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Abstract An [unwritten] ban on the construction of theaters from permanent materials, such as stone or concrete, was effective in the Roman Republic between 154 BCE and 61 BCE. In the meantime temporary wooden theaters continued to be built and dismantled after performances. To understand how and why the permanence of the theater became a matter of politics, this paper looks at Greek theaters in Asia Minor, Greece and Sicily, where theaters, especially stage buildings, were initially wooden. Analyzing the remains of Hellenistic theaters in the context of festive events, this paper demonstrates that theater was a communicative medium and the stage was a locus of power appropriated first by actors and then by Hellenistic rulers in their endeavor to improve the visual and audible aspects of performances. Such an analysis in turn enables me to interpret the ban against permanent theater as a precaution taken by the Senate against the appropriation of the theatrical medium by a new type of Roman elite who could have used the theater, as Hellenistic kings did, to impress and seduce the masses with their displays of power on stage. 

Prejudice against theater, equating it with deceit or insisting on its corrupting power, goes back as far in European history as theatrical performances can be traced. The phenomenon frequently surfaces in different historical periods and cultures in the form of moral arguments against the impersonation or ostracism of actors. Today, the ancient distrust of stage seems on the point of dissolving due to the decreased social significance of the art of theater. No longer are theatrical plays banned or actors ostracized, and yet a wide range of actions associated with theater, such as acting, play acting, putting on a performance, making a scene, or making a spectacle of oneself, still actively convey vestiges of prejudice. In the ancient Roman world, where theater was a powerful social institution, the impact of theatrical prejudice was much more visible. An [unwritten] ban on the construction of theater from permanent materials, such as stone or concrete, was effective during the Republican period. After reading the primary literature and evaluating the issue within Roman political climate, I have concluded that ancient historians interpreted the ban as a consequence of antagonism between Roman elites and the masses (Forsythe 1994; Gruen 1992, 182-223). Departing from the commonalities in the architectural form of the Greek and Roman theater, and inspired by recent studies in material culture and performance studies, this paper instead analyzes the Roman ban in an international and interdisciplinary context. It looks at the remains of the theaters in Asia Minor, Greece and Sicily along the route used to import theater to Rome.  Analyzing the spatio-visual relations between actors, politicians and the audience during the festive events, this paper first shows how the temporary nature of stage construction was symbolically related to democratic order and second demonstrates how stage building was appropriated by the Hellenistic kings in their endeavor to improve the visual and audible aspects of performances. Since the developments in Italian theater architecture were built upon Hellenistic tradition, this analysis in turn enables me to interpret the ban against permanent theater as a precaution taken by the Senate against the appropriation of the theatrical medium by a newly emerging type of elite in Rome who could have used the stage the way the Hellenistic kings did. Hence, in my opinion, the temporariness of Roman theaters indicated a long-standing power struggle between the two kinds of Roman elites: the Roman Senate and the powerful political actors like Pompey the Great (Davies, 2017, 74; 139-143; 215-244).

Until the construction of Pompey’s Theater-Portico Complex in 61 BCE, plays in Rome had been performed in makeshift theaters. Temporary structures were sponsored by Roman nobles on important occasions, such as religious festivals, funeral games and triumphal celebrations. These wooden edifices were dismantled after the performances. The conception of a durable monument was not officially banned, but it was prevented by the Senate decision of 154 BCE. The edict halted the construction of a stone theater close to completion. To legitimize the act of destruction, the Senate representative Scipio Nasica offered a moralizing explanation: a theater would do damage to public morals; it could serve as a ground for dissension and upheaval and accustom Romans to “Greek pleasures” (Appian, Bellum Civile 1.28). The senate took a further precaution circa 151 BCE: sitting in the theater was banned for a mile outside the city of Rome. While the previous arrangements had always been temporary, they had always provided benches for spectators. After the Senate’s decision, however, spectators would have to stand. Standing on one’s feet was a safeguard against “Greek pleasures” (Val. Max 2.4.2; Appian Bellum Civile 1.28). To sit in a theater was perceived as idleness; to stand would demonstrate the characteristic virility of the Roman people.

