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Setting 
1. The action takes place in Athens, Greece, during the twentieth year of the Peloponnesian Wars between Athens and Sparta. 
2. All of the scenes take place on the Acropolis–a citadel and shrine on a craggy, limestone hill 500 feet above sea level–accessible through a marble gateway (the Propylaea) at the western end of a stone wall. 
3. The centerpiece of the Acropolis was the Parthenon, a magnificent Doric temple (constructed between 447 and 438 B.C.) housing a gigantic ivory-and-gold statue of the goddess Athena, to whom the Acropolis was dedicated. 
4. Athena, the goddess of wisdom and war and the patron deity of Athens, was honored in the temple as Athena Parthenos (Athena the Virgin)–hence, the name Parthenon for the building that housed her statue. 
5. The Parthenon also contained the treasury of the Delian League, an alliance of Greek city states. 
6. Other religious shrines also graced the hilltop. The characters in the play come from various locales in Greece, a country in southeastern Europe consisting of a mainland in the north and a peninsula, the Peloponnesus, in the south.
Plot Summary
1. It is 411 B.C., the twentieth year of the Peloponnesian War between the rival Greek city states of Athens and Sparta.
2. Weary of the conflict, an Athens housewife, Lysistrata, invites women from the warring regions to assemble at the Acropolis in Athens for an urgent meeting. 
3. However, at the designated time for the meeting, only Lysistrata appears. 
4. Disappointed, she thinks that if the women she summoned had been invited to a drinking party or a festival honoring the goddess of love, Aphrodite, they would be attending in great numbers. 
5. Cleonice arrives and tells Lysistrata that the rest of the women will come, eventually, after waking up their households, getting breakfasts, washing or nursing children, and so on. 
6. When Cleonice asks the purpose of the meeting, Lysistrata tells her it is of utmost importance. In fact, it will mean the salvation of Greece.
7. Cleonice replies that women are but delicate things–scented, slippered creatures in see-through gowns meant to keep house and please their husbands. 
8. But Lysistrata tells her that womanly daintiness is the very thing that will bring about salvation. 
9. Soon, others arrive–from Sparta, and other locales–making excuses for their lateness.
10. Myrrhine, for example, says her arrival was delayed because she had to hunt for her corset in the darkness. 
11. Cleonice says her husband has been away five months in Thrace.
12. Myrrhine reports that her husband has been absent seven. 
13. Lampito says her husband does visit occasionally but returns to war just as quickly as he came.
14.  Lysistrata then reveals her plan: The women shall refuse all marital relations until Sparta and Athens make peace. 
15. The women balk at first, refusing to participate. 
.......“I would walk through fire–do anything else,” Cleonice says. “But to give up the delights of the marriage bed is too much to ask.” 
16. Eventually, all the women agree to take part in Lysistrata’s scheme. 
17. As part of the plan, elderly women lock themselves in the Temple of Athena, inside the Parthenon on the summit of the Acropolis, where the men keep their coffers of treasure used to make war. 
18. The rest of the women swear an oath, over a bowl of wine from which they drink, to abide by the plan at all costs. 
19. They then bolt themselves inside the Acropolis buildings. 
20. After hearing of the women’s seizure of the sacred citadel, a group of old men carry logs up to the Acropolis, throw them down, and set fire to them as part of a strategy to smoke and burn the women out. 
21. But no sooner do they light the fire than the women arrive with pots of water, dowse the flames, and drench the old men. 
22. When a magistrate arrives, the old men complain that the women not only put out the fire but also soaked them through and through, making it appear as if they urinated on themselves. 
23. The magistrate and his Scythian guards bring in crowbars to open the doors, but Lysistrata willingly comes out to confront them. 
24. When the magistrate orders her hands tied, Lysistrata boldly threatens the guard charged with the task. 
25. He is so intimidated that he defecates. When the magistrate summons a second officer to tie her, Cleonice threatens to trample him, and he too is terror-struck and defecates. 
26. Two other officers are called and they too defecate in fear. 
27. As other officers come to the fore, all the women gang up on them and beat them. After an exchange of harsh words with the magistrate, the women throw water on him. 
28. The women scold the old men, saying housewives prepare sacrifices for the gods, pay taxes, and have babies but that the old men contribute nothing to the welfare of the state. 
