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      Context

      
      Greek drama was born, according to modern scholars' best conjectures, in 534 BCE at one of the many annual festivals honoring
         Dionysus. Dionysus was the God of wine and revelry. His name means "twice-born," alluding to his perilous birth wherein his
         father Zeus clutched him from the belly of his dying mother and implanted him into Zeus's own thigh out of which Dionysus
         would later spring. The Greeks associated Dionysus with seasons and with the notion of rebirth because of this extravagant
         myth. His rites and annual rituals were thus fertility rites that had been gradually formalized and ritualized. Performance
         of choral songs and hymns of praise, known as dithyrambs, came to dominate the festivals, until, in 534 BCE, the Greek ruler
         Pisistratus called for a competition among the performers. Theatre was born and Dionysus was its patron God.
      

      
      The Clouds came to one such theatrical competition, the City Dionysia at Athens, in 423 BCE. By Aristophanes's day, the process of theatrical
         competition had been refined down to an art form. The festival was no longer an expression of revelry and ritual but a bona
         fide industry of its own, with strict rules governing selection of the playwright and producer as well as specific guidelines
         for appointing judges and tabulating votes. This first version of the play as it was performed in 423 BCE is no longer extant.
         Instead, the version that survives is a later edition of an indeterminate, yet eagerly debated, date. This later edition is
         incomplete and was probably never performed, but it provides evidence that the first edition was far from successful. It came
         in third out of the three plays performed.
      

      
      Aristophanes himself was born c. 448 BCE at Athens during the city's heyday under Pericles. Not much is known about Aristophanes
         or his family except that they had enough money to supply their son with an excellent education that provided him with a firm
         foundation in literature and philosophy. In 431 BCE, however, Athens was plunged into the endless Peloponnesian War against
         Sparta and the Spartan Allies. The war would drag on for decades until a conclusive peace was reached in 404 BCE. Thus, much
         of Aristophanes's adulthood passed amidst the turmoil of war, and much of his work, such as The Acharnians and Lysistrata suggest how the war taxed the minds, bodies, and souls of the Athenian people.
      

      
      Aristophanes is the only extant dramatist of Greek "Old Comedy." Although he composed anywhere from thirty-six to fifty comedies
         during his lifetime, only eleven survive from which we may deduce qualities of the genre—its unsparing satire, its extravagant
         word play, its grand physical comedy, and its insistent moral core. Aristophanes's first play, The Banqueters, was performed in 427 BCE. The Babylonians soon followed and, as a result of this performance, Aristophanes was persecuted by the politician Cleon for "slandering"
         the image of Athens and Athenian politics. The Archanians, the first play to survive, follows in 425 BCE before The Clouds in 423 BCE. Aristophanes continued to write into the fourth century BCE and his last play, Plutus, or Wealth dates from 388 BCE, the year of his death. Aristophanes did not produce (or "direct" in the modern sense of the word) his
         own productions until The Horsemen of 424 BCE. He entrusted his last two plays to his son Araros's production.
      

      
   
      
      Plot Overview

      
      Strepsiades, the father of spend-thrift Pheidippides, cannot sleep because he is worried about the debts that he has incurred
         because of Pheidippides's expensive passion for racehorses. Strepsiades calls in a Slave to bring him his accounts so that
         he may tabulate his debts. Looking over his debts, he becomes enraged and his voice wakes Pheidippides. Strepsiades begs Pheidippides
         to refrain from his expensive ways and begs him to enroll in the new-fangled school next door wherein he may learn about esoteric
         natural sciences as well as sophistry that might help him outwit their creditors in court. Pheidippides stubbornly refuses,
         leaving Strepsiades to enroll himself.
      

      
      Strepsiades arrives at the school and meets a Student who tells Strepsiades about Socrates's new experiments involving insects
         and astronomy. The Student shows Strepsiades the other Students of the school, bent over in their studies so that they may
         study geology with their faces and astronomy with their behinds. While the Student is showing Strepsiades their maps, Socrates
         appears in a balloon-basket hanging in mid-air. Socrates explains that the contraption helps him "suspend" (I.i.230) his judgment
         and open his mind to new ideas. Strepsiades explains his plight and asks for guidance. Socrates enlightens Strepsiades, proving
         to him that the gods do not exist and that the weather patterns are produced by a Chorus of Clouds. Socrates fleeces Strepsiades
         of his coat and hustles him inside.
      

      
      In Strepsiades's absence, the Chorus of Clouds sings a song in defense of the play, berating the audience for not rewarding
         it when it was first produced. The Chorus praises the moral intent of the playwright and the important examples his satire
         teaches in troubled times.
      

      
      Socrates and Strepsiades reemerge and discuss the gender of nouns. Socrates puts Strepsiades in a louse-ridden bed to contemplate.
         After much agony, Strepsiades shares his ludicrous theories for how to win his court case. Socrates despairs and calls him
         a worthless pupil. The Chorus of Clouds convinces Strepsiades to enroll his son instead.
      