While the ban on seating was lifted within a few years, reservations against the building of permanent theaters survived. Only two scholars have attempted to explain the ban, and they are polarized as to whether the moral explanation should be taken seriously. G. Forsythe considers the moral argument a relevant motivation for the Senate’s demolition of the theater. In contrast to theater, the well-established Roman tradition of comitial gatherings was conducted with a lawful supervisor and required citizens to stand throughout entire proceedings. The Senate’s was determined to prevent what they characterized as Greek “mob rule,” encouraged by permanent seating (Forsythe, BMCR 1994.02.11). Gruen, by contrast, dismisses the concern about political tumult as an ulterior motive for dismantling the theater (Gruen, 1992, 183-223). According to him, the ritual of erecting and then dismantling temporary structures served as a reminder of elite privilege and control in the realm of cultural activity.
Despite their opposing views as to the cause of the theater ban, both scholars perceive it as having had polarizing effect on nobles and the masses. This interpretation is implicitly based on modern views that interpret the relationship between authority and the masses as one of discipline and punishment. In contrast, I believe the more important dynamic between authority and the masses is one of seduction (Baudrillard, 1990). I also consider Roman theater as an elite tool for mass seduction. Therefore, I argue the Senate’s position against the construction of a permanent theater indeed disguised the Senate’s fear of a new kind of political elite. The conquest of the Hellenistic East and the appropriation of its culture had led to the emergence of nouveaux riches in Rome, who could have used the theater to impress and seduce the masses with on-stage displays of power, as Hellenistic kings did. The Senate’s (unwritten) ban on the permanent theater was to ensure that nobody “owned” a theater in the same way that an individual can own a newspaper or a TV channel today. It was a precaution against the appropriation of the media by an individual who could introduce a Hellenistic style of monarchy in Rome. In other words, the [unwritten] ban on the stone theater was not a measure the elite took against the masses, but it did reflect an inter-elite problem.

This argument arose as a result of a reading of spatio-visual layouts of the Hellenistic theaters in a historical continuum. Reading the literature produced by the Roman elite, historians like Forsythe and Gruen explain the theater ban as a consequence of a conflict of interest among the aristocracy and the general population. . Departing from commonalities in the architectural form of the Greek and Roman theater and inspired by recent studies in material culture and performance studies, my study instead turns to the remains of the theater buildings themselves. By considering space and vision in the relations between actors, politicians and the audience, I look at how various theater settings in Greece, Asia Minor and Sicily constructed social hierarchies, with their attendant power relations, during various types of performances, such as dithyramb, drama, assembly meetings and political demonstrations. Reading material and spatial changes that occurred in the history of scenic space from the Classical to the Hellenistic period, with respect to the transition from an earlier socio-political order (democracy) to the other (monarchy), I demonstrate that the rise of the political leader on the social ladder was made visible on the Hellenistic stage, which emerged in the Hellenistic scenic space as an alternate focus and was a locus for individual expression of power. 

In the first part of the essay, I will look at how the temporary nature of the stage was symbolically linked with the democratic order. I will then demonstrate how stage gradually became a permanent and monumental edifice parallel to the transition from the Classical to the Hellenistic period as well as to the transition from an earlier socio-political order (democracy) to the a later (monarchy). Finally, an analysis of the architectural remains of the Sicilian and South Italian theatre buildings will provide the link between Greek architectural and performative heritage and that of Italian soil.  
 Building Temporary Stages

The starting point of our analysis must be the theater of Dionysus Eleuthereus in Athens, for which most, if not all, extant Greek tragedies were written (Figure 1).  Scholarly consensus indicates that the earliest remains of the theater consisted of a circular orkhēstra, and a temporary stage. According to Wiles (1997, 44-55), the circular shape of the orkhēstra was performatively conditioned by the principal dance at the festival of Dionysus, the dithyramb or the “circular khoros” (Figure 2; Wiles, 1997, 23-62). The theater of Dionysus at Athens was designed for the purpose of honoring the god through the dithyramb or the “circular khoros” at his festival and thus distinguished from the trapezoidal or rectangular theaters elsewhere. In Athens the agora and the Pnyx provided ample space for other multi-purpose gatherings (Kolb, 1981, passim.). 
The dithyramb with its circular form was a democratic performance. Wilson (2000) showed that in Athens the financing and organization of the festival choruses were fundamental to the workings of the democracy. The introduction of the dithyrambic competitions in the festival of Dionysia is associated with the late sixth- century democratic revolution of Kleisthenes (Wilson, 2000, 12-19). In the Constitution of the Athenians, the “cultural revolution”—the “democratization” of gymnastic and musical contests—refers to the inauguration of the formal polis-controlled liturgical institution of khoregia (Nagy, 1995, 47). The khoregia brought the representatives of the ten tribes with circular choral dances into the center of Athens for festival performances. Analogous to khoroi, Kleisthenic society gave shape to political and military participation a new centralized focus in a circular council building. A tholos accommodated the standing committee of 500 councilors, which was made up of fifty members of each phyle (Wycherly, 1978, 49). 