29. The two groups are ready to come to blows when Lysistrata reports that many of the other women, yearning for the touch of a man, are deserting.  
30. One sneaks out of a gate, another lowers herself on a rope, and a third is in the act of escaping on the back of a bird when Lysistrata stops her. 
31. Others are attempting to escape even as Lysistrata speaks. 
32. However, Lysistrata persuades all of the women to remain after reporting a prophecy predicting all will end well if the women hold fast to their plan. 
33. Shortly thereafter, Myrrhine’s husband, Cinesias, comes looking for her, saying his passion for her must be gratified. 
34. But Myrrhine refuses him. 
35. Only one thing, she says, will make her yield to him: the end of the war. 
36. However, after Cinesias pleads with her, even pledging to back an end to war, she agrees to submit to him in a nearby cave. 
37. But, she says, the floor of a cave is no fit bed, so she fetches a cot. 
38. When she returns with it, Cinesias is ready for her, but she says the cot must have a mattress and she goes out to find one. 
39. Next, it’s a pillow that she needs. After that, perfume. By this time, Cinesias is ready to tear his hair out.
40. .A herald then arrives from Sparta on a mission of peace, saying the men there are at their wit’s end and ready to make a peace. 
41. Moments later, other envoys arrive from Sparta and call for an immediate convocation. 
42. When Lysistrata emerges from an Acropolis building, the old men greet her as a daring heroine and urge her to act immediately to effect a treaty. 
43. The goddess of peace appears, deus ex machina; her beautiful body makes the men yearn for peace and the pleasures of marriage. 
44. Lysistrata launches into a reproachful speech. 
45. She tells the warriors on both sides that they occupy the same land and worship the same gods, yet they kill one another indiscriminately and lay waste one another’s cities–even as barbarians from other lands threaten Greece. 
46. At times, they have fought on one another’s sides. 
47. The men see the wisdom of her words–and comment on the beauty of her body.  Peace is made, and the men and women celebrate together.

Type of Play
1. Lysistrata is a stage play classified as old comedy. Aristophanes completed it in 411 B.C., during the Peloponnesian War between Athens and Sparta. Two years before, Athens suffered a demoralizing defeat in Sicily.
2. Old comedy was a genre of comedy that displayed great imagination and used satire and caricature to ridicule public figures, politics, ideas, trends, and institutions. Not infrequently, the dialogue and the action sequences rely on vulgarity to get laughs. 
Purpose of the Play
1. Aristophanes staged Lysistrata, he wanted to make people laugh. 
2. And he has been succeeding in that goal for more than 2,400 years, for the play is a masterly comedy that appeals to people of every time and place. 
3. He also wanted to deliver a message to theater audiences of Fifth Century Athens: that the war between Athens and Sparta was an exercise in stupidity--a senseless waste of people and resources.
Universality
1. Although Aristophanes focuses his plays on specific people, ideas, and events of his time and place, his themes appeal to audiences of every age and ever country. In other words, the plays have universal appeal. 
2. For example, in 2003, as part of a worldwide protest against the impending U.S. invasion of Iraq, sixty countries staged more than a thousand performances of Lysistrata to point up the folly of war.
Why is it funny?
1. Aristophanic comedy differs in many respects from most sorts of comedy we are used to. 
2. It does not have a more or less realistic plot as sit-coms do.
3. What’s the difference between comedy and satire?
4. it is perhaps closer to the wildness of shows like The Simpsons or parodies like Austin Powers, with bits of Saturday Night Live type political parody thrown in. 
5. Whatever else Aristophanes was trying to do, though, he was certainly trying to make people laugh. How?
Obscenity
1. For modern readers one of the most striking things about Aristophanes is his obscenity. Consider references to a penisis, balls, shit, "Ladies' Comforters" dildoes, and pubic.
2. There are also numerous double entendres with sexual connotations: the something" big" and" thick" is originally taken to be the Male Organ; 
3. the Magistrate complains of wives having the jeweler come by to put the pin back in their hole or the cobbler come by to loosen their straps;
4. And there is sexual action: the chorus of men with their huge erect phalloi (that's the plural for phallus, a fancy word for penis), 
5. the bodacious women who are groped (Lampito at the beginning of the play, the naked personification of Reconciliation at the end). 
6. Of course both the phalloi and the breasts and buttocks of the naked Reconciliation are artificial props (and all the actors are male) and all the funnier the more exaggerated they are.
