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Preface

Clouds, first performed in 423 BC, is a comedy about the revolu-
tionary social, intellectual and educational changes that characterized
the Athenian enlightenment of the late fifth century and that would
profoundly shape the subsequent course of Western history. At its
center is the philosopher, Socrates, who is portrayed as the arch-soph-
ist, running an educational cult (the “Thinkery’) in which young men
could pay to learn the latest scientific lore and rhetorical skills in order
to achieve fame, power and wealth. In the Thinkery are two Argu-
ments: the Better, an old gentleman who represents traditional cus-
toms, beliefs and virtues, and the Worse, a young dandy who
advocates the techniques of unscrupulous self-promotion and the
desirability of selfish hedonism. Drawn to the Thinkery is the forget-
ful old rustic Strepsiades, who has run up huge debts as a result of
his son Pheidippides’ passion for horses and who wants to learn how
to evade them. Unable to learn the new techniques himself, Strep-
siades forces Pheidippides to enroll in the Thinkery. Strepsiades’ wish
comes true in that Pheidippides emerges from the Thinkery as a
skilled sophist, easily able to evade debts by dishonest arguments. At
the same time, however, he has become so arrogant and amoral that
he beats up Strepsiades and convinces him that it is just to do so. But
when Pheidippides proposes to beat up his mother as well, Strep-
siades realizes what a terrible mistake he has made and takes venge-
ance on Socrates by burning the Thinkery to the ground. Above the
action float the Chorus of Clouds: in their protean whimsicality they
seem appropriate goddesses for Socrates, but they gradually reveal
themselves to be a wishing mirror for people in love with evil, luring
them to a well deserved punishment.

Clouds is both a hilarious comedy of generational conflict and a
profound exploration of some of the most fundamental conflicts in
Western culture: belief versus reason, nature versus culture, religion
versus science, the community versus the individual. It also contains
a priceless portrait of one of the most gifted and influential men in
history, a man otherwise known only from the adulatory writings of
such pupils as Plato and Xenophon. Aristophanes’ portrait, written
from the perspective of a popular humorist of traditional bent, is often
in fascinating disagreement with that of the philosophers, and it
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proved trenchant enough that Plato called it a significant factor in
Socrates’ condemnation twenty-four years later.

Today Clouds is just as entertaining as theater, and just as relevant
as a view of the best and worst of Western civilization, as it was over
two millennia ago. In its mirror modern people can catch a glimpse
of where we came from, where our best ideals have aimed us, and
how far we have come (or not come) thus far.

This is a translation of Clouds into contemporary American verse,
designed for both readers and performers, and presupposing no
knowledge of classical Greece or classical Greek theater. I render the
Greek text line by line so as to give a sense of its original scope and
pace, using for the dialogue and songs verse-forms that are familiar
to modern audiences. Where the original text refers to people, places,
things and events whose significance modern audiences cannot rea-
sonably be expected to know or to infer from the text, and which are
inessential to its main themes, I have tried to find easily comprehen-
sible alternatives that preserve the import of the original. What may
be unfamiliar in the text is discussed in footnotes.

The conventions of Aristophanic comedy include the frank por-
trayal and discussion of religion, politics and sex (including nudity
and obscenity). I have reproduced this feature as accurately as possi-
ble within my general guideline of easy intelligibility. To do otherwise
would be to falsify the play. These three areas are of fundamental
importance to any society; one of Aristophanes’ chief aims was to
make humor of them while at the same time encouraging his audience
to think about them in ways discouraged, or even forbidden, outside
the comic theater. The issue of freedom of speech and thought (espe-
cially religious and moral thought) is especially relevant to Clouds. For
those made uncomfortable by such provocative theater, Clouds pro-
vides an opportunity to ask themselves why.

The Introduction contains sections on Aristophanes and the genre
of Attic Old Comedy which his plays represent; on Clouds and the
Athenian enlightenment; on conventions of ancient production, with
suggestions for modern performers; and suggestions for further read-
ing. Like the translation and notes, the Introduction requires no
previous expertise, and sois suitable for readers and students making
their first acquaintance with Aristophanes.

The translation is based on the Greek text by Sir Kenneth Dover
(Oxford 1968).

JH

Boston
August 1992
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CLOUDS

CHARACTERS

Speaking Characters
Strepsiades, an old Athenian
Pheidippides, Strepsiades’ young son
Slave of Strepsiades
Pupils of Socrates (two)
Socrates the philosopher
Chorus of Clouds
The Better Argument
The Worse Argument
First Creditor, Strepsiades’ fellow-villager
Second Creditor

Mute Characters
Pupils of Socrates
Witness summoned by First Creditor
Xanthias, slave of Strepsiades

Slaves of Strepsiades
SCENEI
(Strepsiades, Pheidippides, Slave)
Strepsiades1
Aargh!

Good God almighty, what a monstrous night!

It's endless. Will the daylight never come?

I heard the cock crow quite a while ago,

but the slaves are snoring. They wouldn’t in the old days. 5
Damn the war, it's messed up lots of things,

IThough the name Strepsiades is attested of real people, Aristophanes prob-
ably chose it because it expresses this character’s anxious ‘tossing and
turning’ (strephei, 36) over his debts and his subsequent attempts to ‘reverse’
(ekstrepson) his son’s life and to ‘twist lawsuits’ (strepsodikesai, 434) to avoid
repaying his debts.
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when I can’t whip my own slaves anymore.!

But this fine young man here isn’t any better;

he won’t get up “fore daylight, just keeps farting away,

wrapped up in five thick woolly coverlets.

Oh, I give up! Let’s all cover up and snore.

Tarnation! How can I sleep a wink, tormented

by all my bills and stable-fees and debts,

because of my son here, who never gets a haircut,

who's totally into horses and chariot-racing.

He even dreams about horses! But I'm the goner,

always watching the moon phase out the month,

and my credit-rating with it. Boy! Light a lamp,2

bring me my ledgers, so I can calculate

how many I owe to, and what the interest is.

OK, the bottom line. Twelve grand to Pasias.

Twelve grand to Pasias? Why did I borrow that?

When I bought the horse with the K-brand. What a fool!

I should have had my eye knocked out with a stone.
Pheidippides

Yo Philon! Don’t be cheating! Ride in your own lane!
Strepsiades

That's it! That's just the kind of crap that’s done me in.

He’s riding horses even in his sleep!
Pheidippides

How many laps are the war-chariots down to drive?
Strepsiades

It’s me, your father, you're driving round the bend!

Well, after Pasias, what’s the next IOU?

Amynias, three grand for a seat and a set of wheels.
Pheidippides

Groom, roll the horse in the dust, then stable him.
Strepsiades

It's you, dear lad, who's been rolling—in my money.

And now I've been served papers, and other creditors

are threatening to sue me.
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IDuring the Peloponnesian war, neighboring Megara and Boeotia were hos-
tile powers and Peloponnesian armies periodically invaded the Attic coun-
tryside, so that ill-treated slaves might be tempted to run away from their
masters and seek refuge in another land. This would be much harder to do
in peacetime, when international agreements discouraged the harboring of

runaway slaves.
2Boy’ was the conventional way to address a male slave.