As the dithyramb shaped the orkhēstra, the circular orkhēstra, in turn, formed the socio-political order of Athenian society through performances. It was inherently political for fifth-century Athenians to gather around the orkhēstra to watch dithyrambs and drama performed during Dionysia (Goldhill, 1990, 97-129). The wedges of the auditorium were assigned to named tribes, who were also the organizers of the procession of the Dionysia. The ten judges and the ten generals who poured libations before the performances came from the same ten tribes. Some fourth-century tickets also have tribal names (Pickard-Cambridge, 1988, 58, 95, 97). Through dithyrambic performance the audience in the Athenian theater put itself on display as a political entity and contemplated the performative order revealed in communal dance. Tragedy, likewise, invited the audience to compare their contemporary social order with the pre-democratic order through the performance of myth. For this the spectators needed to be able to see myth from the point of view of a citizen (Vernant, 1983, 33). The circular orkhēstra surrounded by an encircling auditorium, as we see in the theater at Athens, allows the spectator such a viewpoint. The theater puts on display for the citizen not only the play itself, but also his fellow Athenians.


The primacy of the circular orkhēstra in communal dance was probably the reason for the construction of early stage with temporary materials. The literature on Greek performance considers stage a spatial element of drama. Taplin brings evidence that the adoption of skēnē took place just before the Oresteia of 458 BCE (1977, 457). The early skēnē, which would have been a portable structure, located to the rear and south of the playing space intersecting the orkhēstra circle (Billig, 1980, 35-83; Mastronarde, 1990, 247-294). As we see in contemporary performances of circular dance from Greece and Turkey (Figures 3-4), the early skēnē was either irrelevant to the performance or, being at the edge, it allowed enough room for the circular dance. In Athens, at a later period, arguably in the later fifth or in the early fourth century BCE, stone foundations were provided that must have also been completed by a wooden skēnē (Csapo, 1995, 106; Wiles, 1997, 49; Pickard-Cambridge, 1988, 66).

Alongside the purely choral genre of dithyramb, Athenians conceived of their drama as a choral performance. Fundamental to the production process of both dithyramb and drama was the institution of khoregia. At the very point at which the institution of khoregia was started, there emerged important questions of the dynamics of the individual and the collective in Athenian society (Wilson, 2000). These questions insistently recurred in the tragedies themselves, and the duality established through them found spatial expression in scenic space, in the relation between actors and khoros (Wilson, 2000, 19-21). Actors struggled to maintain and enforce a heroic identity and authority and to impose meaning on the flux of events in terms of that identity, the individual ‘I’ (Figure 5). The role of the actor was therefore set in tension with the voice of the khoros, who articulated a collective, “anonymous” experience and response to events. 


The skēnē provided a visual frame for the actor, who voiced heroic “truth” as opposed to collective “the truth” embodied by the khoros. Skēnē served to distinguish the actors from the khoros. To visualize how the early skēnē worked, it is necessary to consider the viewing conditions in a large open-air theater (Figure 6; Padel, 1990, 336-365). Plato speaks of a fifth-century Athenian audience of 30,000 people implying a gathering of the entire male population (Syposium 175e; Pickard-Cambridge, 1988, 263; 1946, 141). In such a big performance space, the relative positions of a few distant actors and a distant khoros had to sustain the narrative interest. In the typical layout of the performance space, the khoros occupied the orkhēstra circle, while the actors were “those from [or on] the skēnē” (Taplin 1977, 128, 442, 452 n.1; Ley 2007, passim). Without the skēnē, the individual actors would have been lit by the sun from behind and were seen to a large extent in silhouette (Wiles, 1997, 51). The skēnē offered an elevation and a possible “frame” for speech and action that allowed the actors to “appear” from or “enter” the skēnē.  Skēnē provided a visual frame to the representation of heroic “truth,” and set “the excess” of the heroic figures against “the truth” embodied by the khoros, “the collective truth, truth of the mean, the truth of the [democratic] city” (Gould, 1996, 219; Vernant and Vidal-Naquet, 1988).
 
The portability of the early skēnē, along with the late development of the permanent skēnē, then, could be seen as a precaution taken against individual expression of voice conveyed by the actor. Providing a permanent locale for such an expression might have been perceived as a threat to the collective will expressed in the orkhēstra, the spatial ground of the democratic institution.
Proskēnion Stage 
 
The tension that seems to have developed between actors and khoros, stage and orkhēstra in Classical theater anticipates the innovation of the proskēnion stage (Figure 7). Increasingly, from c.300 BCE, theaters in Greece and other parts of the eastern Mediterranean were designed or re-designed to include a two-storey stage and a proskēnion, that is a porch, veranda or colonnade whose roof was at the same level as the floor of the upper story (Moretti, 1997, 13-39). The purpose of the proskēnion stage was to elevate actors in relation to the khoros, who performed principally in the orkhēstra as a group. 