Slapstick
1. There is also considerable physical humor, which is difficult to appreciate if one merely reads the text. 
2. The pathetic elderly male chorus is first drenched, then strips. 
3. The Magistrate is first dressed up as a woman, then treated as a corpse.
Parody
1. Aristophanes is also very fond of parody, most often of tragedy. Consider the passage on where Lysistrata & Co. lament their situation in high tragic language, only to conclude that they suffer from "sex-starvation." 
2. The oath ceremony on pages 188-189 is also a parody of such solemn undertakings.
What can Lysistrata teach us about women in ancient Athens?
1. Modern productions of the Lysistrata often treat it as a feminist manifesto: the once repressed women of Athens use their sexual power to force their idiotic, war-mongering husbands to make peace. 
2. This interpretation may help sell the play to modern audiences, and it is not completely without foundation in Aristophanes' text. But we should do some further thinking before we conclude that this was Aristophanes' intention, or would have been the response of his original audience.
How are women (and men) portrayed in Lysistrata?
1. With the exception of Lysistrata herself (and, to some extent, her Spartan counterpart Lampito), the women characters of the play live down to the sexist assumptions of Greek men. 
2. They love to drink (consider their oath to forsake wine if they break their vow against sex).
3.  They are sly and cunning (180) and over-fond of luxurious, seductive clothing (181). 
4. They also have a great deal of difficulty in restraining themselves from sex: consider the capers individual women pull in an attempt to abandon the Acropolis and return to their husbands (210-213).  
5. One has fleece at home that she is worried about: moths may get to it.  She needs to spread her fleece on the bed, then she'll be right back.  
6. Another has a similar problem with her flax. Another is pregnant, she says, and it is forbidden to give birth on the Acropolis. 
7. Oddly enough, she wasn't pregnant yesterday, and when Lysistrata touches stomach it seems awful hard--well, it's a baby boy--and when Lysistrata knocks on her stomach it turns out to be hollow and metal--Athena's sacred helmet!   
8. Lysistrata herself is, arguably, an exception which proves the rule. 
9. We might think that she shows, by her self-control and leadership, that women are far more capable than they are usually given credit for.  
10. we do not know if she is married, or even how old she is. 
11. She thus may stand out as a remarkably unusual woman, and not a positive example of what real women could become, if only their men let them.
What about the men?
1. Of course the women have less difficulty controlling themselves when it comes to sex than do the men, what with those painful erections and all. 
2. The men give in and give up the war; the women, thanks to Lysistrata, do not yield. 
3. One might also argue that the men on stage most of the play, the Chorus and Magistrate, are rather pathetic, and inferior to their female counterparts.
4. But the Chorus is made up of old men, so their defeat hardly impugns the status of younger men, and the Magistrate is an unsympathetic pompous bureaucrat, not a regular guy. 
5. His archers, the police, are slaves, and so their defeat also does not imply anything about your average free Athenian male citizen.
6. We are left, really, only with sex as the realm in which women can outdo men. 
7. Greek men seem to have felt something of an inferiority complex where sex goes.  
8. The Greek seer Teiresias, who had been both a man and a woman, was once asked who got more pleasure out of sex, and was said to have reported that women enjoyed it ten times as much.  
What do the women want?
1. Note that the women do not want equal rights, or even better treatment than they got before the war. 
2. What they want is peace, and a return to the good old days when their husbands were at home (and when young eligible bachelors were at home for the unmarried women). 
3. They do not want a sexual revolution, then, they want their men back, and once they get them back, the men will be back in charge. 
4. Note that before the end of the play the male and female choruses make up: all the banter previously had been for laughs, not for keeps.
So what is the message of the play?
1. This play (like others by Aristophanes) is anti-war, inasmuch as it has any message beyond comic fun. 
2. Women's traditional role as protector of the family puts them in the position of putting the family's interest in peace ahead of the state's interest in war, and makes them natural opponents to the war. 
3. But the seriousness of Lysistrata's final mediation effort is undercut by the presence of the naked Reconciliation, and thus the final scene leaves us with the image of male objectification of women still all too common in our own society. 
4. Peace is a piece of female meat to be divided up between the men. 
5. The fact that the actor playing Reconciliation was a man in drag hardly adds any dignity to the final image of women in the play.
 
