition and thus underscore their materiality; in their 

production, rags are not simply created but must (also) be torn, thereby materially encoding degradation; 

and, in classical-era Greece, rags were the disguise par excellence, with the result that their presence 

introduced complex ontological and mimetic issues to the interpretation of the stage. On account of these 

features, ragged costumes engage theatergoers’ emotions in ways often in tension with those of the 

characters on stage, supporting the formation of a distinct emotional and theatrical identity for spectators 

who are simultaneously attuned to the multiple ontologies of the materials. Or, as the raggedly-dressed 

Dicaeopolis makes the distinction in Aristophanes’ Acharnians (lines 442f.): “The theatergoers must know 

me for who I am while the chorus-members stand there like fools.” Fabrics’ connections to emotion are 

explored through close readings from Acharnians, Aeschylus’ Persians, and Euripides’ Electra, 

highlighting the close interdependence of materials, emotions, and mimesis on the Athenian stage.  

 

 

« Simuler pour apprendre : quand l'improvisation développe l'empathie » 

Learning through simulation: when improv improves empathy 

Mathieu Hainselin (Université Picardie Jules Verne) 

Professionals from different discipline can bring their expertise to develop the needed teaching of health 

relational skills. Medical improvisation, a form of applied improvisation, allows experiential learning, 

based on specifically applied improvisational theater exercises. Simulation also brings real-life contexts 

and lead to develop a transdisciplinary approach. 

22 health students have been trained so far to 16-hours sessions in Medical Improvisation and 60 to 4 

simulation sessions at SimUsanté (health simulation facility). The training also involves theater students to 

perform as patients and facilitators from health, improv arts and psychology departments to debrief. 

Students enact their role or observe others acting, using a live video feed. We explore the impact on 

empathic communication skills through three self-assessment scales.  

Preliminary results show that students assessed their communication skills as better and more important to 

their profession after the medical improv training than before and after the simulation session than before. 

They also perceived their empathy skills as better only after the medical improv training, which was 

confirmed by our assessment scale. 



              
 
This research suggests a pedagogical interest of improv training, confirmed by the students’ feedback and 

our assessments. Our transdisciplinary approach (health, arts and psychology), with both research and 

pedagogical perspective, should inspire future research and medical training workshop. 

 