The geometric tension between the linear proskēnion stage and the circular orkhēstra is visible in the theatre at Epidauros, whose construction date is attested to by building records as 330-320 BCE (Burford, 1966, 297). Admired by Pausanias (ii.27.5) for its beauty and harmony, the theater at Epidauros was also the first theater to acquire a permanent skēnē and a circular curb defining the perimeter of the orkhēstra (Gerkan and Muller-Wiener, 1961). According to Wiles (1997, 41), the stage could become a permanent structure at Epidauros precisely because it lay outside the circle of the orkhēstra. This layout implies that the choral dance was still the primary concern of the architect. 
At Epidauros the center of the orkhēstra is clearly the most powerful focal point compared to the nonexistent stage (Figure 8; Wiles, 1977, 66). Modern visitors to Epidauros still seem to experience its power: a magnetic force draws them to the cylindrical stone at the centre of the orkhēstra. There they sense that they have some kind of command over the auditorium. Dropping coins or tearing sheets of paper above the stone, guides use this marking stone to impress visitors with the acoustics of the theater. That the center was the position of command has also been confirmed by contemporary actors familiar with Epidauros. The favored positions for the performers in the orkhēstra are “near its center (focus) or somewhat behind and at either sides of the center” (Shankland, 1973, 32). 

A valuable modern experiment testing focal points of the theater at Epidauros was conducted in Newcastle. In his production of the Oresteia, Michael Ewans directed the actors to perform in the orkhēstra rather than on the stage. He discovered that “the further the actor was away from the centre in any direction, the less commanding he became —with the one exception that there was …a focus of considerable theatrical power along a line drawn from the centre of the skēnē doors to the centre of the orkhēstra” (Figure 9; Ley and Ewans, 1985, 75-84). This is precisely in line with Barker’s analysis of the proskēnion stage. Barker maintains that the actor standing upstage and facing forward is most powerful when standing on the visual axis connecting the centre of the orkhēstra with the stage (1978, 148).

Hellenistic architects were aware of the power of the center and the visual axis connecting to the stage. They tried to further unite these two focal points in the theater of Dionysus at Athens (Figure 10). In Athens the orkhēstra and the stage were still separated, but the stage was not excluded from the focus of the theater in the same way as at Epidauros. The layout comprised two concentric circles: one defined by the circle of the drainage channel, the other by the circle of the auditorium. The proskēnion stage remained outside the circle defined by the boundary of the drainage channel, while it was inside the circle projected from the center of the auditorium (Wurster, 1993, 28). This layout brought the proskenion stage closer to the architectural focus without destroying the circular form of the orkhēstra, which was traditionally occupied by the khoros. The Hellenistic layout of the scenic space at Corinth (Stillwell, 1952) and Priene also resembled that of Athens in the sense that the orkhēstra circle was diminished so that the proskēnion could be placed within the natural focus of the auditorium (Bieber, 1961, 108-29).

In sum, Hellenistic architects strove to gradually increase the visibility of the actor vis-à-vis the khoros. This observation is also confirmed by the literary and epigraphical evidence (Sifakis, 1967). Euripidian drama pictured mythical heroes thinking and behaving like ordinary men and thus caused a dilemma: how could an audience recognize the divinity of heroes if they talked and acted like men? To solve this confusion, the khoros had to be separated from the actors, “for the characters on the stage are imitating heroes; and in the old days only the leaders were heroes, but the rest of the folk to whom chorus belong, were only men” (Probl. Aristot. XIX 48). The concern with actors’ visibility also led to the invention of a new type of tragic mask bearing the so-called onkos, a tower of hair dressed over the forehead (Sifakis, 1967, 134). Similar to onkos, the proskēnion stage assigned a space and personae for actors, who impersonated heroes or political leaders, thus distinguishing them from the members of khoros, the ordinary men. The mass of the khoros at the foot of the stage emphasized the larger-than-life status of the tragic actor. 
According to Sifakis (1967, 113-35), the proskēnion stage also provided great advantages to the theater director: as the stage of action was detached from the orkhēstra, the khoros ceased to be an obstacle to the change of scene. Now heroes could pursue their adventures in different places designated by the painted scene panels, which better represented the “reality” outside the scenic space. When the stage merged the “reality” of the outside world with the illusory space of the play, it generated the convergence of social and staged reality, or the so-called Hellenistic theatricality. Unlike classical scholars, who define theatricality solely as a literary phenomenon, I argue that its source was the stage, more specifically the perception of scenic space during the performance. 

The use of scenic space for “real” events, such as meetings of assembly, further blurred the perception of “real” and “staged” events (Chaniotis, 1997, 224 n.29). The staging of non-illusory events in the theater altered the perception of reality, both on and off the stage. For the audience who witnessed “real events” on stage, the question became whether the event they saw was “real” or dramatized. Such a perception of reality surfaces in historical accounts, which frame the Hellenistic politician as an actor and his performances as staged appearances (Chaniotis, 1997). 
 