      
      Strepsiades runs home and quizzes Pheidippides with his newly acquired sophistry. He drags Pheidippides to the school where
         the two Arguments, Right and Wrong, argue over the proper model for boys' education. Right suggests a model of education based
         on traditional poetry and physical fitness, but his descriptions falter when his libido overwhelms him. Wrong unravels Right's
         argument with examples drawn from myth and other trivia. Right is thoroughly flustered and Wrong is granted Pheidippides as
         a pupil. The Chorus of Clouds intimates that Strepsiades's forcible education of Pheidippides will be his own undoing before
         turning to the audience, wheedling, bribing, and even threatening them for their approval of the play.
      

      
      Strepsiades's day in court draws near and he goes to pick Pheidippides up at the school. Socrates promises that Pheidippides
         is well-versed in their special brand of specious learning which Pheidippides soon demonstrates when he attacks the idiom
         the day of "Old and New" as an instance of hysterical paradox. While Strepsiades is gloating that his son is a splendid example
         of Wrong Argument, he is visited by two creditors. The First Creditor demands that Strepsiades appear before the court. Strepsiades
         quizzes him about the gender of nouns and refuses to pay his debt on the basis of the First Creditor's apparent ignorance.
         The Second Creditor appears woefully wringing his hands and begging Strepsiades. Strepsiades berates him for his belief in
         the gods and uses the Wrong Argument to deny responsibility for any interest on his debt. He flogs the Second Creditor until
         he runs off. The Chorus sings a song warning that Strepsiades's "evil" (II.i.1303) will soon come back to him.
      

      
      Sure enough, as their song winds down, Strepsiades bursts from the house while being beaten by Pheidippides. The two have
         been quarreling over the recitation of traditional poetry. Pheidippides defends his beatings using sophistry. Strepsiades
         mourns that he has exchanged Pheidippides's obsession with expensive horses for his obsession with sophistry and rhetoric,
         which is proving to also have its price. Strepsiades blames the Chorus of Clouds for misleading him and they defend themselves
         by asserting that their deception taught Strepsiades a lesson. Strepsiades concedes that he has been wrong but still hungers
         to do violence against Socrates and the school. He summons his slave Xanthias and the two run over to the school and set fire
         to the roof. Chaerephon and a Second Student cry out from within as the building burns and finally rush outside. Strepsiades
         crows his "Revenge" (II.i.1506) and chases off the last of the Students by throwing rocks. The Chorus appraises the scene
         and takes its leave.
      

      
   
      
      Character List

      
      
         Strepsiades - 
            An Athenian citizen and harried father, burdened by the debts his son, Pheidippides, has incurred. Strepsiades is the "hero"
            of the play, but he is not very heroic. He is concerned instead with pursuing his dishonest aim: shirking his debts instead
            of taking responsibility for them. Therefore, Strepsiades is more of an "anti-hero." He does not have the subtle, esoteric
            mind that it takes to succeed at the school, but rather frustrates Socrates and the other Students at the school with his
            stubbornness, his violence, and his limited, literal mind. He is a pragmatist, not a philosopher, and as such he is rooted
            in the physical world, happiest delivering a sound beating or masturbating. Because of his bumbling, brutish physicality,
            he is a fitting foil to Socrates's pure intellectualism.
            
         

      

      
      
         Pheidippides - 
            The spend-thrift and arrogant son of Strepsiades. He has adopted the aristocratic posturing of his mother and Uncle Megacles
            and demonstrates a passion for horses as well as a passion for esoteric knowledge. He is cocky and smug and proves a receptive
            pupil for the subtle rhetoric taught by Socrates. He is fascinated by himself—at first, his own material needs and finally
            his own whirling dervish of an intellect—and his egotism makes him cruel and ruthless.
            
         

      

      
      
         Socrates - 
            The master-sophist at the infamous school. Socrates is a spokesman for the "new education" of rhetoric, atheism, science,
            and sophistry. He represents the heights of esoteric knowledge—so removed from the reality of everyday life in Athens as to
            appear floating! In contrast to the brutish physicality of Strepsiades, Socrates represents pure, rarified intellect at its
            most ethereal and impractical. However, Socrates is not "above" human emotions such as anger and impatience, especially when
            plagued with such a buffoonish student as Strepsiades.
            
         

      

      
      
         The Chorus of Clouds  - 
            The personified quasi-divinities who bring rain and thunder. The Chorus of Clouds acts as a core voice in the play, explaining
            certain motives and egging on the action. At times, they act as prophets, foreshadowing actions and obstacles to come. The
            Chorus of Clouds can interact directly with the audience and thus may seem to be removed from the action of the scene, much
            like the gods the chorus is supposed to be replacing. The chorus' prescience and sense of resolve makes its members obvious
            candidates for divinity; with their singing and dancing en masse they lend the necessary air of ritual and spirituality. Also,
            because the Chorus members speak directly to the audience about the play and about playwriting itself, they become mouthpieces
            for Aristophanes himself.
            
         



OEBPS/Text/nav.xhtml




CONTENTS



		SparkNotes Guide to The Clouds



		Title Page



		Context



		Plot Overview



		Character List



		Character Analysis



		Themes, Motifs, and Symbols



		Act One: Scene 1–First Half of Scene 2



		Act One: Parabasis of Scene 2–Scene 3



		Act Two



		Definitions



		Important Quotations Explained



		Key Facts



		Study Questions and Suggested Essay Topics



		Review & Resources











Navigation





		Cover



		Table of Contents











OEBPS/Images/cover.jpg
The Clouds

Aristophanes