In other words, the privileging of the actor over the khoros in drama mirrored the structure of the Hellenistic socio-political order. The rise of the politician over the collective in the Hellenistic period is comparable to the increased prominence of the tragic actors. In other words, actors served to articulate a social role for the Hellenistic politician as a tragic hero, an allusion well attested to in the ancient literature of dramas. 


In Plutarch’s account of King Demetrius’s life, for instance, it is almost impossible to distinguish between the Macedonian king as a “real” king or an actor. Plutarch framed Demetrius’s life in a fashion similar to Demetrius, who carefully crafted his appearance at the Athenian theater (Wiseman, 1994, 1-22). Plutarch narrates the most striking instances of Demetrius’ “acting” central to his character: Demetrius changed his behavior as soon as he received the diadem that marked him as a king. According to Plutarch, this resembled the tragic actors who “adapt to their costumes, their gait, voice, posture at table, and manner of addressing others” (Demetr. 18). Plutarch further adds that, like the other diadochs, Demetrius assumed Alexander the Great’s majesty and pomp in performing like an actor on stage. Demetrius’s performative tactics were not limited to his manipulation of costume and gestures. He also utilized the stage space to display his authority. When Demetrius captured Athens in 294 BCE, he staged his first appearance in front of the Athenian audience in the Hellenistic theater of Dionysus. He ordered the Athenians to assemble in the theater, fenced the stage-building round with armed men, and encompassed the stage itself with his bodyguards. Athenians were puzzled by these arrangements until Demetrius appeared through one of the upper side-entrances like a tragic actor. According to Plutarch, the Athenians were gripped with terror even more so than previously. Following his entrance, “avoiding harshness of tone and bitterness of speech, Demetrius rebuked them gently and in a friendly manner, and declared himself reconciled with them.”

(Figure 11) Demetrius’ appearance on the proskēnion stage is probably the key to the political significance of his self-presentation. Demetrius claimed heroic grandeur when he appeared on stage. A mass of his soldiers and bodyguards encircling the stage like a khoros must have created a hierarchic structure communicating his larger-than-life status. A conqueror would have used the stage in order to hold the audience in his field of vision, and to feel empowered by physical elevation, as Demetrius did when he “liberated” Athens. The message underlying Demetrius’ performance left its mark on the Athenian stage as well as on the political life of Athens (Thonemann, 2005, 63-86). According to Atheneaus, a painting of Demetrius carried by Oikoumene, the symbol of his conquest of the “world,” was displayed on the proskēnion stage (Atheneaus, Xii, 536a).

If Demetrius’ strategy was to play the democrat rather than the dictator, he would have assumed a position at the center of the orkhēstra (Wilkins, 1997, 68-69). The center seems the natural position for a democratic orator to assume since it was equivalent to his position in a covered council chamber (Figure 12; Hansen and Fischer-Hansen, 1994, 23-90). The radial lines of the Pnyx, the open-air venue for the Athenian assembly, for instance, converge upon the speaker’s platform or just in front. (Figure 13; Bieber 1961 fig. 276) In the covered assembly hall at Priene, the speaker’s position is central so that a politician has most of the audience on three sides. When a politician assumed a position at the center of the orkhēstra, likewise, the audience embraced and looked down upon him (Wilkins, 1997, 69). That the Greek audience expected a politician to assume a position at the center of the orkhēstra was implied in Plutarch’s account of why Corinth joined the Achaean League (Aratus 23. 1-4). When Corinthians gathered in the theater, the general Aratus, who had just liberated the city from the Macedonians, descended from the stage and took up his position in the center of the orkhēstra. Instead of behaving like a conqueror, as Demetrius did, Aratus chose to present himself as a vulnerable human being, leaning on his spear in a display of complete physical exhaustion. After standing silently to a lengthy applause, he successfully persuaded the Corinthians to join the League. 


Significantly enough, the scenic space of the theaters at Athens and Corinth resembled each other in their Hellenistic phase (Figure 14). In Corinth, as in Athens, the orkhēstra and the stage were divided. The stage building lay outside the circular orkhēstra as defined by the line of the drainage channel, and yet a circle that projected from the auditorium overlapped it. Thus, the stage was not excluded from the audience’s focus. The tension between the stage and the orkhēstra and the conflicting realities represented by each locus were apparent to the viewer. It is clear, therefore, that the proskēnion stage signified hierarchy, while the orkhēstra was a moral leveler (Styan, 1982, 75-85). Probably aware of this perception, Aratus chose to appeal to the democratic sensibilities of his audience rather than displaying himself as a hero.  


The literary evidence completes the spatio-visual analysis presented earlier. The archaeological evidence already indicates the existence of spatio-visual tension between the proskēnion stage and the orkhēstra, which represented the tension between actors and khoros. And when the leaders themselves actually performed on the Hellenistic stage, as we see in the accounts narrating the performances of Demetrius and Aratus, the tension between the stage and the orkhēstra played a significant role in the political actors’ articulation of their image. This observation is significant to evaluate the novelty of the late Hellenistic scenic space. The reduction of orkhēstra circle into a semi-circle is observable at many late Hellenistic theaters in Sicily and southern Italy as well as in Pergamum. For the purposes of this discussion, the Pergamene stage is particularly significant since Pergamum was the capital of Attalid kingdom. The theater was the seat of Attalid power since it was the main means of communication between the Attalids and his subjects.  

The spatio-visual layout of the Pergamene scenic space was finalized during the reign of Eumenes II (Figure 15). In its late Hellenistic phase, the stage has been brought deeper into the orkhēstra, embellished with a proskēnion stage and aligned perpendicularly with the parados doors. The orkhēstra thereby became an enclosed and a geometrically ordered area, but more significantly, the projection of the proskēnion toward the center of the orkhēstra resolved the split between stage and the center of the orkhēstra that was characteristic of Hellenistic theaters elsewhere. As a result, the orkhēstra was reduced almost to a half-circle and the proskēnion stage arose as the sole focal point. 


The performative implications of the shift from the early-Hellenistic to the late Hellenistic skēnē in Pergamum and elsewhere are fascinating. Baker notes that in circular theaters the focus is the center point though he adds that in productions this must be one of the least-used points on the stage. It creates such an intensity of concentrated attention on any actor standing there that the audience tires if he stays there too long. Therefore, the favored position for performers was somewhat behind the center. This could have been the exact position of the actor on the proskēnion stage in the late Hellenistic theater at Pergamum. The actor, standing at the centric line of the proskēnion stage at Pergamum, would have been far enough from the center not to feel imprisoned by its concentric power, yet he would also have been close enough to hold the audience under the power of his gaze. The late Hellenistic proskēnion stage at Pergamum, thus, could have empowered the actor much more effectively than the layouts of the Hellenistic theaters at Athens and Corinth.  


(Figure 16) The political significance of such an empowerment becomes more apparent if we imagine King Eumenes himself appearing on stage. No evidence for such a performance of Eumenes is preserved in the literary record. Mithridates’s crowning of a victory on the Pergamene stage in 88 BCE, however, suggests that the practice was not foreign to Attalid traditions. Similar to Figure 16, the Sicilian vase painting, where Herakles is crowned by Nike as a prelude to the tragedy Trachiniae, Pergameneans set up machinery of some sort which could lower a statue of Nike holding a crown in her head to be placed on Mithridates’s head (Plutarch, Sulla, 11; Chaniotis, 1997, 243). Considering that such a performance took place on the Pergamene stage, it is not pure speculation to imagine King Eumenes II being crowned victorious on the stage. On such an occasion, he would have exerted his power on stage more comfortably than, for instance, King Demetrius. When Demetrius appeared on the Athenian stage, he had to negotiate the spatio-visual power of the center of the orkhēstra as well as its symbolic associations with the democratic order. The closing of the distance between the center of the orkhēstra and the proskēnion stage in Pergamum resolved this dilemma for King Eumenes, who could more convincingly appear as a heroic or divine figure. The underlying message of such a performance, no doubt, would be the presentation of Eumenes as a “new Dionysus” (Musti, 1986, 105-28). The choreographed public appearance of kings as gods was also recommended by Diotogenes (quoted by Stobaios), who characterizes ideal kingship as “an imitation of gods” and suggests that a monarch set himself apart from human failings and astonish the onlookers by his staged appearances and the studied pose (Stob., 4. 7.62; Chaniotis, 1997, 236). By reminding the audience of his military victories and through exaltation of his kingly power on stage, Eumenes could thereby claim that he was like Dionysus (and by association like Alexander the Great), who returned victorious from campaigning in India, and dispensed great promises of happiness both in this world and beyond the grave (Burkert, 1993, 259-70).


Hence, in Pergamum the late Hellenistic scenic space significantly empowered the king over his subjects, yet this hierarchical order could have been easily altered by the removal of the proskēnion stage. In Pergamum the stage could cut through the orkhēstra precisely because it was a temporary building. It could have been removed and the orkhēstra could have been used as a full circle for communal dancing, which would have allowed the temporal re-creation of pre-Attalid order. The ambiguity of boundaries inherent in Dionysiac religion—between the human and divine, the here and the beyond—was ingeniously reflected in the articulation of the Pergamene scenic space. The late Hellenistic architects of the theater at Pergamum not only perfected the spatio-visual order of the scenic space, but also implemented an interchangeable order which allowed the competing realities of the actors and the audience to alternately take over. 
          It is significant that the reduction of the orkhēstra circle took place in Pergamum, where the kings, together with gods, literally inhabited the highest spot of the Pergamene acropolis. Diminishing of the orkhēstra ground and increased prominence of the actors within the visual field of the audience might have been linked to the presence of kingly power within the boundaries of the Greek polis. Even then the Pergamene stage was a temporary wooden stage and was removed after theatrical performances. In other words, in Hellenistic Pergamum, where theater construction and theatrical plays were financed by Attalid kings, the temporary nature of the wooden stage ensured that the disruption of the circular orkhēstra (dancing ground of the community) occurred only temporarily, and the rule of the citizens was restored after the performance of theatrical plays. 

          The Hellenistic theaters in southern Italy and Sicily as well as those of Oscan towns in Campania display a parallel tendency. In most of the Sicilian theaters, the orkhēstra circle was removed farther outside from the center of the cavea, and the center of the orkhēstra became closer to the analemmata wall. In consequence, the proskēnion stage gradually came closer to the focus of the audience and the orkhēstra circle was reduced to a semi-circle leading to a unified geometrical alignment with the stage and the cavea. We can follow this trend both in the history of individual theater buildings in Segesta, Monte Iato and Syracuse as well as in a general trend throughout the region (Sear 2006, 185-196; Mitens, 1988; Isler 1981). 

In Morgantina for instance the circular theater existed together with an earlier typology, a trapezoidal theatre (figure 17; Sear 2006, 189; Kolb 1975; 226-230; Mitens 1988, 105ff.). The existence of an earlier typology indicated the city’s connection to traditional Greek forms of performances and spaces. In the same spirit, in the circular theater of c. 300-275 BCE, the relationship between the cavea and the orkhēstra resembled the Classical theaters of Athens and Corinth. The center of the orkhēstra was enveloped by the seats of the cavea, and the circle defining the boundary of the auditorium barely intersected the stage. In other words, the stage was farther away from the visual focus of the audience; thus, the orkhēstra circle seems to be the primary focus of the dramatic action. Morgantina was destroyed as early as 211 BCE. At some point before the destruction, the stage was brought forward with a wooden proskēnion (Sear 2006, 189). This means that the late Hellenistic trend to bring the stage closer to the focus of the orkhēstra seems to be effective even in Morgantina, which seems to have been conservative in adapting to recent developments in theater architecture. 
          The attempt to bring actors further into the visual focus can be more clearly observed at layouts of theaters at Solunto and Segesta (Figure 17; Sear 2006, 190-191; Mitens 1988; 110-120). In both theaters the geometry of the scenic space was comparable to the layout of the late Hellenistic theater at Pergamum. Unlike the Classical theaters, the center of orkhēstra in theaters in Solunto and Segesta was no longer enveloped by the seats of the cavea. Instead, the orkhēstra circle projected outside the cavea, and the center of the orchestra circle was closer to the analemmata walls. Hence, in both theaters we observe the reduction of the orkhēstra into an almost semi-circular area. Complementing the semi-circular orkhēstra in both theaters we observe a typical Hellenistic two-story stage built with projecting sides (paraskenia)  parallel (or almost parallel in the case of Solunto)  to the analemmata walls.  Hence, both stages were geometrically better integrated with the cavea compared to the Classical stage and brought the actors further into the audiences’ focus of attention. In Segesta the stage building was further brought forward in its second phase with a pillared construction (Isler, 1981, 154, 156-7).
           In theaters like Iatas and Syracuse, the history of stage buildings themselves demonstrate an attempt to bring actors closer to the focus of an audience. In Iatas, for instance, the early skēnē was a simple paraskenia stage (Figure 18). In its second phase (at around 200 BCE), however, the stage building jutted out into the orkhēstra and between the steps extended as far as the line of the analemmata wall (Sear 2006, 188, 192; Isler 1981, 137). Similarly, in Syracuse the stage in its Roman phase was extended further into the orkhēstra until the area was reduced to a semi-circle (Figure 19; Anti & Polacco, 1981). In Syracuse the orkhēstra is further diminished by the seats of prominent citizens in its second, Hellenistic phase. This change indicated a critical shift from Greek to Roman dramatic performance. In Rome the institution of khoregia no longer existed. Hence the orkhēstra no longer belonged to the khoros, the members of the community. No longer directly represented in the orkhēstra, the public should have no longer held a vested interest in the size or the shape of the orkhēstra in relation to that of the stage, nor of the permanence of the stage as long as they were given numerous and varied spectacles.  Audiences’ and politicians’ preference for entertainment over democratic performances was reflected in a particularly dramatic fashion in the theater of Metapontum, where the earlier ekklasiasterion was replaced with a theater ca. 325-300 BCE (Mertens, 1982). An unparalleled building at the time of its construction, the ekklasiasterion housed around 7,500-8,000 people. When it was replaced with a theater, perhaps at the end of the fourth century, it was distinguished by its relatively early semi-circular orkhēstra and artificial substructures, thus preparing the ground for construction of a free-standing cavea.

         Hence, all these examples point to the theater emerging on Italian soil as an entertainment venue that increasingly enabled actors and politicians in their attempts to impress the public with demonstrations of power. The existence of monumental theaters, even in remote towns of Sicily, such as Iatas, and the innovations in the design of scenic space, in the geometric integration of stage building and cavea, as well as the trials of a free-standing cavea building, indicates the emergence of the theater outside Rome as a symbol of political autonomy (Isler, 1981, 162). This fact made the Roman ban on permanent theater buildings even more striking. Despite the lack of a permanent theater in Republican Rome, the number and frequency of shows increased after the introduction of the Greek theater to Rome in 240 BCE. The Roman Senate might have also been aware of the political power acquired by means of sponsoring theater performances. Regardless of their level of personal taste or refinement, and despite whatever moral reservations or antipathy they might have felt toward the Greek theater, the ambitious members of the aristocracy had strong pragmatic reasons for supporting it. Of 2-300,000 adult male voters in central Italy, the residents of Rome itself had a disproportionate influence on public affairs. Hence, they were the target of intense electoral manipulation. To ensure future electoral prospects, the provision of lavish entertainment was a highly effective means of impressing the public. The ban forced the aristocrats to build a new edifice for each and every occasion. Thus, it might have been effective in limiting aristocrats’ ability to finance spectacular entertainment. 

          It should come as no surprise that the ban on permanent theaters accelerated the scenic innovations as patrons of the games competed to please and dazzle their audiences. The impulse toward the display of scenic and architectural virtuosity on the temporary stages appears to have become ever more pronounced. One particular way to fake architectural grandeur was made by means of scene painting, which was borrowed from the Hellenistic stage. According to Pliny the Elder, the painted panels displayed behind the proscenium became so sophisticated that, on the stage of Claudius Pulcher, built in 99 BCE, “crows were deceived into flying to the painted image of roof tiles” (Pliny, Nat. Hist., 25.23. Valerius Maximus also notes the theater, 2.4.6). At the shows given by Quintus Lutatius Catulus in 69 BC, Catulus added an additional pleasure, borrowed “in imitation of Campanian luxury” (Val. Max. 2.4.6. Pliny, Nat. Hist., 19.23). As seen in the theaters of Capua and Pompeii, the vela or velarium was an awning or linen roof stretched out over the auditorium. Brightly colored, it both pleased the eye and protected the spectators from the sun. The innovations became more frequent and the shows became more ostentatious when, “C. Antonius decorated the stage entirely in silver, Petreius, in gold, and Q. Catulus with ivory…P. Lentulus ornamented it with scenic devices of silver” (Val. Max. 2.4.6. For Antonis see also Pliny, Nat. Hist., 33.53).

 Finally, in 58 BCE, three years before the construction of the theater of Pompey, the aedile M. Aemilius Scaurus produced a three- story stage supported by three-hundred and sixty columns. …the lowest level was marble, the next glass―a luxury never heard of since―and the top was fashioned from gilded boards. 

           While the scenic innovations in the capital focused on the stage displays, the builders outside Rome experimented with the construction of a free-standing cavea. The Republican theaters with artificial substructures (such as Metapontum) prepared the ground for Pompey to build an auditorium that could house 17,500 spectators and topped by a temple dedicated to Venus Victrix. Pompey circumvented the ban by playing with the tension originally established by the Senate ban between the elite and masses, actors and audience, the stage and auditorium. Instead of building a permanent stage, which would draw attention solely to himself, Pompey first built the audience seats and claimed them to be stairs reaching up to the temple of Venus Victrix. Dedicated to commemorate his triple triumph in the Hellenistic East, the temple of Venus Victrix served to remind his political rivals of Pompey’s victorious position, setting him, in the public imagination, on the level of Alexander the Great. Having secured a convenient site where he could appear before a huge crowd, in effect to display and validate the popular basis of his authority, Pompey was able to secure a position among the three top men during the creation of the First Triumvirate, a political alliance between Caesar, Pompey and Crassus, established in 60 BCE. 

         I hope I was able to demonstrate that the Roman theater was a medium of mass communication which catered to realpolitik by accumulating and directing the imaginative energies of its audience. As opposed to the widely acknowledged presentation of the theater as a venue of mass revolt and therefore threatening to the Republican order, this paper presents the theater as dangerous to the Republican order because of its mass enchanting capacity. As demonstrated by the eventual collapse of the Republican government and its institutions, and the emergence of a few political actors exercising supreme power, the theater was highly beneficial to ambitious generals who built their public image upon the Hellenistic ideals of heroism and an ideology of victory.   
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